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Teddy was late. It wasn’t a good sign.

He had picked the venue for our little meeting, a rundown jazz club out in Harlem called the Sugar Room. I’d heard about it before – after a while, working this game gives you a tour guide’s view of all the city’s gin joints, no matter what level of clientele they aim for – but I’d never set foot in it until tonight. Rumour was that it was a front for drug traffic coming out of the docks, and that backstage there were girls who’d treat you right for less than the price of two drinks at the bar. Rumours about places like this had a bad habit of being the truth.

I’d set myself up at the bar at a quarter to nine, ready to scout out the place for a few minutes before my planned rendezvous. As it happened, scouting took all of thirty seconds. A three man band – piano, bass and horn – were slowly working their way through every slow jazzy number I could bring to mind, accompanied by a slinky black woman in a dress the colour of sin whose voice cut through the smoke like a hot knife through butter. Conversations carried on all around, laughter and hollers and general good times, but people looked at me with a suspicion I usually try and avoid. I couldn’t say I blamed them. I stuck out a country mile, and had done for the last forty-five minutes.

It could have been that this was Teddy’s sort of place. I wouldn’t have known; I had never met the guy. He had been recommended to me by an acquaintance of an acquaintance who thought he might be able to help me with some enquiries I was making. ‘Head to the Sugar Room and ask for Teddy,’ I had been told. ‘Teddy will sort you out with everything you need.’

So far, I was unimpressed by what Teddy was offering.

The night’s entertainment, a dusky, chocolate-skinned woman with a voice like silk, finished her song to a smattering of applause from the audience, blew a kiss or three, and then launched into what seemed to be her grand finale. The guys who looked like they were new in town paid her a decent enough amount of attention, but the regulars had heard her rendition of Easy Living a few too many times to divert their eyes from their drinks. 

It was a shame. She was good; a little too good for a place like this. Her voice had an easy, breezy quality of seduction to it that would have made most of the girls I knew blush from here to Judgement Day, but coming from her it felt natural and effortless. Some women have it. Other women don’t.

I turned back to the bartender. He met me with a stone-faced stare that told me I wasn’t as welcome as I had hoped I might be, and that asking questions might not be a smart move. I’m not a man who goes looking for trouble, so I decided to stay quiet and nursed my drink like it was going out of fashion.

The case that had drawn me to the Sugar Room had to do with a missing envelope – or, more precisely, the stamp that was on it: the Beckman Yellow. It had belonged to the late Julius Fisher, of the Northampton Fishers, and had been the prize of a philately collection that would have been the talk of the town, if anyone gave two hoots. On his passing, said collection had transferred into the hands of his son, Richmond, who had been just about torn up to find the Beckman Yellow missing from his father’s precious set. He explained to me in great and glorious detail that the stamp was extremely rare – the result of a misprinting and an incomplete destruction fifty years before – and that it was crucial it was found as soon as possible. He claimed it was for sentimental reasons, but I suspected the $50,000 price tag might have had something more to do with it – and that was disregarding the hefty insurance policy his late father had kept on his collection.

Then again, what did I know? I was just the help.

I wasn’t the only one. Julius Fisher had kept an impressive staff, and they were where the finger of blame had been pointed. I wasn’t convinced, but Junior had been insistent that one of them must have taken it. After all, he had said, everyone knew what ‘those people’ were like.

I took from his tone that he was referring more to the colour of their skin than their role as domestic staff. Richmond Fisher wasn’t doing my opinion of him any favours, but I got the feeling that would bother him about half of nothing at all. That was just one of the traits his kind of people had in common: more money than sense, and the attitude to show for it.

Still, he had paid a sizeable chunk of that money for my services – along with the promise that if I could track down the Beckman Yellow, there’d be an even bigger chunk waiting for me – and I wasn’t in the position to be picky about where my jobs came from. I had taken the cash and any leads he could give me, hoping to make this a neat and easy case that I could clear out of my in-tray as quickly as possible.

