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A Di
amond in the Rough
I killed the lights on my Chrysler just in time. A second or two later and she would have seen them as her own car – a hefty Cadillac that you wouldn’t usually associate with such a delicate woman – pulled into the lot.

She’d been one step ahead of me throughout the whole case, and I didn’t need her to know that I was waiting for her now. She’d figure that out soon enough, preferably from the inside of a pair of handcuffs. Speaking of which...

No, they were still there. I ran my fingers across the keyhole and tested the ratchet: it yielded immediately, tightening next to the loop on my belt, and I was satisfied. It wasn’t all that common for investigators to carry them – most of the guys I knew had an unhealthy ‘shoot first, ask questions later’ approach to the job – but there was no telling when some goon might wake up from a strong right hook to the jaw, and there was no sense in taking the risk. These were top of the line, police issue, appropriated not-entirely-legally from a buddy of mine on the force who couldn’t play poker worth a damn. They’d got me out of a whole bunch of trouble before, and I had a feeling they’d come in handy tonight.

Of course, this was the first time they’d be around a woman’s wrists, but there was a first time for everything – and if there was ever a woman born who deserved that particular honour, it was Elena Schuyler.

Schuyler was a nightclub singer – the real troublemakers always were – and had a brutal streak a mile wide, not that you’d know it from looking at her. Soft brown hair and a butter-wouldn’t-melt, out-of-town cuteness hid precisely the kind of darkness that let her and her seven-foot gorilla of a lover beat her boss to death. Richie Malone hadn’t been the best of men, and I hadn’t found anyone in the city who’d been sorry to see him go, but no one wants to picture themselves ending up as the filling of a chalk outline – especially not for the sake of a couple of bearer bonds and a few hundred dollars in cash. For Schuyler, that had been enough, though, and she had no intention of sharing: the cops had found the boyfriend a few days later, complete with a knife between the ribs.

I couldn’t help but think that it would have made for a nice irony if she’d stabbed him in the back, but real life doesn’t always work out that way.

One thing I knew and the police didn’t – well, one of many, but the most pertinent to the matter at hand – was that the cash was only the tip of the iceberg: it was a tidy sum, but not worth going to the chair for. What was worth the risk, at least in Schuyler’s mind, was Malone’s diamond stash. That was a payout that made the idea of running off to some European hotspot seem like a pretty appealing option. Hell, it would probably be enough to buy a resort or two, and still have enough change to live like a queen for a dozen lifetimes – especially now she didn’t have to share it with her oversized loverboy.

The diamonds were waiting for her inside Malone’s secret offices, operating out of a warehouse on the East Side. It was where he funnelled any work that was too seedy even for a nightclub to front – narcotics, smuggling, rumours of the occasional arms deal – leaving the Blue Room free to dabble in the more socially acceptable cesspools of prostitution, gambling and extortion.

Now all I had to do was wait for her to make her move.

It didn’t take long. I don’t know why I’d been expecting her to show up in an evening dress, but instead she was sporting a trench coat not dissimilar to my own; it was nice to know I was in style, even on the job. It looked better on her, and even in the dark, barely-lit parking lot I felt a breath catch in my throat the second I saw those pins hit the blacktop. She had legs that went on for so long I felt tired just watching them, and right from the first day she had sashayed into my office and begged for me to find her boss’s killer it had been all I could do to pull my eyes away. I’ve never been much of a leg man, but one sight of the stocking seams running up the back of those shapely calves – not to mention the thought of where they might have been running to – and I was hooked.

The fact that she’d turned out to be a murderer with two men’s blood on her hands wasn’t ideal, but the dirt on this city sticks to everyone if you leave it long enough. Sometimes, you just have to stop to appreciate the finer things in life, no matter where you find them.

She gave a cursory scout of the parking lot, before she pushed open the warehouse door and went inside. She hadn’t seen me, slumped in my seat. It was time to go.

