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It was funny: the girl in the red coat should have looked perfectly at home on Park Avenue, but instead she had just looked lost.

The Calloway family had made their fortune the old-fashioned way – by hard work and shrewd investments – which for years had given the New York aristocracy plenty of reason to look down their noses at them. It hadn’t been enough to keep them down completely, though, and eventually Arthur Calloway had started to be invited to the best kind of parties, the kind that money – and only money – can buy.

The only fly in the ointment was his daughter. Rosetta Calloway at the age of ten had been all sweetness and light, but by the time she hit twenty, she was the terror of the Upper West Side. A party wasn’t a party until it had the Rosie Calloway seal of approval. Unfortunately, that made her a liability, and Daddy Calloway didn’t think much of his daughter’s antics and her tendency to get them splashed across the gossip rags.

Then it came out that she’d been running with the wrong crowd. Young. Italian. Connected. The kind that wore suits you couldn’t afford without a law degree or a gun. It was a dangerous game she was playing, and her father didn’t seem to have a way to keep her on the straight and narrow.

That was why he’d cut her off without a red cent to her name, three days before her twenty-first birthday. 

That was the last anyone had seen of her. Sure, some people – including the police, for a few short weeks – suspected that her father might have taken steps to solve his little problem in a more permanent way, but one look at Calloway would have told anyone that he just didn’t have it in him. No, the smart money had been on his daughter being out there in the city somewhere, too proud to come back home, eking out a meagre existence doing God only knew what – probably the kind of thing that Calloway Senior wouldn’t have wanted to know about.

And then, as if by magic, she had reappeared.

Four years later, so the story went, the prodigal daughter had returned to the fold, and she had been received with open arms. When she made public appearances, though, they weren’t the wild parties of her early twenties: instead, she was the model of grace and charm. It didn’t take much to see that, for all his tough-love attitude, Calloway was pleased to have her back.

And that was the way things had stayed, for a while at least. It was a nice story, but it became nothing more than radio static after a few days.

At least, until last Friday.

The woman who had come into my office had introduced herself as Helen Wilson, Calloway’s secretary. She was strict and businesslike about the whole deal: Calloway didn’t know she was there, and if I wanted to take the case then he’d never find out. The whole thing was to be conducted on the quiet. Was I interested in hearing more?

She had sat down, and in a slow, measured voice – like she was dictating a letter to a girl who’d only just made it to the typing pool – told me that there was something very, very wrong about Rosie Calloway.

I asked what, and she couldn’t say. The girl who had come back, according to Miss Wilson, wasn’t like the girl who had gone away. There was just something off about her. Sure, she knew things that only the real Rosie Calloway could have known, but the way she acted around her father was different in a dozen little ways.

When I pointed out that four years is a long time, she shook her head again. That was all that needed to be said.

At first, I’d figured she was either crazy or selfish – a plain-looking woman, past whatever prime she might once have had, who’d likely been promised a hefty share of Calloway’s fortune when the guy croaked and who wanted to keep his one and only daughter as far away from him and his money as possible – but a job’s a job, and this one seemed easier than most.

She paid me for two weeks of surveillance, but after four days I already knew something was going down, and something big at that. I just didn’t know what.

Yet.

Rosetta Calloway had been brought up in the plush surroundings of places like the Waldorf-Astoria, but as she stepped through the doors and into the cool of a New York spring evening, she looked as though she was about to burst into tears from stress. I’ve known a lot of rich people in this town – they’re the ones who are willing to pay the most to keep the biggest secrets hidden – and they all have masks, but hers was slipping.

Part of me wanted to go over and talk to her, to see what was wrong, but I stopped myself. I had a week and a half left on the job. It was too early to blow my cover.

She got the doorman to hail her a cab – no problem getting one to stop for her, I noticed; one of the advantages of being picked up outside one of the most prestigious hotels in the city – and I followed suit.

We ducked and weaved through the afternoon traffic, until we ended up in an area of Queens that even I wouldn’t have wanted to walk through alone in the dark. A girl like her in a bright red coat seemed a little too much like a fairy tale, and not the kind that ended well: like any forest, New York City has its wolves, and they aren’t interested in care packages on their way to Grandma.

She ducked inside a guesthouse that would have made ‘two-bit’ feel like false advertising – the kind where even the people are rats deep down. I waited for a minute or two, slipped my driver a couple of notes, and followed her.

