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Chapter One

The Congress Plaza Hotel

June 4th, 1953

8:00pm

––––––––
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He didn’t want to talk to her. Went out of his way to avoid her. Nevertheless, the damn dame was persistent and sat right across from him in the lobby, next to a teal semi-circle couch. He avoided the couch, as did she. He picked up a paper, she took out a handkerchief and the police were still roaming around, asking questions. 

Michael lifted up his newspaper and pretended to read it.

Seconds ticked by as she quietly sniffled.

He would only allow glimpses of her.

Her purple, fluffy dress...a string of pearls around her neck...a tattoo of a broken heart on her left wrist...smooth, tan legs...and those eyes.

Those damn eyes.

They were emerald green and her blue eye shadow was running.

She had raven dark hair down to her shoulders and sharp bangs that fell into her eyes.

Michael didn’t see the mess the body had made.

But he heard the impact.

He was on the third floor, on his way to the concierge desk when he heard that unmistakable sound. He turned on his heel and went back into his room. No need to be involved. He just wanted to relax for once.

He knew that the dame with no name was somehow connected.

“Sir,” she said, in a barely audible voice, “Sir, can you afford me a smoke?”

He looked up over the paper.

She looked European.

Voluptuous red lips.

Be a shame to taint it with a smoke, he thought but did not say.

“Sure.”

Mike folded the paper, set it aside, pulled out a pack and handed it to her as he reached back to retrieve the paper again.

“These are not smokes,” she said quietly.

He turned back to find that, no, indeed they were not.

They were his pack of playing cards.

“Sorry, let me take those.”

Mike gingerly pulled them back and switched them for a blue pack of Pall Mall’s.

“Thank you.”

“My treat.”

He groaned on the inside. It was such a stupid thing to say. Especially to someone who was grieving.

A strike of a match, a flash of orange and a long draw later, she let out a translucent blue swirl of smoke and gazed upon him quizzically.

“Did you know him?” She asked.

It was as if she were reading his thoughts. They were like kitchen magnets, drawn helplessly together by proximity.

Michael relented, setting his paper down on the couch for the last time as he regarded her. He wasn’t the type to be mean. No matter how hard he tried. He had one of those faces; a kind and honest one.

“Miss, I’m sorry for your loss. I did not know him. I don’t talk to many people.”

“How come?”

“It keeps me out of trouble.”

“Smart man.”

“Not smart. Just careful.”

“Do you always stay at hotels by yourself and talk to no one.”

“Who said I’m here by myself?”

“You talk to no one. Why would you have someone with you?”

“Company.”
“Company with no conversation?”
“Occasionally.”

“Is this such an occasion?”

“No,” he smirked. “I’m all by myself.”

The officers mulled about the concierge desk, Mike noticed, gathering the last bit of details before heading back to the station. Mike observed the bellhop mouth the words: He was all alone. Very quiet. Seemed down.

Well, he seemed down and he went down, Mike thought.

The classic jumper.

They always hit their mark.

Some preferred cliffs or the roofs of buildings, even the Grand Canyon.

This one wanted to be decked out for the whole lobby to see.

He saw them question this nameless woman hours before.

The guy did this midday and now it was nightfall and the entire lobby had such a somber tone, as if they guy brought the whole building down with him.

Maybe it was heartache.

Maybe it was Reefer Madness.

Whatever it was, it did the job.

And now here he was, going out of his way to entertain a lady he had no business to entertain. Even came off as kind of sweet to her. Well, he had to put a stop to that.

“Look,” he said solemnly, “I really don’t mean to be rude but I’d rather like some time to myself. I think it’s been a long day for everyone and I am going to be heading up to bed in a few minutes...so...”

“So why read the paper?” she dragged on her smoke.

“What?”

“Why did you come down here just to read the paper? You could have down that in the quiet of your own room.”

He sat back, feeling a bit put on the spot but she obviously needed someone to talk to. What was one more harmless conversation?

“You got me. I admit it. I had to come down.”

“For what?”

“I like to ask for a bucket of ice in person so they don’t forget. Once they match my face with an order they’re never late. And...”

“And?”

“...morbid curiosity, let’s say.”

They had cleaned him up, the staff went to work scrubbing the floor, one man vomited and was promptly let go. The stiff in the lobby had caused all sorts of problems. For the onlookers, for the regulars, even for children who heard about it later on.

“Why come down at all?”

“Old habits?”

“What kind of old habits?”

“I’m kind of tired. I have a big day...”

“Please, just stay with me for a little while longer. I’m shaken up and have answered enough questions to fill a book. I just want to ask the questions for a change. Get back into the swing of things. It helps. Truly. You’ll be doing me a favor.”

Mike sighed.

“I used...to be...a detective.”

“The plot thickens.”

“I bet it does.”

“Do you bet often?”

“Only when I know I can win.”

“And how has that worked out for you?”

“It’s kept me out of trouble. As I said before.”

“You like to...stay in your lane?”

“All I can see is my lane. It’s all I’ve ever known. Call it a rest stop.”

“What happened?”

“I hung up the business. Five years was enough for me.”

“And yet...the work still finds you.”

“I’m not working. I’m resting.”

“I see.”

They sat quietly as the police left.

When a family of four wandered in, the manager came out, spoke for just a few minutes and led them to the door. No more late check in’s. The kids would have nightmares. Smart move.

“Never caught your name, kiddo.”

“Andrea Nichols.” She held out her hand.

“Michael Jakes.” He shook it.

“I wish it were under better circumstances.”

“I wish it were over dinner...”

“Look, you’re a sweet kid but I really need to be getting back...”

“The cards? Are they yours?” She regarded him with a smile as she blew smoke through her nose. She was even blinking more slowly, for whatever reason.

“Um, yes. They’re my lucky deck.”

“Just how lucky are they?”

“Well, I’ll show you.” He lifted the pack, tapped it against his palm. “But you have to keep a secret.”

“I’m good at those.”

“Fine. These are lucky because I shuffle them.”

“That’s the secret?”

“That’s it.”

“Too simple for my taste.”

“It’s a simple secret. Before I’d play cards with the boys, some buddies on the force, I’d take these cards here and shuffle them in one hand before we played. I’ve never actually dealt from this pack.”

“In one hand? You’re putting me on.”

“It’s true. Here...”

Mike flipped the pack open, poured out the plaid red cards into his hands and squared them. He rolled up his sleeves and slapped the deck for effect, like some sort of alchemist preparing to turn lead into gold.

“You have to stay limber,” he said. “Takes lots of practice.”

In his left hand, he held the deck out. The cards had a significant bend in them. He split them, spliced them together, gripped them a bit and they did a perfect riffle sound. Just like a card flipping the spokes of a bicycle wheel.

He did it perfectly four times. One handed each time.

Andrea’s eyebrow arched.

“Color me impressed.”

“Left my paintbrushes in my other coat.”

It was a stupid joke, but she laughed nonetheless.

When she recovered, she asked him, “So you shuffle these cards, put them away and then play the game?”

“That’s how it goes.”

“And you win every time?”

“Every. Single. Time.”

“You don’t ever give up when you’re on a winning streak?”

“If I’m winning, what’s the point of worry?”

“Smart man,” she said again.

“Just careful.”

“Taking bets?”

“On occasion.”
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