I closed the door softly and patted my pockets: I had to make sure I was going in prepared. In my left was my camera, a trusty Kodak number that had never seen me wrong before, despite going through some rough and tumble; a large crack in the Bakelite case uglied it up a bit, but I liked the added character, and it was always nice to go into a situation knowing exactly what you could trust. My right pocket held a Colt .45, freshly oiled and with a full magazine; you didn’t get more trustworthy than that. 

I slunk across the lot to the door, which she’d left propped open, probably in case she needed to make a hasty exit. All the better for me.

I peeked my head inside, gun drawn, and saw a light on in the office upstairs. It was a rookie mistake: anyone passing by outside would have seen it from the street, and the last thing she needed was to be drawing attention to herself at a time like this. A flashlight would have been better.

Maybe my luck’s beginning to turn, I thought as I started mounting the stairs. Maybe she’s got complacent... sloppy, even. Maybe—

That was as far as I got. Three steps from the top, there was a soft whooshing noise, and then the back of my head exploded into fireworks.

It the last thing I remembered before I fell forwards and the darkness of the stairwell became absolute.

As I opened my eyes, the light made my head pound like a team of construction workers had settled in for a day’s hard labour. She must have given me one hell of a hit.

Of course she’d been waiting for me. Whether she’d seen me in my car or whether she was just being overly cautious, it was hard to tell: I hoped for the latter, but I wasn’t willing to discount the fact that this might have been my own damn fault. There was just something about her that could so easily throw a man off his game. I wasn’t the first – case in point, Malone and a three hundred pound slab of meat resting in the morgue – and I doubted I’d be the last. As consolation prizes went, I’d had better.

She must have snuck out from the shadows as I was climbing the stairs, and caught me from behind; a quick crack over the head with some blunt instrument, and the job was done. She’d even waited until I was near the top of the stairwell, so she wouldn’t have far to drag my body into the office.

God knows what would have happened if I’d fallen backwards rather than forwards. It was probably best not to think too much about it.

The office looked like a bomb had hit it, and I didn’t feel much better myself. I tried to reach a hand up to check the back of my head, to make sure she hadn’t done any lasting damage, but I ran out of luck early: a hard ring of steel stopped me in my tracks. It seemed she had decided not to take any risks either; even my own handcuffs were being used against me.

Et tu, Brute?, I thought, but it didn’t feel like much of a joke. If she had my cuffs, she also had my gun, and Schuyler had already proved beyond a shadow of a doubt that she wasn’t the kind of girl you underestimated when it came to her willingness to use violence.

I looked down to see the flesh of my legs and a pair of white jockey shorts staring back up at me. I was still wearing my shirt and tie, barely, but my coat and pants had been thrown in a heap across the room. It might have added to the ransacked decor, but it didn’t help my situation worth a damn. I kept a spare key hidden inside the waistband of my slacks for just such an occasion, but it looked like she’d either been too lazy to frisk me, or too unwilling to take the chance that she’d miss something I could use to escape.

Or maybe she just got off on the humiliation. I wouldn’t have put anything past Schuyler.

She hadn’t noticed that I was awake, which was something: it gave me time to inspect the room, and her. She had lost her own trench coat, hanging it neatly on a hook by the door, and was wearing a blouse with a neckline that was doing its best to head south for the winter and a skirt that showed off her legs to perfection. Rummaging through Malone’s desk had obviously been pretty heavy work: cracks were starting to show in her usually flawless facade, and her icy composure gave way to a frustrated moan through ruby-red lips as she tipped piles of paper out of one of the desk drawers.

I’d never seen Schuyler anything less than totally in control. Even on our first meeting, when she hired me, she’d played me like a fiddle: first, she had thrown down the damsel in distress card, and then when she saw I wasn’t taking the bait, she ran her stockinged foot softly up my inseam as a way of convincing me to help her out.

‘Please, Mr Malone,’ she said, dropping the girl next door act as soon as she saw the femme fatale might work a little better. ‘I don’t have anywhere else to go.’

