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The band was swinging, the champagne was flowing and the guests were having a whale of a time, but I hardly noticed: I was here to work.

The Abrahams were one of the richest families in the state, and if the quality of their parties was anything to go by, I could believe it. Tonight’s affair was an elaborate masquerade ball, designed to help send 1938 out with a bang, and everyone seemed determined to rise to the occasion. Despite the surroundings, there looked to be a wide variety of different guests in attendance, a testament to the scope of the contacts Abraham had made over the years. Showgirls and actresses were busy schmoozing with Congressmen and Senators – perhaps even the other way around, depending on how you chose to look at it. Behind the masks, the best and worst of the Big Apple shook hands and kissed cheeks. The cynic in me couldn’t help but notice how hard it was to tell the two apart, starting with my esteemed host himself.

The fact that he had changed his name from Wladek Abramowicz to the more American William Abraham when he fled Poland in the 1890s was a matter of public record; rumours of exactly why he came across the Atlantic were almost as well-attested, but there was little proof to back them up. The official story was that it was the pursuit of wealth and the thrill of the American Dream. The unofficial story was that he was forced to make a journey – any journey – after an unfortunate sexual encounter or four with a local heavy’s daughter had resulted in a pregnancy he didn’t want to take the rap for. The kooks maintained that it hadn’t been a daughter at all, and that the young Wladek had actually been caught balls-deep in the son of a man with a tendency towards solving his problems with violence. Truth was, I didn’t much care. A man is entitled to his past – and even if he wasn’t, I’m more than capable of looking the other way for the amount Abraham was paying.

That wasn’t even to mention the small matter of the third Mrs Abraham, who was a good deal younger than her husband and who hadn’t been seen in public in almost half a decade. Abraham’s second wife had been an embarrassment, and the divorce had been a costly mess; it seemed he wasn’t taking any chances this time around.

But family matters were only part of the story. Abraham’s road to the top had been built on a foundation of hard work, for sure, but a lot of that hard work had gone into paving over anyone who stood in his way. In the early years it had been intimidation and threats, but as he had managed to consolidate his position he had graduated to blackmail; now he was a man of means, he contented himself with bribery. Over the last fifteen years, Abraham had greased more palms than an Alabama pig-catching contest. By my reckoning, half the people in the room must have been on the take. The other half seemed to be here for decoration. No one seemed to mind.

I adjusted my mask and waited for something to happen. This wasn’t really my scene – I’d spent my last New Year in an Irish bar downtown, getting roughed up for being on the wrong side of a case I was working – and the rented tuxedo designed to help me blend in with the crowd instead had the opposite effect. It wasn’t often in my life that I felt out of my depth, but surrounded by New York High Society I might as well have been drowning.

I scanned the room, looking for anything out of the ordinary. The job was a simple one, all told: Abraham had reason to believe that one of his business competitors would be trying to make a move on his territory, and he wanted to be as forearmed as possible. The three men in question were at the party, but it looked like it was all a bust: I’d been following them for the better part of a week, and I hadn’t seen anything suspicious. It seemed like the old man was just being paranoid, and yet here I was, sipping champagne and watching for any sign that they might be plotting something.

So far, zip. It was half past eleven, and I couldn’t take anymore.

No matter how expensive the fizz was, four glasses and the heat of the room had sent it right to my head. It was getting harder and harder to concentrate; the three guys I was there to scope out, all old and fairly nondescript to begin with, had started to become completely indistinguishable.

I needed out.

I slipped into the hallway and picked a door at random: anything would do, as long as it took me away from the hustle and bustle of the party for five minutes. The first door was locked, and the second, but the third squeaked open.

It was a study of some sort, all rich leather and mahogany. Abraham might have money to throw around, but his tastes were more showy than classy. I flicked on the light switch and the room was suddenly bathed in a soft electric glow.

Three pairs of eyes looked me over. A deer head, stuffed and mounted, stared at me from the back wall, fixating on me with the same intensity as the large oil portrait of Abraham that rested behind his desk.

The third pair belong to a woman.