The old man sitting behind the welcome desk didn’t look particularly welcoming to begin with, but when I interrupted him flicking through the sports section from a three day old newspaper, he shot me a look dirty enough that I wanted to take a shower. It was a good job I didn’t have time for pleasantries, because I wouldn’t have got any from him.

‘A woman just came in here,’ I said, cutting right to it. ‘Red hair, coat to match. Smart looking.’

He made a sucking noise with his teeth, and went back to his reading. ‘Maybe she did. What’s it to me?’

‘I need a name.’

‘Try the phonebook.’

A wiseguy. The last thing I needed. I could have spent the rest of the night slinging lines with him and getting nowhere, but time wasn’t on my side. I reached into my wallet, pulled out a five-spot, and pushed it towards him. ‘Let’s try this one more time,’ I said. ‘Who’s the girl?’

He reached for the money, and I snatched it away. ‘Who’s the girl?’ I asked again.

‘I think she said her name was Smith.’

No surprise in a place like this. ‘I bet she did.’

He shrugged. ‘What can I say? We get a lot of Smiths here. Maybe it’s some sort of reunion.’ He laughed at his own joke. It made one of us.

‘You want the money, I want answers. I’m going to need more than that.’

He sighed, never taking his piggy little eyes from the green slip of paper I had pinned to the countertop. ‘Fine. I heard her talking to some guy outside a few nights ago. He’s been around before, a few times. He called her Miss Carter.’

‘You mean Calloway, right?’

He shook his head. ‘I’m old, but I’m not deaf. He said Carter. But for an extra dollar, he can have called her Bette Davis for all I care.’

Carter? Why would he have called her Carter? I could have understood if the old guy had seemed confused, but everything seemed to be working fine with him. Why two fake names, though? It didn’t make sense. I’d come here looking for answers, but all I seemed to be finding was more questions.

‘What did the guy look like?’

‘Dark.’

‘Black?’

‘Not that dark. Italian. Jewish, maybe.’ He kept his eyes on the money, maybe wondering if he could pull it out from underneath my fingers without me noticing. I’d known the guy for maybe two minutes, and already I wouldn’t have put it past him. ‘You gonna hand it over or what?’

‘That depends. What room’s she in?’

‘You ask a lot of questions for five dollars.’

‘I like to get my money’s worth. The room number?’

‘4B. But if she asks, you didn’t get it from me.’

‘Fine,’ I said. I took my hand from the note and left it on the counter. ‘Help yourself.’

He snatched it up, grunted what I guessed was some sort of dismissal towards me, then went back to his paper.

I headed up the stairs. As soon as I was out of sight, I pulled my gun out of my pocket. I didn’t know what I was going to find once I got to the fourth floor, but I didn’t want to take any chances: better safe than sorry, after all. If Rosie Calloway was hanging out with the kind of crowds she used to run with, I’d be glad to have my pistol handy.

In the stairwell between the third and fourth floors, I spent a minute or two trying to figure out my next move. Did I go in there with everything I had, hoping to catch whoever was in there with the element of surprise? Or would it make more sense to play it carefully, a softly-softly approach?

As it turned out, it didn’t matter either way. The door to 4B was already open.

I sidled along the corridor, trying to make sure that my footfalls made as little impact on the thin carpet as possible – at least until I wanted to make my presence known. It was slow progress, but necessary, and before long I found myself standing outside the door.

It was time.

I span out into the doorway, my gun pointed at the two bodies standing there, bathed in the dim light of a cheap guest house bulb. One of them – the girl still wearing the red coat – shot her hands up reflexively when she saw me; the other was slower. She made it look as though it was the act of a queen deigning to entertain her subjects, like a man with a gun interrupting her evening was nothing more than a trifling inconvenience.

Even if she hadn’t, though, I would have been too shocked to fire.

As I looked into Room 4B, two Rosetta Calloways looked back at me.

I waited, tightening my grip on the handle of my revolver, my mind spinning. How was that even possible?

The two girls standing in front of me were identical: not just similar, in the way that siblings might be, but a complete mirror image, like someone had cast them from the same mould.

But no... that wasn’t right. They might have had the same deep red hair, the same high cheekbones, the same smooth-marble skin, but there was something very different about them, something that no one could ever have ignored for long.