She’d beaten her way past my defences, that was for sure. It had worked – a little too well. It looked like she’d decided to make a habit of getting the better of me.

I carried on scanning the room, looking for a way out. A portrait of the late, not-so-great Richie Malone lay off to one side; the small wall safe it had been used to conceal was open, and empty. It seemed she’d got what she’d come for – so why was she still ransacking the place?

More importantly, why was I still alive?

The drawer was empty at last, and she wasn’t happy with the findings. ‘Fuck!’ she shouted aloud, apparently no longer caring who was around to hear her. The word bounced off the walls, filling the room. It sent an involuntary shiver through me. It wasn’t the kind of language you usually heard coming from a lady, even in my line of work.

My shiver must have caught her attention, as she turned those dark, baleful eyes to me for the first time. ‘You’re awake, then?’ she said at last. Her voice – a singer’s voice, halfway between honey and razorblades – caught my ear and refused to let go; it made the rest of the room slip into focus, even through the fog of my bruised head. ‘I was wondering when we’d see you again.’

I kept quiet. I’d seen the look in her eyes before: it was the way a cat looks when it’s caught itself a new mouse to play with, cruel and dangerous and inevitable.

I looked around, desperate to find something I could use to get myself out of this mess. My gun was on the desk, closer to her than to me even if I hadn’t been tied. The shattered remains of what had once been my camera, crushed under those heels, covered the floor. I had nothing.

‘Oh, your precious little camera?’ she said, her eyes following mine. ‘You got off lucky. Be glad that’s the only thing I smashed while you were out. And you’ll have to excuse the undressing. I had to make sure you didn’t have anything hidden away. A girl can’t be too careful, you know?’ She gave a devilish smirk. ‘No chance of that, anyway.’

‘What can I say?’ I said, finding my voice at last. ‘A knock on the head like that will take all the fight out of a guy. You really want to work on your seduction technique.’

‘You’d be surprised, sweetie. There are things that go on in this city that’d make even a guy like you wince.’ A playful pause. ‘Or maybe not? Maybe you like that kind of thing. You’d be in good company, for sure. I hear even the Mayor goes in for the rough stuff.’

‘Save the speech for someone who gives a damn,’ I said, as gruffly as I could manage. It was hard to seem menacing in my current situation, and we both knew it; my ego was as bruised as the back of my head. How could I have been so stupid? I should have known right from the start that she’d be waiting for me. Women like Schuyler didn’t make mistakes.

‘Oh, the dick who’s been caught with his pants around his ankles has got a mouth on him, has he? That’s good. I like my men talkative.’ She smiled as she carried on rummaging in the desk, checking the already-empty drawer with an intense look on her face. ‘We could have had a lot of fun, the two of us. But work has to come first.’

‘Shame. Isn’t that always the way?’

She shrugged. ‘It didn’t have to be. If you hadn’t been so thorough with your snooping, we’d have had a lot more time for fun and games.’

‘You hired me to investigate. You get what you pay for. Nothing more or less.’

She waved a dismissive hand at me. ‘You were supposed to keep the cops off my tail, that’s all. Make the police think I was doing everything in my power to cooperate. You were just a distraction, sweetie. Nothing personal.’

‘I do my best.’

She sighed as she walked back over to me, her hips swaying gently like a sapling in the breeze. ‘I’m going to be honest with you, Mr Madison: this was cute for a while. The whole back-and-forth trade of wits? I love it. But it’s getting really old, really fast. Now, are you going to be a good boy and behave yourself all on your own, or do I have to give you an incentive?’

There was steel in her voice, steel that had dripped in and covered every word with a hard sheen that said she wasn’t going to take any of my shit. I decided it might be better to keep my mouth closed.

Quickly, viciously, she brought her leg up and pressed her foot down on the chair between my legs, inches from my crotch. I winced, despite myself. It was too close for comfort by at least a yard and a half.

