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In honor of my three cats, Harry, Hermione, and Soup who continue to inspire my cat tales and in memory of those who came before them who remain in my heart and on my pages. 

I was used to living on the edge and had to admit I enjoyed it as much as my father had. He’d taught me all his tricks. Jack Riordan, or Jack of Diamonds as he called himself, was one of the most infamous jewel thieves in the Midwest. My mother appreciated all the luxuries his heists afforded her, but she didn’t have a clue he was the masked burglar who broke into homes and left his calling card on rich women’s jewelry armoires. The card—the Jack of Diamonds—of course. He had decks printed with just that card. It was lucky, he said, but his luck ran out when he was caught stealing Widow Pendington’s diamond necklace the night she returned home early from the opera with her escort, a retired security guard skilled in jujitsu.

Mother didn’t fancy being married to a criminal, so she sent divorce papers to Dad’s jail cell. When he got out a single man, he begged her forgiveness and promised to turn over a new leaf. She spat in his face. She’d already found another man, one who earned his money legitimately. Dad’s only consolation was that, at eighteen, I was legally able to choose the parent with whom I wanted to live, and I chose him. 

For three years, we worked together stealing jewels because Dad couldn’t kick the habit. He taught me to be his lookout and then how to crack combination safes. I became quite adept at this, and my father was proud of the skills I developed. Then came the night we broke into the home of the wealthy Carlton couple. They were dining at a fancy restaurant in Chicago. I disabled the alarm but wasn’t aware they had a backup. When Dad entered the house, the silent signal was sent to the police. When I saw the squad car pull up, I tried to alert Dad with our emergency sign, a low whistle he’d also taught me. Unfortunately, he couldn’t get out in time. I hid in the shadows and watched. In the scuffle, a shot rang out. I heard the police call on their phones to send help; the suspect was down. Before the ambulance arrived, I ran away. I knew I couldn’t help my father, and he’d always told me to get away if I could and not think about him. It wasn’t easy to do, but I realized it was my only option.

Heading back to our small apartment in a Chicago suburb, I followed Dad’s contingency plan if one of us was ever caught. I quickly packed a bag with a minimum of necessities and headed to the address of the man my father called, “The Ace.” He said they’d met in prison and forged a strong bond. The “Ace” was like the son he never had. He was also a jewel thief.

I couldn’t take the chance of using my car even though it had been parked several blocks from the crime scene. Instead, I caught a bus uptown and walked the remaining ten blocks to Ace’s place in an upper-scale section of Chicago. It was strange feeling fearful as I walked the dark streets, but I wasn’t afraid of an attacker; I was afraid of the cops. How could Ace live in this area with all the surveillance? I recognized an undercover patrol car and kept to the shadows. When I finally arrived at the brownstone and tapped the button that read, “Andrew Miller,” Ace’s real name or possible alias, I was buzzed into the dimly lit corridor. A man stood in the door of 2B. Ace and I had never met, although I’d heard many one-sided conversations between him and my father when they spoke regularly on the burner phones Dad collected. 

Ace looked younger than I imagined, shorter, but handsomer. He didn’t look at all like a thief. His hair was reddish brown. It was slightly curly but well-trimmed and neatly nestled against his pear-shaped ears. He sported a thin moustache, and his eyes were a cross between blue and green shaded with the longest eyelashes I’d ever seen on a man. His lips were thin but sensual. I had an urge to kiss them, but I just stood there speechless.

“Jackie,” he said, and his husky voice made me swoon. I had no idea how he knew who I was because I’d arrived uninvited, but then I realized Dad must’ve shown him my photo.

“Ace, I mean, Mr. Miller, I’m sorry to drop in on you like this, but my father’s in trouble.”

Those beautiful aquamarine eyes clouded. “Come in, please, and don’t be afraid to call me Ace. I prefer it actually. I want to hear what happened, and I’ll try to help if I can.”

As I entered the apartment, I saw a brown tail disappear under Ace’s red leather sofa. 

“There goes Roxie. She’s a bit shy. Have a seat, Jackie. Would you like something to drink?”

Roxie? I didn’t know a jewel thief would have a pet. As I collapsed on to the sofa, I felt a sneeze coming on and reached for a tissue from my travel bag. I was highly allergic to animals, particularly cats. 

Ace brought over two wine glasses and poured some sherry into each. “You definitely look like you could use a drink. Have you been crying?”

I wiped my eyes with the tissue from my bag. “No. It’s your cat. I’m sorry, but I’m allergic.”

“Really? That’s a shame. Cats are wonderful pets. Let me get her and put her in the other room.” He reached under the couch and pulled Roxie out. Up close, I could see she was a beautiful creature. She had sable paws and a cream body. Around her neck, she wore a blue collar that matched her eyes. The collar was studded with sapphires and diamonds.