The girl in the red coat was nervous, and had been even before I’d pulled a gun on her: it wasn’t a temporary state, but something that cut right through to her core. She looked like it was her default setting, as though she didn’t know how to do anything else. That was what I’d picked up on outside the Waldorf-Astoria. I’d figured that lost look was because she was out of practice, that she didn’t feel like she was capable of fitting back into her old life. It hadn’t occurred to me that it hadn’t been her old life to fit into at all.

The other girl – the real Rosetta Calloway – didn’t have that problem. One look into her eyes made it clear that she didn’t know what nervousness was anymore. Even staring down the barrel of a gun, she looked calm and composed.

She might have been the spoiled little rich girl, once upon a time, but however long she’d spent beyond the reach of her father’s money had done things to her. She had the look of someone who had seen more things in the last few years than anyone should have to, and every single indignity had left its mark on her, deep down.

I had seen pictures where the young Rosetta Calloway hadn’t had a care in the world, but now? Now, she looked like she was nothing but granite on the inside. It was sad to see. Nobody deserves what the darkest corners of New York can throw out, least of all a girl who was only just out of her teens.

I didn’t have the time or the patience for sympathy. ‘Someone needs to explain to me exactly what’s going on,’ I said, ‘and I’m not all that picky who it is.’

‘Who are you?’ the girl sitting on the bed said at last.

‘I’m the guy with the gun. So spill.’

‘Did my father send you?’

‘Not as such, no.’

‘Wilson, then.’ The girl sighed. ‘I always knew she was going to be trouble.’

The nervous-looking girl piped up. ‘Do you know him, Rosie?’

Her partner shook her head. ‘No. But they were bound to send someone,’ she said, before letting her voice soften to a soothing whisper. ‘Relax... we haven’t done anything wrong.’

It seemed to work. The girl in the red coat noticeably loosened, as though her tensions had magically disappeared.

‘Oh really? Nothing at all?’ I asked. ‘This seems like a whole lot of effort for everything to be on the level.’

Calloway shrugged and lowered her hands; the continued presence of my revolver didn’t seem to faze her. ‘You might have noticed that me and my father don’t get along too well.’

‘I was getting that impression.’

‘Well, I met Daisy here when we were both sleeping on the streets down in Brooklyn. We saw the resemblance, and... well, the rest is history.’

I shook my head. ‘I don’t follow you.’

She sighed. ‘And I thought you detectives were supposed to be smart.’

‘So humour me.’

‘Fine. Mr...’ She trailed off, waiting for me to fill in the gap.

‘Madison. Mike Madison.’

‘Mr Madison, then. I’ve got no use for my father’s money, not after he cut me off. He put his business ahead of me once before, and I didn’t want to give him the chance to do it again, especially if it meant I had to suck up to him and his Country Club cronies. It’s not my style. Not anymore, anyway.’

I looked around the room we were standing in. It wouldn’t have been too much of a stretch to touch all four walls at once, and the bed – if you could call something that looked that uncomfortable a bed, at least – took up more of the floor space than I would have thought possible. ‘I can see that,’ I said.

She carried on regardless. ‘But that’s the thing. Daisy here... she was good to me. She looked after me, when we were on the streets. I grew up in a family – not a great one, but a family nonetheless. She never did.’

‘So you figured that you’d pass her off as you?’

She nodded. ‘Pretty much. We spend a few months teaching her how to be Rosetta Calloway, and she gets to live in the lap of luxury for the rest of her life, with a family all her own. Apparently she doesn’t find my father quite as trying as I do.’

‘So what do you get out of this?’

Calloway laughed. ‘I told you, Mr Madison... it’s not about the money. I’m not the girl I was four years ago. I just want to help a friend, that’s all.’ She paused, as if thinking her words over carefully. ‘I mean, if she decided that she wanted to slip me a few grand, so I could head on over to the West Coast and start a new life for myself...’

‘I bet that’d be much appreciated.’

‘Exactly.’ She paused then, looking first at the other girl and then at the gun in my hand. ‘But it looks like we have a bit of a problem here. You seem to have us both at a bit of a disadvantage.’

She stood up for the first time then, and walked towards me. I didn’t much like the look in her eyes. It was smart, and cold – the look of someone who didn’t have much left to lose.