She started rolling up her skirt, achingly slowly, looking into my eyes as she did so. A gentleman might have looked away, but I got the feeling she wanted me to watch – and boy, did I want to watch too.

‘A gun is such an ugly instrument, don’t you think?’ she asked, snaking the fabric over her thighs. I felt a swallow catch in my throat, but I couldn’t bring myself to look away. ‘They’re like coshes. There’s no subtlety to them. No... finesse. But I can’t deny that they have their uses, from time to time.’ The skirt had reached the top of her stockings now, where the obsidian handle of a switchblade was strikingly obvious against the paleness of her skin. She took it between finger and thumb, eased it out, and flicked it open with a grin. ‘A knife, on the other hand... well, that’s a different story entirely.’

I looked into her eyes, and nothing but inky blackness stared back. Not for the first time, I wondered how anyone could have been taken in by her insincere charms; handcuffed to a chair with a blade inches away from my face, it seemed crazy to think that she’d once played the role of the innocent ingénue caught in a web of mob violence and deceit. But played it she had, and played it to perfection.

The knife point flicked downwards, toward the waistband of my shorts, and my eyes followed it. ‘I thought that might get your attention,’ she said, sliding the metal effortlessly between my hip and the fabric, cutting through the elastic with ease. She gave a final, casual flick, and the thin scrap of fabric that had previously been covering my dignity was cast aside. 

I stayed silent, choosing instead to test the strength of the handcuffs. If they weren’t tight enough, perhaps it would be possible to slip my hand free. I might have to dislocate a thumb in the process, but it would be better than whatever she had planned for me.

‘I wouldn’t bother,’ she said playfully, catching the sound of the chain around my wrists. ‘You know as well as anyone that they’re not coming off.’ The games were over. She pressed the cool blade of the knife against my cheek as she purred into my ear. ‘Sit tight, if you know what’s good for you. Or you’ll lose more than your jockeys. Do we understand each other?’

‘Yes, Ma’am.’

She snorted. ‘“Ma’am.” Nice touch. You learn fast.’

‘All part of the job. It’s learn fast or wind up dead.’

‘I’m not willing to rule that out just yet. Let’s just say I’m keeping my options open.’

‘Duly noted.’

She paused for a second, and for the first time since I’d woken up she seemed to be weighing her options. ‘You’re not scared of me, are you?’ she said eventually.

‘That you’ll kill me? No.’

‘You should be.’

‘Maybe. Probably. But if you were going to kill me, my reckoning is that you’d have done it by now. After Malone and your hulk of a boy-toy, what’s another body on the pile? And I’m not so vain as to think that it’s because you’ve taken a shine to me, either. You need me for something, and you need me alive.’

She smiled at that, her rich red lips stretching out from ear to ear. ‘Oh, sweetie,’ she said. ‘Why can’t it be both?’

‘You could have just asked nicely.’

‘And where’s the fun in that?’

‘You don’t ask, you don’t get.’

‘I don’t think that’s going to be a problem tonight.’ She toyed with the knife, playing her fingers gently across the tip, teasingly. ‘But fine, if you want to get to the point, I’ll play ball. You’ve had dealings with Malone before. You know how he thinks, the way he works. I guess you even knew that safe over there would be empty, and yet you came here anyway.’

‘So?’

‘So that means you know where these diamonds are hidden. And you’re going to help me find them.’

I laughed, despite myself. ‘What makes you so sure of that?’

‘Because I can make life very unpleasant for you if you don’t. And very, very pleasant if you do. Which one I choose is really all down to you.’

‘Decisions, decisions.’

With a viper’s quickness, she dropped the knife, reached down and grasped my penis firmly in her hand. ‘I’d advise you to take this all a little more seriously, Mikey. You don’t mind if I call you Mikey, do you?’

‘I think it’s a little late for us to stand on ceremony,’ I said, flustered. My mind should have been on escape, but the second those fingers wrapped around my shaft it was all I could think about – all I thought I’d ever be able to think about again. Instantly, I felt it fill, inflating from half-mast to fully-cocked like a hot air balloon under the rough grip of her hand.