The staff weren’t talking, and with good reason: either they didn’t know anything about it, or they were covering for someone who did. I wasn’t convinced either way, but with no other place to turn I started looking around for someone making enquiries about selling a rare stamp. Funnily enough, there had been interest in selling something that fit the description of the Beckman Yellow just a few days prior: a little Russian dealer out in Brooklyn had received an inquiry by telephone, and couldn’t believe his luck. The caller hadn’t left a name, but a little prodding got me a Harlem phone number. 

If something was going down in Harlem, I was told, Teddy was the person to speak to. Teddy knew just about everything that went down north of Central Park, illegal or otherwise. Teddy spent Saturday nights at the Sugar Room. Beyond that, everyone seemed to be staying tight-lipped.

And so here I was, kept waiting a full half-hour longer than I should have been to meet a man who might as well have been a ghost.

The woman on stage finished her set to undeserved indifference, went to say a few words to her band, and then picked her way daintily down the stairs off the stage to mingle with us mere mortals.

I checked my glass, and found too little bourbon swimming around in too much ice water. When I tried to get the bartender’s attention, he caught my eye and then went back to polishing his glasses. Apparently I had been cut off. I took that as my cue to leave.

As I turned to gather my coat, I realised I had company: the songbird had come down to roost right next to me. She looked at me with a smile made of cut crystal and eyes that sparkled – the kind of eyes that were made to win men over. She could have had every man in that club wrapped around her little finger, and yet she had come to me. I didn’t look much like a sugar daddy or a talent scout, so I figured I was right to be suspicious.

‘Buy a girl a drink?’ she said in that same velvet voice she used on stage, and a lesser part of me got to thinking that suspicion can be a mighty terrible thing, except in moderation.

I nodded, and she let out a shrill whistle to get the bartender’s attention. Stone Face softened when he saw I was with the lady. By the time he came around with our drinks – another bourbon for me, and what looked to be a Tom Collins for my associate – he looked downright civil.

‘Thanks, honey,’ she said as she took her first sip. ‘So what brings a guy like you to a place like this?’

‘Me? I’m a regular. First time’s a charm.’

She laughed. ‘You’re a sight paler than our usual crowd.’

‘Is that a problem?’

‘Not for me, sweetness. Although you might want to watch out for some of the boys in here. They don’t much go in for too much cream in their coffee, if you catch my drift.’

I did. A couple of them had been eyeing me up for the past twenty minutes or so, no doubt wondering if I was a spook or a tourist, and looking as though they’d be willing to fix both situations with the help of feet and fists.

‘So is it business or pleasure?’ she said, letting her fingertips graze softly over the skin on the back of my hand.

‘Maybe both. But business first.’

‘That’s what I like to hear.’ She leaned in close and whispered in my ear. ‘We got a back room, me and the other girls. It ain’t just a floor show, you know.’

I shook my head. ‘Beat it, lady. You got your drink, now go find some other rube. I’m not interested.’

She smiled. ‘Sure, sure. Business all the way. You’re waiting for someone?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Well how about you come into the back room with me for a little while? You’ve been waiting a while. I’m sure your guy won’t mind.’

‘I’d rather not risk it.’

For the first time, she seemed exasperated with me. ‘No, honey... you really don’t understand. I think it would be a very good idea if you were to come back with me. I can definitely make it worth your while.’

‘Listen, lady...’ I began, but she cut me off.

She pulled in close again and whispered in my ear. ‘Mr Madison, I’m trying to make you an offer here, and you’re not making it easy for me.’

Mr Madison...

She knew my name.

‘You’re Teddy?’ I asked, disbelievingly.

She extended a dainty hand, and I took it. ‘Teddy to my friends. Theodora to my acquaintances. Miss Wainwright to people who are looking to cause trouble. Which one are you?’

‘That depends.’

‘On what?’