‘I mean, even though we haven’t done anything wrong,’ she said, ‘it’d still be a real shame if you were to go and tell Daddy exactly what we’re up to. Don’t you think, Daisy?’

Daisy nodded, softly. Her eyes hadn’t left my pistol. I felt bad, keeping it out in front of her with her as nervous as she was, but there was something about her partner in whatever-this-was that made me glad I had it.

Calloway was getting closer, four feet now and closing. ‘Surely there must be something we can offer you to make sure you leave all of this out of your report?’ She bit her bottom lip seductively, teasing me.

I’d be lying if I said I didn’t think about how the next ten minutes were going to go down, and that most of the situations that crossed my mind ended with me doing things to Rosetta Calloway that you didn’t talk about in polite company.

It was a risk I wasn’t going to take, no matter how sweet the reward.

‘Easy, sweetcheeks,’ I said, gesturing with the shooter in my hand. ‘You stay on that side of the barrel, understand?’

Calloway put up her hands with a smirk. ‘Whatever you say, boss. I’m sure we can still come to some sort of an agreement, right?’

She sashayed away, spinning on a dime, and approached Daisy like a lioness would approach a zebra: hungry, and relentless. Softly, she ran her fingers along the other girl’s jawline, before pulling her in for a kiss.

I couldn’t bring myself to look away. There was something hypnotic about it, like watching a python bob and sway until it wrapped its victim up in its powerful sinews and gave it one final, fatal squeeze. It didn’t take much to spot the initial moment of resistance from Daisy – the tensing of her muscles under Calloway’s touch, for instance – but it soon yielded, and she fell into the kiss in the way that only lovers can.

I didn’t doubt for a second that Calloway was the instigator behind this little tête-à-tête, but despite her reservations, I didn’t need to be much of a detective to see that Daisy wanted it too. Craving shone out of her every pore like a lighthouse, making her body glow. Sure, she had been attractive, standing in her red coat outside the Waldorf-Astoria with a confused expression on her face, but now?

Now, as Calloway’s lips left hers, she looked beautiful.

I could have watched their lips meshing together and their tongues exploring the velvet softness of each other’s mouths forever, but eventually it stopped. Calloway pulled off, and it was clear that I wasn’t the only one disappointed. Daisy trailed after her, pulled by invisible strings, eager for me.

Calloway just looked at me, and smiled.

‘Do you like to watch, Mr Madison?’

There was something about the way she said it, like cotton candy straight from the Coney Island boardwalk – sweet and innocent through and through. From anyone else, I might have bought it, but not from her. I’d only been in the room for five minutes, and already I’d seen enough of Rosetta Calloway to know that she wasn’t to be trusted.

I declined to answer.

‘There’s no need to be ashamed,’ she said, her voice light and playful. ‘I mean, we’re two young, attractive women. Why wouldn’t you want to watch?’

‘I like to keep things professional,’ I said, trying to keep my voice from cracking.

Her lips traced the other girl’s neck, bringing out a soft, low moan. For a second I found myself overcome with jealousy, longing for the feel of those lips against my own skin, to see if I could be induced to make that same desperate noise.

‘Oh, honey,’ she said once she pulled herself away. ‘So do we.’

She reached her arms around Daisy, and began unfastening the toggles on her coat, one by one. It wasn’t long before it was cast onto the floor in a heap.

Even their figures were identical. The long, shapely body, the alabaster-smooth skin, the slight kink in the hip... it was like looking at two people cast from the same mould.

If I didn’t know better, I would have sworn that the two girls in front of me were twins.

The dress Daisy had been wearing under her coat hugged her figure perfectly, as if it had been dripped onto her naked body like wax. It was stylish, classy and elegant, perfect for a late lunch at the Waldorf with Daddy Dearest. It lasted about as long as the coat did under Calloway’s nimble fingers.

‘Rosie, please,’ she said. ‘Not in front of...’

Calloway hushed her, placing a soft finger against her lips. ‘Come on, honey,’ she said, her voice dripping with sweetness. ‘Why be shy? Mr Madison is going to be doing us a big favour soon. He’s our guest. And you know how it’s important to be polite in front of guests, don’t you?’

Daisy didn’t say anything to that.

‘See?’ Calloway continued, slipping the straps of her dress down past her shoulders, revealing the smooth, creamy skin beneath. She shimmied it downwards until she stood there in nothing but her lingerie. ‘It’s fine. Let Mr Madison see just what we’re offering him.’