‘Well, well,’ she said, smiling her malicious grin. ‘It seems someone agrees with me. And there’s me thinking you were going to make things difficult.’

My jaw clenched. I didn’t want to give her the satisfaction of an erection, but at least the knife was out of play, no matter how temporarily. On that score at least, I couldn’t have been more relieved.

Her grip slackened slightly, became less of a threat and more of a tease. ‘You know, there’s more than one way to get you to cooperate,’ she said, slowly beginning to pump her hand around the shaft of my cock. ‘This doesn’t have to be unpleasant, as long as you behave. And you are going to behave, aren’t you?’

She knelt between my legs, and smacked her ruby-red lips, teasingly. I wanted her, then, more than ever before – more than when she had gently teased me in her office, more than when I’d seen her step out of her Cadillac onto those legs.

God, those legs...

But now, it was that mouth that had captured me. Her fingers might have grabbed my attention – among other things – but it was those lips that held it.

She slowly lowered her head, keeping her eyes on mine, and ran her tongue gently up my shaft. I let out an involuntary shudder as she did so, the build up of so much frustration at letting myself get trapped like this, and the realisation that I didn’t much care. She was putting herself in a great deal of danger, playing with me like this. One swift movement of my knee and I could have knocked her clean out; I didn’t believe in violence against women, but when the woman in question has you tied to a chair while she holds a knife to your Johnson, exceptions must be made.

Except...

Except I couldn’t, that was the point. I knew it. She knew it. I was just going to sit and take it, because that was all I was capable of doing. I was going to behave.

‘Gee, you really are excited, sweetie,’ she said, evidently pleased by my response. ‘Mrs Madison doesn’t give you this kind of treat?’ She knew there was no Mrs Madison, but I doubt it would have stopped her even if there had been.

Another long, sensuous lick up from the base, before I watched the tip disappear into that warm, slick mouth of hers. Involuntarily, I found myself beginning to buck my hips slightly, to push myself deeper, greedy for all the pleasures her tongue could offer – and what a tongue it was. With a skill that couldn’t have been natural, she teased and tormented me, first gently flicking against the tip and then seconds later taking my entire length, as though having me fill her throat was a personal challenge.

I didn’t know what they were teaching the showgirls down at the Blue Room, but I knew I approved.

It didn’t take long before I felt a familiar pressure building, an orgasm bursting to get out. The eager caresses of her tongue against my cock had pushed me to the edge, and I felt my leg began to shiver. Just a few seconds more...

She stopped.

I let out a low moan of exasperation as she removed her lips from my twitching member, stood up, and smoothed out her skirt. ‘Disappointed?’ she asked. I didn’t answer. ‘You know the deal, sweetie. You’ll get yours as soon as I get mine.’

‘Forget it,’ I said, hoping she wouldn’t hear the crack in my voice. ‘If that was all I wanted I’d have gone down to the docks with two dollars and kept myself entertained all night.’

She sighed, theatrically. ‘Suit yourself. I didn’t want to do this, but you’ve really left me no choice.’

I’d expected her to go for the knife, and I spent a split-second calculating whether or not I’d have been able to beat her to it – depressingly, no – but instead she reached behind her back and unhooked the button of her skirt. A quick, seductive wiggle of her hips, and the fabric bundled itself on the floor at her feet. She stepped out of it with a practiced ease, completely unashamed by her newfound semi-nudity.

The lingerie and stockings under the shirt should have looked ridiculous, but it didn’t. There was something about seeing her like that, so comfortable and so in control, that made most of me melt and a good seven inches of me harder than ever.

‘Changed your mind?’ she said, playfully.

‘Not even close.’

Lingeringly, she bent down, hooking her thumbs in just above her waist and taking her underwear with her. Her bush, neatly trimmed, stared back at me, commanding my attention. I let out a slow, steady exhalation as she walked up to me and rested her foot on the side of the chair.