‘On whether trouble is following me, or if it’s decided to take the night off.’

‘And which of those is tonight?’

I looked her up and down. The dress she was wearing fit her like she had been sewn into it – and I got the feeling that if that was a job that was going, men would be queuing up around the block to be her tailor. She had the kind of curves that would have made the devil blush, and I got the feeling she knew it.

Somehow, I got the feeling that I wasn’t the one that trouble was following.

It didn’t matter. She finished her drink, finished mine, and then took me by the hand and led me through a bead curtain to the back rooms. The half-hearted glitz and glamour of the Sugar Room’s front was one thing, but it hadn’t managed to seep back here. Paint peeled off the walls and doors came apart at the frames, as if in protest at what was going on behind them.

Romantic, it was not.

She pulled me in to a sparsely-furnished room, but for its purpose it had everything it needed. A double bed with a wrought iron frame stood on shaky legs in the middle of the floor, taking up pretty much every inch of space. Next to it, there was a small table with a lamp – covered in a red gauze, in an attempt to class the place up a bit – and in the corner stood a washbasin that had probably cleaned away more sin than the confession booth at St John the Divine. Smiling down at us was one of Ms Wainwright’s fading playbills, proclaiming her the Sparrow of Harlem. It was a cute nickname, but ten minutes in her company had shown her to be more hawk than sparrow any day of the week.

‘Ten dollars,’ she said as she closed the door behind us. ‘Leave it on the nightstand.’

‘For what?’

She smirked. ‘Honey, if I have to teach you about the birds and the bees, this is going to cost you a lot more than ten dollars.’

‘I don’t see why it’s costing me ten dollars at all. If I wanted a girl, I could have gone down to any club in town. I didn’t need to drag my ass all the way to Harlem for the privilege.’

‘You didn’t want a girl, sweetie. You wanted this girl. And for what you want, ten dollars is the going rate.’

‘How do you figure that?’

‘Five dollars for me – that’s the cost of information. And the other five dollars is for Vincent.’

‘Vincent?’

‘Guy who runs this place. He’s nice enough, but he can turn into a real mean son of a bitch when he doesn’t get his cut.’

‘And why should that come out of your end, eh?’

She smiled. ‘Now you’re getting it, sweetie.’ She patted the nightstand. ‘Ten dollars. If you’re so worried, just think about what you’ll make back when the Fisher case comes up good.’

I pulled out my wallet and slipped two greenbacks out from its folds. She seemed to loosen up a bit when she saw them. I figured that was probably a good trait to have for a girl in her line of work.

‘How did you know it was about the Fisher case?’

She laughed. ‘How did I know you’d come and see me? Everyone winds up at Teddy’s eventually. Besides, I’ve got sources.’

‘These sources have names?’

‘Maybe. None that I’m passing along.’

‘You know, for a woman who makes her business the way you do, you don’t give much up.’

‘Thought you weren’t interested in that kind of thing, honey?’

‘I meant being an informant.’

Teddy gave another little smirk. ‘Oh, sure you did. How silly of me.’

She was a tough one, I could tell: the city hadn’t been kind to her, but it didn’t seem to have dimmed her flame.

‘I’m here for questions,’ I said, a little more tersely than I’d hoped. ‘Nothing else.’ I sat down on the foot of the bed and waited for her to start talking.

Instead, she just shrugged. ‘Well, my reckoning is that you paid for both. It’s up to you whether you use it.’ She walked away from me as though to stretch her legs, and then her arms reached up behind her back. In one quick movement, she unzipped the dress and slipped it over her shoulders.

She wasn’t wearing a brassiere.

‘Don’t let me distract you, sweetness,’ she said. ‘If you’ve got something to ask, you go right on ahead. I’m an open book.’