If Daisy had had any real reservations, they seemed to melt away under the gentle touch of the other woman. The two of them curled around each other, arms interlocking, lips placed with all the tenderness of butterflies across the smooth expanses of neck and shoulders and collarbones.

I felt a swallow lodge in my throat just watching them. Calloway had a real Mata Hari charm – dangerous and seductive – which by itself wouldn’t have even turned my head: girls like that were an occupational hazard for a private eye. Coupled with Daisy’s sweet innocence, on the other hand – not to mention their twin bodies snaking together – and I was lost in my thoughts.

I could feel myself growing hard watching them; I shifted slightly from my stance as I felt the bulge of my cock straining against the front of my trousers. Daisy seemed distracted enough that she barely even knew I was in the room, but Calloway was the consummate puppet master, and she didn’t miss a trick.

‘Enjoying the view?’ she asked with a coquettish giggle. ‘Or would you prefer something a little more... hands on?’

She reached around behind her back and uncoupled the links of her brassiere. Her breasts, small but perfectly formed, fell free, entrancing me with their pert curves; her nipples, pink nubs that had once fought for freedom against the fabric, hardened in the cool air of the room.

They weren’t the only thing.

‘You can touch them, Mr Madison,’ she said flirtatiously. ‘I want you to.’ I stayed silent, and she sighed. ‘Suit yourself, then. Daisy?’

Like an obedient puppy being called to heel, Daisy sprang to attention; within seconds, she was running her hands up Calloway’s hips and past her stomach, letting her fingers play lightly over her partner’s skin as though I wasn’t even in the room. As she lowered her head and slowly took one of the pink buds into her mouth, her tongue darted out, flicking over Calloway’s nipple with an unselfconscious ease.

Calloway let out a soft moan. ‘Your turn now,’ she said.

I swallowed hard, preparing myself to tell her that I wasn’t interested – and wondering if I’d be able to form the words – but it didn’t matter: she wasn’t talking to me. Calloway’s hands moved in one quick motion, freeing Daisy’s breasts and then sweeping downwards, pulling her underwear past her hips.

She made a move to cover herself, but Calloway caught her wrists. ‘No, sweetie,’ she said. ‘You’ve got nothing to be ashamed of. Mr Madison thinks you look beautiful. Isn’t that right?’

I nodded. It was the most I could manage.

‘There, see?’ Calloway’s voice was soothing, and it seemed to set Daisy at ease. ‘You don’t need to worry about anything at all. We just have to give our friend here a little perk, so he’ll forget about everything he saw here tonight.’

So that was their plan: amnesia by seduction. To take me, leave me satisfied, and hope that I’d be happy enough with the arrangement to turn a blind eye to their less-than-legal activities. Ordinarily, I wouldn’t even have considered it, but the two girls in front of me – both so desperate to please – made it a tougher call than it usually would have been.

‘See, Daisy?’ Calloway said, teasingly. ‘I think he likes the idea.’

The whole city took bribes, in one form or another. Why should I be any different? What was it that made Mike Madison such a saint?

The hardness in my jockeys told me clearly: nothing at all.

I was still holding the gun, but I could feel my hands becoming slick with sweat. It was a nervous anticipation of what everyone in that room knew was about to go down. The girls looked at me, Calloway with a teasing grin, but her partner with an imploring earnestness that caught my attention and refused to let go.

‘Mr Madison, please... there’s no funny business here,’ Daisy said. ‘We don’t want any trouble.’

I didn’t trust Calloway as far as I could throw her, but there was something in Daisy’s eyes that told me things were OK. If this was how they wanted to convince me not to report them, I’d certainly heard less-persuasive arguments in my time.

I put my gun down on the bureau and slid it along the wooden surface. It clinked to a stop in the corner, far enough away that it couldn’t easily be reached.

‘Good decision,’ Calloway purred. ‘I do love a man who knows when a deal is worth taking.’

The gun safely out of the picture, they were a lot less shy about showing their affection. They circled my body like a pair of predatory lionesses, Calloway in front and Daisy following her lead. When one began kissing my neck, the other followed suit; they merged into each other seamlessly, mirroring each other’s actions as though they had some kind of psychic connection.