‘What about now?’

I shook my head, and she sighed theatrically. ‘You can’t say I didn’t warn you, sweetie. You brought this on yourself.’

One swift kick and the chair fell over, taking me with it. I gasped loudly as my right shoulder hit the floor, breaking my fall with an angry crack – the site of an injury from an old job that had never completely healed. I worried for a second that it might have dislocated, but it seemed this time luck was on my side: it was just a bad bang.

I didn’t have much time to react. With a practiced ease, my tiny captor had flipped me onto my back, pinning the cuffs behind me, and had perched herself on my chest, that glorious bush just inches away from my face.

‘Remember when I said I was getting bored with this?’ she said once she had nestled herself into a comfortable position. ‘Well, my mood just went even further south – and I can be a real bitch when I get impatient.’

As if to prove her point, she grabbed a fistful of my hair and pulled my head up, forcing my mouth against her slit and holding it there, muffling me before I could throw out the smartass response we both knew I’d be working on. Instead, I found myself gasping for air. The scent of her was intoxicating: a familiar sweetness, mixed with her perfume and what I assumed was the delicate musk of her sweat.

But it was more than that, somehow. There was something about her, and the ease with which she had played me this whole time. She’d had me wrapped around her little finger since day one – and more disturbingly than anything, I’d wanted it. I’d wanted it from the second she’d walked into my office, back when I thought she was just a sweet kid who’d fallen on hard times.

I couldn’t help myself. I snaked my tongue out gingerly, exploring her mound, only to find another source of wetness: it seemed that Schuyler was enjoying my interrogation more than she was letting on. Perhaps I had a way out of this after all.

‘Mmm...’ she moaned as she felt me make contact. Her grip tightened slightly, guiding me towards her. ‘Good boy,’ she said eventually, ‘but we both know that’s not what I’m after. Where are the diamonds?’

The slight crack in her voice told me that wasn’t the whole truth. I ignored her question, focusing all of my energy into my tongue, tracing gentle, deliberate circles around the nub of her clitoris. If I could throw her off her guard, even just for a moment or two, there was a chance I’d be able to get to my gun before she did. Even with my hands behind my back, I reckoned she’d be smart enough not to take the risk.

I continued, eager now, lost in my own enjoyment as much as in hers. With every soft little moan – and I was pleased to find that they came faster and louder the more enthusiasm I put into licking and sucking on her tight slit – I redoubled my efforts, relishing every imperceptible movement of her on top of me.

I found myself drifting away to thoughts of fucking her, what it would be like to be out of these cuffs and to take her right here on Malone’s office floor, to pound myself into her lush, tight, teasing little body over and over as revenge for her rough treatment of me.

I focused on that heady blend of anger and desire as her body shifted forwards, trapping me beneath her. She clamped her thighs firmly around the sides of my head as I continued licking, tenderly ministering to that small pink dot of flesh despite the awkward new position. I realised too late the reason for the shift.

It wasn’t to help her enjoyment.

It was to keep me from being able to breathe.

I wriggled and bucked underneath her, but even without the size advantage she managed to retain the upper hand. I could hear her laughing, despite how well her thighs muffled my ears. ‘Are you OK down there?’ she said, with mock concern.

I struggled for air, feeling myself growing lightheaded from the lack of oxygen. Still, in some vain attempt to persuade her to release me I carried on doing my best to please her, working my tongue against the wetness of her sex, until finally she pulled herself a fraction of an inch off me. It was all I needed. I breathed in a huge gulp of air, mingled with her scent.

She smiled down at me. ‘Now I have your attention, sweetie... where would Malone hide things he didn’t want found?’

I paused, apparently for a moment too long. With a heavy sigh, she pushed herself back onto my face, pressing down hard. As much as I struggled, I couldn’t get up; the restriction of the cuffs made it impossible to get the necessary leverage.

So this is it, I thought. This is how it ends. There were worse ways to go, perhaps, but I think I would have preferred a quick, painless bullet wound to the indignity of... this. 