Her soft brown nipples stood out even against the milky darkness of her skin, two quarter-sized circles on twin mounds of caramel. Her breasts were substantial and yet deliciously pert, and before the rational part of my mind could kick back into gear I spent a moment or five imagining how glorious it would be to bury my face in them, smothering them with kisses even as they smothered me right back.

‘Well?’ she said. ‘I’m waiting.’

I couldn’t think straight. Whatever questions I had were lost at the sight of her naked flesh, and the brazenness with which she presented herself. She knew exactly what she was doing – and she knew exactly how well it would work.

‘What is this?’ I asked. ‘You hiding something?’

‘What do you mean? There’s no gun, if that’s what you’re asking. No motive. Just a need, and an itch that I mean to have scratched.’

I didn’t buy it. This kind of thing wasn’t unheard of, but it never ended well. Distraction by seduction was one of the oldest tricks in the book.

‘You tell me what you know,’ I said. ‘Right now. I’m done messing around.’

‘I don’t know anything.’

‘You’re lying.’

She shook her head. ‘It’s the truth. I heard about the stamp, heard you were looking for it. Did some snooping around. Couldn’t come up with anything.’

‘And you pulled me back here for no reason?’

Teddy shrugged. ‘Ten dollars is ten dollars. It doesn’t have to be no reason.’

‘You wasted my time. What’s to stop me just taking my money back?’

She could have threatened me; I expected her to threaten me, in fact. One shout from her and I was sure that Stone Face – or at least, someone of a similar size and attitude – would have come in to set me straight. In the face of that, I might have folded like a cheap suit. I didn’t believe in bluffs I knew I couldn’t win.

And yet she didn’t. Instead, she leant forward and kissed me.

I let her. Her lips were soft and warm against mine. Most of the girls I had been with went straight for the jugular, trying to get that instant spark of chemistry, but Teddy was different. Her kiss was knowing and experienced – the kind of kiss that drew you in and made you forget that the rest of the world even existed. It was the kind of kiss you could lose yourself in without even trying, and wake up from like a man coming out of a coma three days later – and she knew it, too.

‘You’re trying to distract me,’ I said once she pulled away.

‘Trying? I’d say I’m doing a pretty good job.’ She reached her hand down my body and felt the hardness growing between my legs. ‘I know you want this, Mr Madison. You know I want this too. Forget your stamp. There’s nothing else I can tell you. Let Fisher pick up the tab on the insurance, and enjoy what’s rest of your evening.’

Teddy’s eyes stared at me imploringly, a perfect counterpoint to the look of seduction that her doppelganger on the playbill stuck to the wall was giving me. Was it possible? Could she really know nothing about it?

But if she really didn’t have a clue, why had she agreed to meet me? For ten measly dollars, that she had no promise of getting from me and could have picked up from anyone else? It didn’t make sense.

Then it hit me.

‘OK,’ I said. ‘You’ve got me pegged. But I need you to answer me a question first, one snoop to another, or the deal’s off. You get me?’

‘Depends on the question.’

‘You said you were asking about the Beckman Yellow. I guess that means you poked around the Fisher place, interviewed the staff?’

‘Maybe.’

‘Yes or no, Teddy.’

She sighed. ‘Yeah, I did. What’s it to you?’

‘Forget about me getting the stamp back. I just want to know which one of them did it. Mr Fisher likewise. That’s what matters.’

‘I...’ she began, but her voice trailed off into uncertain nothingness. ‘It’s a funny thing,’ she said at last. ‘I don’t think any of them did it. In fact, I’m sure of it.’

‘How can you be sure?’

‘Mr Madison, I didn’t always do this for a living. Those are my people. I know how they think, how they act. They might steal money or jewellery, if times got rough, but a stamp? No matter how valuable? No. Definitely not.’

I nodded my head. ‘OK,’ I said.

‘That’s your question?’

‘Yeah.’

‘I guess that means I earned my ten dollars, then. Fair and square.’

I could have let her go then – could have walked out of that room and out of the club and forgotten all about her – but from the second she had reached down and grabbed my prick through my trousers, we had both known that wasn’t on the cards.