It was Daisy who began to unbutton my shirt first. As Calloway distracted herself, nuzzling into my collarbone, I felt her tiny hand slip under the fabric and begin caressing my chest, her fingertips running gently over the muscles before coming to a stop at my nipples. Every brush sent fire running through my veins, making my cock stand to attention.

Calloway must have felt the sudden hardness as it pressed against her leg. ‘Well, well,’ she said playfully, as she ran a hand up my thigh and came to rest with it wrapped around my prick. ‘What do we have here?’

I could have sworn I had a snappy comeback just lined up and waiting, but the second she started massaging me through my pants it vanished into the fog. ‘I thought so,’ Calloway said with a grin. ‘You don’t always have to play the hardass, you know. Sometimes you can just let people look after you.’

‘Oh really now?’ I said, my mind torn between Calloway’s gentle rubbing and Daisy planting her soft kisses along my collarbone. ‘And how are you going to do that?’

The sound of a zipper answered my question. Calloway slid down to the floor and knelt forward; that was the last I saw before sensations took over completely. It was a soft touch at first, teasing and fleeting, as she ran her tongue gently over the head of my cock with the same easy attention that Daisy was showing to my chest. It didn’t take long for her to take my cock deep into her mouth, allowing it to fill her throat.

She looked up at me with innocent eyes that didn’t fool me for a second – they had seen things, and we both knew it – but in the struggle with my body my rational mind was never going to win. The sight of her on her knees in front of me, so eagerly teasing me with her tongue, was more than I could bear.

‘It’s OK,’ Daisy whispered as she nibbled coyly on my earlobe. ‘Just let us take care of you. We can give you everything you could ever want.’

That did it for me. The sultry sound of her voice in my ear, coupled with the rhythmic motions of Calloway’s mouth, made for an intoxicating combination: my resolve was gone. I needed the relief they were offering.

Calloway seemed to notice me slipping away. She pulled her head away from my cock and gazed up at me. As her eyes met mine, she spoke with the voice of a woman of confidence – a woman who, a long time ago, had discovered a taste for getting exactly her way, and who would just about anything to feel like that again. ‘I want you, Mr Madison,’ she said, working my shaft with a clenched fist. ‘I want to taste you. I want it all. And you’re going to give it to me, aren’t you?’

‘Mmm,’ I moaned. It wasn’t my most articulate response, but based on her response she seemed to forgive me. She ran her tongue along my length and then plunged her head down, swallowing me deep into her throat.

Daisy’s lips locked onto mine as though she was never planning to let go. Her kiss was hungry, desperately so, and I found myself falling deeper and deeper under her spell the longer her skin spent pressed against my own. Her hands clutched at my shirt, pulling me in, and I let her pull – anything to be close to this beautiful, delicate flower.

Between that and the orgasm I could feel fast approaching, I was lost.

Calloway’s mouth knew tricks I didn’t even know existed. Even as Daisy pressed up against me, Calloway had my mind turning hoops with excitement and arousal. Between the two of them, alternately vying for my attention, I was a goner.

Calloway doubled her efforts, and I knew I was heading for the edge. As her tongue ran over my shaft, I felt the explosion coming: within seconds I could feel my legs beginning to give way as my body tensed in excitement.

Daisy who whispered in my ear: ‘It’s OK,’ she said. ‘You can trust us.’

I came. I felt my muscles clench as my body released itself, thick spurts of come flowing with abandon out of my cock and straight into Calloway’s willing mouth. I heard her lips smack together hungrily and felt her suck with enthusiasm, draining me of every last drop.

It was over.

My legs felt weak. As Calloway let herself fall back, I felt my way across to the bed and sat down, exhausted. I could feel sweat dotting my brow, and I struggled to keep my head in the game. Suddenly, post-orgasm, it seemed ridiculous. Had I really promised not to turn them in for the same of a quick rumble? What was it about these girls that had made my mind turn to jelly?

When I looked down at Calloway, she had a satisfied look on her face – a look of victory from a girl who knew she’d got what she wanted. ‘I hope that wasn’t too much for you, Mr Madison,’ she said, moving from the floor to sit down on the bed beside me. ‘I had a lot of plans for us tonight, and I’d hate to think I’d exhausted you. We both would. Isn’t that right, Daisy?’ Her accomplice nodded and smiled a coy smile. ‘After all, she hasn’t shown you her party trick yet.’

‘Oh yeah?’