She reached a hand behind her and raked her fingernails up my chest as she pulled her body off mine. I gasped at her roughness and her cruelty. ‘Are you ready to talk now?’

My resolve was broken. She had won. ‘The desk,’ I said softly. ‘Check the desk.’

My response didn’t seem to satisfy her. ‘Tut tut, sweetie... I already checked the desk. You’ll have to do better than that,’ she said, beginning to lower herself back down onto my face.

‘No!’ I shouted, just loudly enough to get her to pause. ‘No... on the back. There’ll be a secret panel.’

‘And how would you know that?’

‘It’s custom made. Same as the one in his office at the Blue Room. I was poking around and found it by accident. It was full of fake passports, and...’

That was all she needed. Immediately, she jumped off my chest and skittered over to the desk in the corner of the room, running those tantalisingly smooth fingertips over the grain of the wood, looking for any crack that might signify a secret compartment.

I fought to get my breath back, to regulate my breathing, but the sight of her peach-perfect ass bent over the desk made it harder than it should have been. I’d always had a thing for curves, and Schuyler didn’t disappoint, but the sight of her in a slinky evening dress up on stage was a world away from how she looked in the here-and-now. I was hooked.

Focus, Madison, I thought, trying to snap myself back to attention. Now wasn’t the time for fantasies. That could wait until I was out of here and Schuyler was in a jail cell.

‘Hah!’ she exclaimed as the hidden drawer popped open. A quick rummage around and she’d pulled out a small satin bag; the look on her face as she tipped the contents into her hand told me that she’d found exactly what she’d been hoping for – her ticket to a life of luxury.

‘Oh, you are a clever boy!’ she beamed at me. ‘And to think, I was just going to kill you. I guess this worked out best for both of us, eh?’ 

A still, small voice rang out, and it took me a moment too long to realise that it was my own. ‘Please,’ it said.

‘Please what?’

‘Please... finish me off. I need it.’

The words came from somewhere outside of me – outside of the rational part of me, anyway, but given my situation it seemed like that side of me had managed to escape a long time ago. The lump of meat that was left had only one thing on its mind.

She knelt down at the side of me, and traced one of her immaculately manicured nails down the side of my cock. ‘Sweetie, you know that’s not what I meant. Let’s try it again. Please what?’

‘Please... Ma’am?’ I ventured.

‘Say it like you mean it.’

‘Please, Ma’am. Please finish me off. I’ll do anything.’

‘Anything? That seems like a hell of a promise for a man in your current situation,’ she said, flashing me a grin as she stepped back into her shirt. She slipped the bag of diamonds between the fabric of her brassiere and her milky-white breast, then turned back to me. ‘Although I suppose, since you were so helpful...’

She pushed me onto my back using the toe of one pristine shoe, and I struggled not to cry out as she pressed into the tender flesh of my damaged shoulder. I fell easily, and she caught my wince. ‘Did that hurt, sweetie?’ she said, all sweetness and light.

I gritted my teeth and nodded.

‘Aww, poor baby. I guess I’ll have to be more gentle with you next time.’

Next time?

I didn’t get chance to give her veiled promise much consideration: in one swift movement she had reached down and taken a firm hold on my cock, achingly hard since the moment she had first pushed me to the floor. I moaned softly as she played her way up and down, a virtuoso on her instrument of choice, with a performance that was threatening to leave her audience desperate for an encore.

‘Don’t leave me waiting, sweetie,’ she said playfully. ‘I’ve got a plane to catch, and I’m not sure the pilot will wait for me no matter how nicely I ask. Of course, with this payoff I could probably afford to buy the whole damn airport.’

Her words were lost in a fog of gentle touches, but her voice was as strong as the grip she had around my manhood, flowing up and down as she massaged my length, eking out every last drop of pleasure she could take from my prostrate body. Every time her delicate fingers made contact with me, it was like a shot of electricity right to my core; with every motion, I found myself wondering what it would be like if it was her pussy wrapped around my cock instead. The thought was fleeting, but it caught in my mind like a coat sleeve on a rusty nail and wouldn’t let go.