‘Not yet,’ I said as I kicked off my shoes.

She leaned in close and whispered softly in my ear. She smelt of smoke, rose petals and arousal. ‘I was hoping you’d say that,’ she said, then began to nibble softly on my earlobe. ‘So many boys come in here just looking for a cheap thrill – a little something exotic, like I’m a damn zoo animal. But not you. I can tell, somehow. That’s not you at all, is it?’

I shook my head, but I wondered. There was something about her that made my mind drift. As soon as I had seen her soft, dark curves, part of me had wanted to experience them for myself. I wanted to know what she felt like. How she tasted. The noises she’d make as I pushed my way into her.

I needed to know.

She began unfastening my shirt, and it wasn’t long before it and my vest were thrown over the foot of the bed and I was as topless as she was. ‘Much better,’ she said, pressing a hand to my chest and pushing me gently backwards. I didn’t resist as she positioned herself on top of me and her lips began tracing a path down my chest, a steady stream of tiny kisses that were barely perceptible by themselves, and yet together sent a shiver through me.

Her hands fiddled with the buckle of my belt, and soon they were hovering somewhere around my knees. She looked up at me hungrily, a wicked glint in her eye as she slipped her fingers behind the elastic of my jockey shorts – not that she needed to do much detective work to see how aroused I was. My cock was straining at the fabric, a large and unmistakeable bulge that seemed to please her.

‘And you didn’t think I was worth ten dollars,’ she said with mock admonishment. ‘Tut tut, Mr Madison. Looks like you don’t know a good deal when it comes around.’

As she slowly pulled the elastic over my hips and took my cock in her hand, I had to concede that she had a point. The way she was teasing me was unlike anything I’d ever felt before. Her fingers played over me with a skill that could only have come from experience, but it had an easy tentativeness to it – a light touch that seemed intent on taking its time.

My cock stood proud and firm in her hand, ready and waiting for what we both knew was coming. I expected her to lay herself down next to me, spread her legs and wait for me, but instead she swung her leg over my body and straddled me, pinning me down to the bed. I rose up to stop her, but she rested a soft hand on my chest.

‘No, honey,’ she said, pushing me back down. ‘Let me stay on top. I promise, you’ll like it better this way.’

Even if I had wanted to protest, the feel of her taking my cock in her hand and guiding it into her waiting pussy would have changed my mind. It slid in effortlessly: her wetness told me that she really wasn’t joking around when she said she wanted this as much as I did.

I began to thrust up against her, but she just smiled and pressed down harder. ‘Patience, sweetie,’ she said. ‘Let me do the work. Just follow my lead, OK?’

I was about to protest, but then she started rocking her hips backwards and forwards – slowly at first, and then speeding up. With every motion, I could feel myself slipping deeper inside her, my cock filling her as the walls of her pussy clenched down tight and rode me to her climax. From this position, her control was absolute: when she saw me getting breathless with anticipation, she slowed down, keeping me on the edge; once I’d got back to some semblance of calm, she sped up again, riding me like she was looking to win the Preakness Stakes.

All the while, I couldn’t take my eyes off her body. In the soft light of the bedroom, she looked even more beautiful than she had up on stage – not least because even though I’d had to share her out there, now she was all mine.

She must have caught me looking. ‘Touch me,’ she said. ‘I know you want to.’

And I did. I ran my fingers gently along her curves, feeling my way along every inch, revelling in the chemistry between us. Her skin was soft and supple, and as I raised my hands to her breasts I felt her heartbeat running fit to burst. Her breaths were short and shallow, and every time she lowered herself onto my cock she seemed to lose herself just a little more.

She had never looked sexier than she did at that moment – but then again, at that moment I couldn’t think of much else. It was as though everything that happened before had ceased to matter.

‘Come for me,’ she said, equal parts order and request. ‘Now. I want it. I need it. Come for me.’