She stepped out of the shadows like a lead actress about to take her first bow on opening night. Her mask, a slim crimson number complete with an ostrich feather, told me that she was a refugee from the festivities, but even if she hadn’t her dress would have filled me in. It was the height of understated elegance, and it wrapped her curves in a way that would have made any man in the city jealous. It whispered around her hips as she took her first steps towards me, her heels beating out the rhythm of her approach against the floor.

‘Sorry,’ I said. ‘I didn’t realise anyone was in here.’

The woman smiled. Even with the mask covering her face, it was easy to see that it was warm and soft and genuine. I liked her already, whoever she was.

‘Couldn’t stand the party, eh?’ she asked.

‘I wouldn’t say that. I just needed some air.’

‘The terrace is in the other direction.’

‘Too many people,’ I said. ‘I wanted to be alone.’

‘Well, you picked the wrong room for that, Mr...’ She trailed off, daring me to follow.

‘Madison. Mike Madison.’

She stopped walking towards me before the words were out, as though they’d shocked her into stillness. ‘The detective?’

‘A detective, sure. I didn’t realise my reputation was so widespread.’

‘My husband mentioned you.’

‘Your husband?’

She spread her arms wide. ‘Whose party do you think you’re at?’

That explained how at ease she seemed, standing in someone else’s office while the party outside was going at full tilt. ‘You’re Mrs Abraham?’ I said, trying and failing to keep the question out of my voice.

‘Marina, please.’

‘Marina,’ I said, running the name across my tongue. It had a pleasant taste. ‘I’m sorry. I was expecting you to be older.’

‘Maybe I’m older than you think. A mask can hide a multitude of sins.’

‘Don’t I know it.’

She smiled her pretty smile again, and for the first time I noticed the faint lines around her mouth. Like a dropped stitch in a Persian rug, they only added to her overall charm.

‘It’s funny,’ she said eventually. ‘Most people expect that I’d be younger.’

‘Oh?’

‘Third wife? Rich husband? Obviously, I’m just some bimbo who married him for his money.’

‘Obviously. All this love business is extremely overrated.’

A look of genuine sadness washed over her face, and she bristled slightly. ‘I think you’re teasing me, Mr Madison.’

‘I’m sorry,’ I said, and she seemed to believe me. ‘I didn’t mean any offence.’

‘I’m glad. I did love him, you know. Bill was... he was a good man, once upon a time. It just seems like so long ago, now. It’s funny how it all gets away from you, don’t you think?’

‘Yeah.’ There didn’t seem to be much else to say.

‘But still,’ she said, snapping herself out of her sad little daydream. ‘Onwards and upwards, eh?’

‘That’s my motto.’

‘It’s a good one.’

‘It does the job.’

She had no answer to that – or if she did, she kept it to herself. She looked me over, the way an auctioneer might examine a vase: cautiously, but with an expert eye for detail. ‘For what it’s worth, you’re younger than I was expecting,’ she said at last, her appraisal apparently finished. ‘Younger than the last guy, definitely.’

‘There was a last guy?’

She nodded. ‘Used to be in the police. Big. Irish. Short hair. Real ugly.’

It didn’t narrow it down much: the cops I knew ranged from stand-up guys to sleazeballs of the lowest order, but even on their best day none of them were going to win any beauty contests. The pretty-boy cops were all out in Hollywood; in New York, we got bruisers.

‘Murphy?’ I guessed.

She shrugged. ‘Who knows? Who cares? You’re an improvement, anyway. This guy had a way of bringing a room down.’

‘How can you tell?’ I said, tapping my own mask, a solid black-and-white monstrosity that made me feel halfway between Zorro and the Phantom of the Opera. ‘Like you said, you can hide a lot behind a mask.’

‘Call it a gut feeling.’

‘I just fit the decor better, I guess?’

She laughed. It was a pretty, joyful, tinkling sound, and it suited her perfectly. ‘Something like that,’ she said.

‘I’m pretty sure your husband didn’t hire me because I matched the drapes.’

‘Oh no? Then why did he hire you?’

I placed a finger against the side of my nose. ‘I don’t discuss business. I like to keep things professional.’