Feeling her soft warmth under me.

Running my fingers and lips over the smooth white plains of her bosom.

Kissing her, deep and slow, as I pressed my hips against hers.

Her moans in my ear as she begged me, pleaded with me to keep going, a desperate drumbeat calling out for me to fuck her, fuck her, fuck her...

‘I thought I told you not to keep me waiting,’ she said, a stern tone to her voice that hadn’t been there before. ‘I’m not a patient woman, and let’s face it: it’s not like you can afford my time now.’

‘Please...’ I choked out. ‘I’m almost...’

‘Oh, you’re almost? Almost what?’

I couldn’t answer. ‘Please, Ma’am...’ I said again, hoping it would placate her enough to make her stay, to make her see the job through to its – and my – climax.

She laughed, mockingly. ‘”Oh, please Ma’am, please,”’ she said, gently playing her fingers over the tip of my cock. ‘If I’d known you were going to be this easy to please when I hired you, I think I would have kept your fee.’

‘I’m so close.’

‘You’d better be. Five seconds, sweetie. That’s all the time I can spare. Ready?’

‘No... I can’t...’ Five seconds? That was impossible. The lingering touch of her skin on my own was intoxicating; I couldn’t stand knowing that I had such little time left with her. Five seconds might as well have been no time at all.

‘Four... three... two...’

Torn between wanting this moment to last forever and wanting to explode myself all over those skilled hands of hers, my body took the decision out of mine and chose the latter; like a fire hydrant, I came, splashing myself up the front of my shirt and collapsing back. I might have been spent, but I was far from satisfied.

That didn’t matter to Schuyler. She wiped her hand clean on the front of my shirt without comment, stood up tall, and sighed. ‘Sorry to love you and leave you, but I’m afraid duty calls. Lock up when you’re done, OK? The keys to the cuffs are... well, let’s just say they’re somewhere around here. It’s so easy to lose track, don’t you think?’

I let out a weak moan of protestation as she began to head off – too weak to be the reason she had stopped in her tracks.

‘Oh, of course,’ she said in the voice of an absentminded schoolteacher, forgetful but still somehow completely in control. ‘How could I forget?’ She put her hand on the desk, and before I could see what it was she had deposited there she was already halfway to leaving. ‘Consider it a... parting gift,’ she said, blowing me a kiss through the door.

And with that, she was gone.

As the fog of her presence lifted, I became acutely aware of the cuffs digging into my wrists and the dull agony that had exploded in my shoulder the second it had hit the floor. I was half-naked, covered in my own filth, and the biggest case of my career had just waltzed out of the door with a bag worth several times more than the building I was sitting in. As days on the job went, it hadn’t been a great one.

But I was alive. It was a small mercy, but knowing Schuyler’s record, it was a lucky escape. She’d even left me my clothes, once I figured out how to get to my pants to unlock the cuffs. No one needed to know about any of this. I could go about my life with my reputation intact. Nothing had to change.

Slowly, I pulled my aching body into a sitting position, willing it to behave itself and to cut through the pain for just a few minutes longer – just long enough to get myself out of this goddamn warehouse and back to the office. There was a half-bottle of scotch waiting for me, and if there was ever a night I’d needed a stiff drink...

A firm kick upwards against the floor, and I was on my feet. My pants were only a few steps away, and even restrained as I was, I figured I’d be able to get the keys without any trouble.

It wasn’t until I set off across the room that a glint caught my eye, and I saw exactly what it was that she’d left for me: her parting gift, as she’d put it. A gift that only Schuyler and I would ever know existed.

On Malone’s desk, twinkling in the lamplight, sat three small, perfectly-formed diamonds.

Behi
nd the Mask
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 way.

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 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 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.

Two 
of a Kind
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 remarkably 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.

A Night at the Sugar Room

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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