I couldn’t hold back any longer, and even if I could I wouldn’t have wanted to. With a moan and one final, deep thrust, I let myself go. I felt Teddy’s hands reaching up, grasping at my naked back. Part of the act? One last attempt at salesmanship? I didn’t know. I didn’t care.

I let myself go inside her, feeling my body tense up as hers did, my face buried in the soft flesh of her neck. In that moment, everything was forgotten – but moments have an unfortunate habit of being fleeting, and it couldn’t last.

I rolled off her, exhausted and satisfied. She smiled and kissed me, and then stood up and headed to the sink while I recovered. My mind seemed to be pulling in a thousand directions at once, and at the end of every path there was Teddy, a Nubian Goddess beckoning me in for more.

‘You’re still here,’ she said simply, as she crossed back over to me, still draped in her sheet. She had either been quick, or I had been completely lost in my daydreams for more time than I’d thought. I figured it must be the latter.

‘I am,’ I said.

‘Most guys can’t wait to leave. What’s keeping you?’

Memories flooded back to me: the realisation I had had earlier was now at the forefront of my mind. ‘You have something of mine,’ I said. ‘Something I’m going to need you to hand over before I leave.’

She laughed. ‘Honey, if you’re talking about your ten dollars... call it a finder’s fee. You’re good, but you’re not free-ride good.’

‘I mean the Beckman Yellow.’

Her face hardened instantly. ‘And what makes you think I’ve got it?’ she asked.

I pointed up to the playbill that was peeling off the wall. ‘Theodora Wainwright,’ I read out loud. ‘Fisher’s butler was named Wainwright too. One hell of a coincidence for there not to be a connection, wouldn’t you say?’

‘I wouldn’t say a damn thing.’

‘Then let me say it for you. I think he’s some relation of yours – your father, perhaps. I think he stole the Beckman Yellow from Fisher just around the time that he died, knowing how valuable it was – and, more importantly, I think he gave it to you because of your connections to try and get a quick, anonymous sale. How am I doing so far?’

She didn’t answer: she didn’t have to. The look on her face told me everything I needed to know.

‘You can hand it over and we’ll forget all about it,’ I said. ‘Fisher won’t hear that I got it from you, and I’ll keep your father’s name out of it. This can all end right now.’

She sighed, deeply. It was a familiar noise: the sound of a woman with no other options.

‘He’s not my father,’ she said at last. ‘He’s my uncle. And he’d never steal anything from Mr Fisher.’

‘Someone did. If not your uncle, then who?’

‘Fisher did.’

‘He stole his own stamp? I don’t buy it. The old man loved that thing. It was the pride of his collection.’

She shook her head. ‘Not Julius. His son. He didn’t have any attachment to it. All he saw was an insurance payout.’

‘A payout worth double the price of the stamp itself.’

‘Exactly. But for them to pay it out, someone had to take the rap, and Fisher didn’t care who.’

That sounded right. A guy like that lived in an ivory tower: he’d never gone hungry, or been behind on his rent. He didn’t see the people who tended his garden or brought him his meals as people – just tools ready to be used in whichever way his money saw fit, legal or otherwise. Maybe he didn’t realise how much damage his little scheme could do to whoever took the blame; maybe he did, and he just didn’t care. The pieces started to fall into place.

‘So that’s why he hired me. He figured either I’d finger someone as the culprit in order to get my hands on some of the payout, or I’d give up and he could at least tell his insurance broker that he’d done everything in his power to track down the thief. Sneaky little son of a bitch, wouldn’t you agree?’

She nodded. ‘His daddy must be real proud, God rest his soul.’

Something didn’t add up. ‘So Fisher Junior stole the stamp and made it look like one of the staff did it. Why do you look so guilty all of a sudden?’ As soon as the words had left my lips, I knew why. ‘I was right, wasn’t I? You do have it. You’ve had it all along.’