‘Really? How dull.’

She was almost on top of me by this point, having tap-tap-tapped her way by degrees across the hardwood floor. The heels of her shoes pushed her face almost level with mine, and it was impossible not to catch a whiff of a delicate, barely-there perfume, mingled with her own scent.

‘There’s something about you, Mr Madison,’ she said eventually. Her breath circled my ear as she placed her hands gently on my chest. ‘I don’t know what it is, but I like it. I like it a lot.’

I looked down at her hands, and my eyes were drawn to her ring finger. A rock the size of a baby’s fist stared back at me, but the look in her eyes told me she’d all but forgotten it was there; if I spent much longer looking into those eyes, I got the feeling I’d find it easy to forget about it too.

Even through the mask, it was clear she was a beautiful woman. Sure, it might have hidden a wrinkle or two, but with her face just inches away from my own it was clear that she didn’t have much to hide. She was older than me, but it couldn’t have been by much. Thirty-seven? Thirty-eight? Forty, at the absolute outside – not that it mattered. She wore her years with the same sensuality she wore that dress: they looked good on her.

I didn’t get much chance to ponder it. She moved in closer and pressed her lips to mine, kissing me with a tender sweetness I could tell was going to linger for days, but it was over all too quickly. She pulled away and bit her bottom lip seductively, like a schoolgirl who’d been caught sneaking out after dark – playful and innocent, but with a sexual undercurrent I couldn’t resist.

We stood there in silence for a moment or two, waiting in the half-light of the wall lamps for the other to make the first move.

‘Did Murphy get this treatment too?’ I asked eventually.

She snorted. ‘He wishes,’ she said, and I could believe it.

I didn’t wait for her to kiss me again – truth is, I doubt I could have even if I’d wanted to. I moved forward, lost in a fog of my own longing. I could feel her body arch into mine as I moved towards her mouth, hungry for more of her. I heard her moan as I reached my hand behind and gently cupped her warm, firm ass through the dress. The noise was like a red rag to a bull: I needed her, and I needed her right away.

Her kisses hit me like the world’s most delicate thunderbolts, capable of knocking me off my feet with even the lightest touch of her skin on mine. If it hadn’t been for the grip she kept on the lapels of my tux, I felt as though I might have been blown away altogether.

‘Get the door,’ she said suddenly, with a forcefulness that could only come from a woman who knew exactly what she wanted and was used to getting her own away.

With extreme reluctance, I pulled myself away from her and rushed to the door. There was a deadbolt fitted above a heavy mortice lock, complete with key. I made sure they were both fastened tight – better safe than sorry. I didn’t want to be interrupted. I slipped the key – an ornate decorative number, further evidence of its owner’s over-the-top tastes – into the pocket of my tuxedo.

When I turned back to her, she was sitting cross-legged on Abraham’s desk.

‘Take me,’ she said.

I didn’t need to be told twice. Within seconds I was on her, kissing my way softly up her neck, my lips pressing gently across the delicate curve of her collarbone. I started to remove her mask, but she stopped me; her hand grasped my wrist tightly before I could lay a finger on it. ‘Leave it,’ she said, firmly. ‘I like it better this way. Yours too.’

‘It seems a bit late to worry about hiding ourselves away.’

She shrugged. ‘I don’t care. Call it... feminine mystique.’

She cleared the desk of the files that were scattered across it, sweeping them onto the floor with one graceful arc of her arm. It was a convincing argument.

‘Fine,’ I said. ‘The mask can stay, but the dress has to go.’

‘You drive a hard bargain, Mr Madison.’

‘Worth every penny,’ I said, snaking my hand around her back and pulling the zipper free. Another quick flick of my fingers and her brassiere fell loose, and suddenly there she was before me in all her glory: beautiful, alabaster Marina, wearing nothing but a pair of stockings, the night and my stares.

All mine, at least for now.

She relieved me of my pants and jacket with much the same haste as I’d got her out of her dress. At the first sight of my cock, already straining against my jockey shorts, she flashed me a faint but unmissable smile. A second or two later and the shorts were gone too, not that it mattered: they’d done a shitty job of hiding my enthusiasm anyway.

