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September 1969, Atlantic City, New Jersey. The Tropicana Casino pulsed like a fever dream, its neon marquee bleeding red and gold into the boardwalk’s salt-soaked night. Diane Lee, 34, navigated the blackjack tables, cocktail tray a silver moon in her hands, sequined uniform glinting under chandeliers that flickered like bad omens. A cocktail waitress with a smoker’s rasp honed by years dodging drunks, her smile still disarmed high rollers, coaxing tips $200 in crumpled bills stuffed in her apron that night, pinned tight as a vow. She’d been at it since her ex vanished with their savings, leaving her to sling martinis till her arches screamed. At 2:17 a.m., she clocked out, heels clicking past slot machines spitting coins like loose teeth, a martini glass winking on her tray for the busboy. The air outside hung heavy ocean brine, stale Camels, and the garage’s oil-slick tang. No one saw the shadow trail her past the service exit, where sodium lights buzzed like dying flies. Dawn broke over a janitor’s scream Pete Russo, on his smoke break behind the parking garage, found her sprawled on concrete, face obliterated, jawbone gleaming like bleached driftwood through pulped flesh. Skull caved from a blunt strike pipe, tire iron, no one could say. Her wallet was gone; cops called it robbery, case closed by October. But the apron, heavy with cash, hung untouched, sequins catching dawn like shattered stars. A martini glass lay broken beneath her, stem snapped, olive gone. No prints, no witnesses, just whispers of mob debts and dealers’ averted eyes. Atlantic City swallowed it, neon blinking on.

The Tropicana churned forward, Diane’s name fading with the tide’s retreat. Her sister, Faye, pinned Polaroids to a corkboard in her Ventnor duplex: Diane mid-laugh, tray spun like a record, sequins flashing under casino haze. “She’d never flash cash to a thief,” Faye told detectives, voice raw as sandpaper. “Someone knew her route.” Suspects like Joey “Knuckles” Caruso, a Trop floorman with a rap sheet for assault, alibied out cocktail girls swore he was pouring highballs at the bar. The broken glass tested clean; the olive never surfaced. Faye scattered Diane’s ashes off Steel Pier, boardwalk lights blurring through tears like smeared mascara. “Justice skips town faster than a deadbeat,” she muttered, the ocean swallowing her words. The case moldered in ACPD files, a footnote in a city of quick bets and quicker exits, the garage’s shadows lengthening with each unasked question.

2001, a thrift shop off Atlantic Avenue, shelves sagging with boardwalk relics. Nate Corso, 42, a laid-off steelworker with a yen for retro kitsch, snagged a dented Tropicana bar tray for $12 silver-plated, etched with palm fronds, the kind Diane might’ve balanced like a tightrope act. “Vintage score,” he bragged to his buddy Lou over Yuenglings at the Irish Pub, tray propped on his South Philly rowhouse counter, its patina glowing under the kitchen’s bare bulb. First night, he polished it with Windex, dreaming of poker nights
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