‘Oh, yeah. She’s a real crowd-pleaser. And tonight she’s all yours.’ With a crooked finger, she beckoned the naked girl over to us. I held up my hand to stop her.

‘Later,’ I said. She looked at me quizzically. ‘I’ve got plans for you first. Just you.’

‘You heard him, Daisy,’ she said with a smile. ‘Apparently both of us at once is just too much to handle.’

‘What can I say? I’m a man of simple tastes.’

Calloway stretched herself out on the bed like a model in a Renaissance painting, smooth curves and soft lines that ran into each other to make a masterpiece of femininity. ‘That’s OK,’ she said. ‘She can wait outside.’ She gestured to the door and Daisy dutifully reached for her coat and turned to leave.

‘No,’ I said, and both girls looked straight at me. ‘I want her to stay.’ They looked at me, running two identical stares from four identical eyes across my face. ‘I like to be watched,’ I said.

‘Well, well... it seems like my straight-arrow detective has a bit of a kink in his quiver,’ Calloway said. She smirked. I didn’t.

‘Is that going to be a problem?’

‘Not for me, sweetie,’ she said, and then looked over at Daisy. The other girl shook her head, but said nothing. ‘It seems like we’re willing to indulge you, Mr Madison. I trust you’ll remember this when you file your report.’

I sat down on the bed next to her and ran my fingers up the lines of her body. ‘Oh, I wouldn’t worry about that,’ I said. ‘I’m pretty sure this is going to be a night we both remember.’

I didn’t hesitate: quick as I could manage, I had jerked the handcuffs I kept in my trouser pocket out, and in a flash I had one end secured around Calloway’s left wrist. A second later, the other end had been ratcheted firmly around the bedpost. Her mouth gaped open, muted in shock, but her eyes burned with fury. ‘You son of a bitch...’ she started as she swung for me, nails out and ready to scratch, but I was in no mood to listen.

I jumped off her and – once I was sure I was stood safely out of harm’s way – turned to Daisy. ‘You. Come with me.’

It went a little more smoothly in my imagination. For a second we both stood still, staring at each other, me with my fly unzipped and my shirt unbuttoned, her as naked as the day she was born.

Then she sprang – not at me, as I might have expected, but in the opposite direction, towards the bureau in the corner.

Towards the gun.

She was fast, but I was closer, and – thank God – she was the one who ended up staring down the barrel. ‘I’m not going to ask you again,’ I said. ‘Grab your clothes, and come with me.’

She shot me a look that could have curdled milk, but she did as she was told. I looked at Calloway, who was struggling to free herself from the cuffs. ‘They’re solid,’ I said. ‘Sit tight and this’ll all be over soon.’

She let out a cackle. ‘Oh really? And what’s to stop me just screaming my little lungs out the second you leave?’

I shrugged. ‘Scream all you want,’ I said. ‘In a neighbourhood like this, no one’s going to bat an eyelid, and even if they do the first thing that’ll happen is they’ll call the police. And that wouldn’t do you much good at all, would it?’

She stared at me, thinking over her options.

‘Fuck you,’ she said eventually, and I smiled. Given her situation, it seemed remarkable restrained.

‘You got a real mouth on you, Miss Calloway,’ I said. ‘But I’m a forgiving sort. Just not forgiving enough to let you do what we both know you were planning.’ I took the handcuff keys out of my pocket and left them on the bureau: out of arm’s reach for her, but someone would be able to let her out soon enough, even if she didn’t work out a way to get them for herself. Somehow I thought she’d manage.

Daisy had pulled on her dress and coat, and hadn’t taken her eyes of my gun the whole time. If Calloway had been in that position, I was sure she’d have done something more drastic, but her partner in crime didn’t have that killer instinct: after her attempt at grabbing the gun, she seemed to have learned her lesson. I knew she’d follow me like a lamb to the slaughter.

I looked back to the bed, where Calloway was sitting with a look on her face like thunder. ‘Rosetta Calloway disappears again tonight: for good this time,’ I said, trying to keep my voice calm. ‘I don’t care if it’s back onto the streets or way out west, but this the last time I hear your name. Understood?’

She spat at me then, but her aim was off: what had been intended for my face splashed harmlessly against the shoulder of my coat.

That sounded like an agreement to me.