She paused slightly as I fumbled with my shirt. ‘Wait,’ she said, and I did.

Slowly, sensually, she began unfastening the buttons one by one. Her kisses tickled my neck as she did so, her tongue occasionally flicking out as if to remind me that it was still there.

As if I could have forgotten.

The last button finally uncoupled from its mooring, she slid the shirt off my shoulders and left it in a crumpled heap on the floor.

‘There,’ she said at last. ‘That’s much better.’

The band outside switched from its upbeat swing to a slow number, right on cue. I took her in my arms, feeling the warmth of her magnificent breasts pressing against me, and breathed deeply. She had a soft smell, lavender and honey, and I wanted more of it – all of it. I wanted everything about her, and I wanted it now.

‘Is something wrong?’

Her words snapped me out of my daydream. ‘Sorry,’ I said. ‘Just thinking.’

She tutted. ‘That’s the problem with you detective types... you’re always on the job.’ She sat back on the desk, spreading her legs seductively. Her pussy, covered with a thatch of dark hair, stared back at me. She snaked one of her long fingers down and began stroking the lips gently, teasingly, as if to show me what was almost mine. ‘Maybe I should give you something to take your mind off it, eh?’

As plans went, it sounded pretty fine to me.

Her nails traced the outline of her sex, parting it and showing the rich pink that hid underneath. I could see her excitement already – a visible wetness left a sheen on her fingers that glistened as she brought it to her mouth. She slipped out a tongue and gave it a tentative, seductive lick.

Her eyes never left mine.

Her fingers lowered again, following the curve of her body. They wandered along her collarbone, down past her breasts, and lingered for a moment or two on the tight pink bud of her nipple, before continuing back between her legs. Before, she had limited herself to an exploration of the outermost regions of her pussy, but now she knew she had my attention, her fingers slipped effortlessly inside.

I stayed back, enjoying the show. Gradually, her eyes began to close as she lost herself in her own pleasure, the hypnotic in-and-out of her fingers sounding a rhythmic metronome beat. Her breaths provided the melody, light and fast at first, but then building towards a crescendo of pleasure.

It was more than I could bear.

I crossed over to her, kissed her, positioned myself and pushed forward; her hands took their cue and moved out of the way, her fingers leaving a damp smudge on the mahogany. She let out a moan as I slid into her, tight and slick, and then put her arms around my neck. We stayed for a second, two strangers in a lover’s embrace, before I began my firm thrusts into her wetness.

Every movement brought out a shiver of excitement, every press into her desperate body quickened her breaths in my ear. She seemed to be struggling to keep her moans low, to avoid the risk of us being heard. When they got to be too loud even despite her best efforts, I kissed her softly, relishing the velvet sweetness of her lips on mine as they muffled her sounds of arousal.

Ten...

The countdown from the main hall of the house had begun. As the revellers ticked us down into the beginnings of 1939, I could feel myself drawn as if by some invisible force, desperate for more of her. I pushed into her over and over, losing myself in the smooth curve of her buttocks, in the faint tang of her perfume.

Nine... eight...

Every thrust against that wetness renewed me, reinvigorated me, spurred me on unlike anything I’d ever experienced before. 

Seven... six... five...

Faster, now, speeding towards climax, our movements in perfect harmony with each other.

Four... three... two...

Her body began to buck and writhe, her nails digging into my shoulder blades as she began to lose control; I let out an animalistic, primeval groan of ecstasy that came from a part of me I didn’t even know I had.

One...

We came together as the clock struck midnight, our bodies tensing and releasing under the waves of shared pleasure. For a moment – a brief, shining moment at the end of a year – two strangers filled the same space, breathed the same air, felt the same sweaty, sticky skin pressed tight and up close.

I withdrew, breathing heavily, still half-erect, and she let out one final, satisfied moan. ‘Happy New Year, Mr Madison,’ she said.

‘Happy New Year, Mrs...’ I started, before stopping myself. The last thing I wanted was to remind myself of Abraham at a time like this. ‘Marina. Happy New Year, Marina.’