“What a pretty cat. She’s a Siamese, isn’t she?” 

Ace nodded. He held the cat firmly in his arms. “Notice her collar. I got those rocks especially for her from a rich lady’s wrist.”

I now realized the cat’s collar was a bracelet.  I recalled my dad saying that Ace specialized in diamond heists.

After Ace had taken Roxie into a back room, he came back and sat next to me on the couch. “Did the cops nab Jack? Is that why you’re here?”

I sniffled, but this time it was from the memory of the gunshot and the words of one of the officers into his cell phone. “I think Dad was shot. He may be dead.”

“I’m so sorry.” Ace passed me a wine glass. 

I took a sip and then placed the glass next to me. “What am I going to do?”

Ace reached over and placed a large, warm hand over mine. “Jack wouldn’t want you to mourn him. He’d want you to move on. You did the right thing by coming to me. I have some contacts who can check if he’s alive in the hospital or behind bars. For now, you can stay here. I’ll keep Roxie out of the bedroom and have her sleep on the couch with me.” Seeing the expression in my eyes, he added, “Don’t worry. You’re safe here. I respect ladies and won’t lay a hand on you. That is unless you want me to.” He grinned.

I’d had a few boyfriends, but no one whom I trusted enough to explain about my hobby or Dad’s vocation. Ace already knew and was involved in the same activities.

“How long have you been, uh, you know?”

“A thief?” He smiled, and I noticed his teeth were white and straight. I could bet they were a product of expensive dental work. 

“I guess that’s the word. Dad said the two of you met up in jail.”

“We were cellmates.” He reached over and took a sip from his wine glass before putting it down next to mine on the cocktail table in front of the couch. “I owe him a lot. He rescued me from some unfriendly inmates. I promised I’d repay him one day, so I’m more than happy to put you up here. I think you’ll find the surroundings comfortable.”

I glanced around the sumptuous living room with its deep oak wine cabinet displaying an assortment of bottles I guessed were vintage. The leather couch had a matching crimson chair, and there was an ebony grand piano on the opposite side.

“You play?” I asked.

“Indeed.” He took a seat at the piano. I watched as his nimble fingers splayed across the keys and a soft melody floated through the air. “A lullaby to help relax you.”

It was Brahms. I closed my eyes and almost fell asleep.

“You should get some rest.” He finished the piece and came back to me. “The bedroom is the first door down the hall on the left. I’ll take you there.”

“Are you sure you don’t want me to sleep on the couch? I don’t mind.”

His eyes looked over me tenderly, and I felt my heart flip. “I would never ask a lady to sleep on the couch.” He picked up my overnight bag. “Let me give you a hand with this.”

As I followed him down the hall lined with family photos, I heard the cat crying from the room next to the one at which he stopped.

“I left Roxie in the cat room until you were in bed,” he explained. He had a whole room for his cat? Dad and I only had two rooms and a bathroom in our whole place.

Ace opened the door and led me into what looked like a suite compared to the rooms in my father’s apartment. Although his place was situated on a quiet Chicago street, it had a view of the park I knew I would appreciate in daylight. The focal point of the room was a king-sized bed covered in red satin sheets. It seemed Ace liked the color red, and I wondered how many women he’d entertained in that large bed.

“This is wonderful,” I said. “Thank you so much.”

He smiled again. “My pleasure. Anything for Jack’s daughter.” As he turned to leave, he paused. “In answer to your earlier question, I’ve been on the street since I was sixteen. My family died in a house fire that I was the only one lucky enough to escape. I didn’t have any relatives who wanted me, so I was put into a home. I hated it there and ran away as soon as I could. I got some odd jobs to pay for food and a dingy place on the other side of town, but I soon taught myself a trade that comes in handy for the little extras, as you can see. I’ve practiced that profession for nearly ten years.”

“I’m sorry about your family,” I said. “I saw the pictures on the hall walls.”

His eyes darkened. “Thank you.” He started toward the cat’s room and then added, “If you need anything, don’t hesitate to wake me. I’m a light sleeper. Roxie gets me up early to be fed, but you can stay in bed as long as you like.”

♥♥♥
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I expected to have a hard time falling asleep as my father and strange surroundings were on my mind. However
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	When you were five, I took you to the zoo. This was the favorite animal you saw there.

	At ten, you travelled with us on a family trip to this special place.

	Although I stayed up half the night waiting for you to come home, your prom date was a proper gentleman. I hope you remember his name.

	I was the proud father at your high school graduation. This was my gift to you.

	When you moved in with me, I painted your bedroom this color.
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