She reached down behind the bedsprings and pulled out a small envelope. ‘Safest place for it,’ she said by way of explanation. ‘If someone robs a whore, they’re looking for cash, maybe jewellery. Not stamps.’

She was right, not to mention the size of some of the guys in the front of the bar. I was willing to bet that if Teddy had called out, Stone Face and a few of his goons would have been in here within seconds, settling debates with their granite-slab fists. As far as protection went, this might well have been one of the most well-guarded rooms in the city.

She held the envelope out to me. ‘It’s in there,’ she said. ‘Unharmed. I was just holding it for a while.’

‘How did you get it?’

‘One of the maids found it hidden while she was cleaning Fisher Junior’s bedroom. She took it to my uncle, and he figured out what was going on. The poor dumb girl was about to tell Richmond that she found the thing, like he was going to throw her a damn parade.’

‘More likely he would have pinned it all on her. Ruined her.’

She nodded ruefully. ‘So Uncle Louis sent it my way, to keep it safe – and to see if I could find a buyer.’

‘What happened to you just holding it for a while?’

‘We figured that someone was going to end up taking the rap for it – either that, or he’d end up firing the whole staff. I thought it might be good to have some financial support lined up for them when that happened. Richmond would have his insurance money; hell, it was only greed that stopped him burning the stamp in the fireplace as soon as he could. He probably figured he could profit twice.’

‘And this way his staff would all be able to keep food on the table, and the Beckman Yellow would go to a collector who really appreciated it.’

‘Exactly. It’s win-win.’

‘Almost.’

‘Where it matters.’ Her hand still held the envelope. ‘Aren’t you going to take it?’ she asked.

It was a tough call to make, but Fisher’s money was as dirty as Teddy’s motives were clean. Put like that, it didn’t seem so tough at all.

‘Take what?’ I said. ‘Don’t you keep your ear to the ground, lady? The Beckman Yellow is missing. It’s probably miles away by now. Besides, what would a nightclub singer know about stamp collecting?’

She paused, looking me over to see if I was serious, then spread into a wide grin that shone out like a lighthouse beam. ‘Why, just about nothing at all, I’d wager,’ she said at last.

‘I figured so,’ I said. ‘Funny thing is, apparently someone tried to pass off something that matched the description of the Beckman Yellow to a fellow named Moskewitz. They’re just lucky the sale didn’t go through. The police would have picked them up straight away, or near enough.’

‘That sounds pretty lucky indeed.’

‘Very. I mean, if the thief had a smart head on his shoulders, he’d wait six months and then try to sell it through a broker. Maybe on the west coast. Find someone to claim they found it in an attic or something. And naturally they’d be sure to use their ill-gotten gains for honourable purposes, so as not to get on the wrong side of anyone who knew about their little scam.’ I scanned her face, looking for some indication that she understood what I was saying.

‘Oh, naturally,’ she said. ‘That would be the smart thing to do, for sure.’

I nodded, and got to my feet. As assurances went it wasn’t exactly the most binding, but it was good enough for me. Something about Teddy told me that she could be trusted, that inside her rough outer shell there was some spark of goodness that hadn’t yet been extinguished – maybe, if the world was lucky, one that never would. It was worth ten dollars to find out there was still some light in the world; next to that, the sex seemed like a bonus.

I was reaching for my coat when she grabbed my wrist. Her dark fingers gripped me firmly but not roughly, insistent and yet tender. She stood up to meet me, matching me almost level with her imploring brown eyes, and kissed me again.

‘Stay a while,’ she said.

Maybe it was payback for not turning her in, but somehow I doubted it. I’d been kissed out of gratitude before, enough times to know what it did and didn’t feel like – and it didn’t feel like that. I hadn’t had a kiss like that in a long time, but the second came right after, and then a third, warm as honey and just as sweet.

The sheet fell loose around Teddy’s body.

I stayed.
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