The mood couldn’t last. Second by second, the year grew older: fireworks burned and popped and fizzed over the Hudson as New Yorkers celebrated the start of something fresh and new.

We collapsed back from each other, catching our respective breaths. She straightened her mask with a shaky, satisfied hand, and we rested.

When we dressed, eventually, it was in near-silence: there was nothing more that needed to be said. Occasionally, our hands reached for the same item of clothing and brushed against each other, sending a now familiar shiver up our arms. 

‘We’d better get you back out there,’ I said, as she I zipped up the back of her dress. ‘People will start to ask questions.’

‘Who, Bill?’ she asked, with a dismissive wave of her hand. ‘I’m sure he hasn’t even noticed I’m gone. Just leave me in here and I’ll slip out in a few minutes. We don’t want any scandal, right?’

‘Yeah.’ Her long brown hair had fallen forward, revealing the smooth curve of the back of her neck. Without thinking, I stopped to plant a kiss there – what we both knew could only be our last.

She smiled her rich, warm smile again. It seemed like a good memory to leave on, but as I crossed over to the door, I knew there was one more thing I needed to say.

‘Marina?’

‘Yeah?’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘For what?’ she asked, but I didn’t answer. Instead, I slipped out of the office and took the key from my pocket, turning it in the lock from the outside before walking away.

I couldn’t hear her banging on the door, but in truth I hadn’t really expected it her to: it would probably be a couple more minutes before she realised she was trapped, and even then I doubted she’d want to make too much of a ruckus. First, she’d probably try and look for a way out, but the door was solid and the office was three floors up. She wasn’t going anywhere.

My guess was that the files on Abraham’s desk hadn’t been out for longer than a few minutes before I’d stumbled into his study; the woman I’d found there – most definitely not the real Mrs Abraham, who I’d seen photographs of before and who couldn’t have fit herself into that dress if she’d dieted from here to Judgement Day – must have tried to come up with what she thought was a plausible excuse for why she was alone in Abraham’s study just before midnight. The truth, as I saw it, was that she was snooping for weak points in his business dealings, just as the old man had predicted, and then decided to do whatever she could to distract me.

I didn’t know which of the three guys I was sent here to spy on had sent her to do their dirty work, and I didn’t much care. The cops could get that out of her. Corporate espionage was a little way above my pay grade.

I called over a waiter, a gangly-looking teen who looked as though he wanted to be in that room even less than I did.

‘Tell Mr Abraham I found his leak,’ I said, taking a glass of champagne from the tray and leaving the key in its place. ‘She’s locked in his office, safe and sound, ready for the police to come and pick her up.’

‘The police?’ he said, with a thick Brooklyn twang. His voice changed in pitch halfway through the word, and who could blame him? A visit from the boys in blue would make for a hell of a change from the monotony of serving drinks to the high-and-mighty.

‘Yeah,’ I nodded, ‘but I get the feeling he’s going to want to keep this on the down-low. Be subtle about it, and I’m willing to bet there’ll be one hell of a tip waiting for you at the end of the night.’

‘Yes, Sir,’ he said, moving off like he was a sprinter and I’d just fired a starting pistol, before stopping suddenly enough to make the champagne glasses clink against each other. ‘Wait... who shall I say told me?’

I finished my glass and set it down on the tray next to the key. ‘Madison,’ I said. ‘Like the President, for when he’s writing the check.’

‘Yes, Sir. Thanks a bunch, Mr Madison.’

‘Don’t mention it, kid.’

As he danced off to spread his news, I stepped out into the closest thing to fresh air New York could offer. The cool night breeze danced across the lower half of my face – only the lower half – and I realised that I was still wearing the ridiculous mask from the party. Even on New Year’s, I would have looked like a jackass wearing it out here. The monkey-suit tuxedo Abraham had had me wear would have to wait until I got home, but at least the problem of the mask was an easy fix.

I slid it from my face, dropped it at my feet, and set off walking down the sidewalk.

There were already too many secrets in this town. I didn’t need to be one of them.
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