I sheepdogged Daisy out of the room and down the stairs. She stood silent in the hallway, her eyes fixed on the pistol in my hand, and flinched when I reached into my jacket.

‘Relax,’ I said, pulling out my wallet. ‘I’m not going to hurt you.’ I pulled out twenty-five dollars. It was more than I usually carried, but I was glad I had it. She didn’t seem to agree; the second she saw the money, she looked up at me with hurt eyes.

‘Listen, buddy... I’m not a whore. What happened in there was–’

‘I know,’ I said. ‘You’re just a girl who got mixed up in something that she had no business getting mixed up in, and now I’m helping you get out of it. Consider me your guardian angel.’ She didn’t seem convinced. There was something in those big blue eyes of hers that screamed distrust, and yet she was still here when she could have run away, or at least tried to escape. I owed her an explanation. ‘How much did she promise you?’ I asked.

‘Five grand.’

‘For two months’ work?’

‘You got it. After that, I could stay or I could leave. My decision.’

It was a lot of money, even for Calloway: too much. There was no way Daisy was ever going to be allowed to collect. ‘Honey, you were going to be playing Rosetta Calloway for a lot longer than two months,’ I said.

She wrinkled her nose at me. ‘What do you mean?’

‘Think it through. Why couldn’t she have done all this? Palling around with her old man, living the life of luxury? You ever stop to ask yourself that?’

‘She said she couldn’t stand him. That he was a brute.’

‘And you believed her?’

She shrugged, and scuffed her toe against the ground. ‘I don’t know. He seemed nice enough, but...’

‘You were bait, that was all. As soon as she got Daddy Dearest to sign a big enough chunk of change into her control, Rosie Calloway was going to have a horrible accident – the kind where you don’t even make it to the hospital. And then your body would have washed up in the Hudson one night. Do you get what I’m saying?’

She blanched at that, as realisation sunk in. ‘She was going to kill me?’

I shook my head. ‘Not personally. She probably would have hired someone to do the dirty work for her. The guy who runs this place told me she’s been meeting with an Italian guy under a fake name. Knowing the kind of company she used to keep, it wouldn’t surprise me if he was the one.’

She stopped then, the magnitude of how close she had come to meeting a sticky end finally getting to her. Her breath came in deep, ragged jumps: part shock, part relief.

‘But it’s over now?’ she said, hopefully. ‘I’m safe?’

I shook my head. ‘No. I’m afraid not. She might be locked up safe and sound,’ I said, gesturing back to the room where Rosetta Calloway was no doubt struggling to free herself, ‘but if she’s arrested, then the police are going to come after you. Fraud on this scale is a pretty big deal, even if you are only an accomplice.’

‘But I wasn’t!’ she said, tears forming in her eyes. ‘I mean, I didn’t...’

‘I know that. You know that. But try telling them that.’ I paused, softening my voice, trying to calm her. ‘That’s why I had to let her go. That’s why I’m letting you go too. Twenty-five dollars isn’t much, but it’ll get you out of the city and back to whatever corn-shucking Pleasantville you came from.’

‘And I’ll be safe there?’

I nodded. ‘Yeah. Whoever Calloway has working for her won’t follow you halfway across the country. You’re not worth the hassle to them, especially if you keep your head down. You’ll be fine. And if you get worried, you know where to find me.’

She took it then. ‘Thank you,’ she said softly. ‘Mr Madison, I...’

‘There’s no need,’ I said. ‘It’s OK. You seem like a good girl, and good girls are one thing New York doesn’t even have the time of day for. It chews them up and spits them right out again, the way it almost did with you tonight.’

She kissed me then, hard on the lips, but it was a kiss moulded out of affection rather than desire. It was a nice feeling. Perhaps Calloway hadn’t had her claws as far into Daisy as I’d thought. Perhaps there was hope for all of us.

‘Thank you,’ she said again, and then set off down the stairs. Once the flash of red from her coat had vanished around the corner, the only thing left of Daisy was the feeling of that kiss. I gave her a couple of minutes’ head start, and then followed her.

Sure, I’d probably have to write-off the payment for this job – nothing to report was one thing, but I didn’t want to deal with the wrath or the grief of Calloway Senior when he discovered his darling angel had flown the coop once again – but as I passed out into the night air, I didn’t much care.

Knowing that someone had been offered a second chance – a new life far away from this city – was payment enough.
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