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* * *
 
For my dear grandmother.  I think she would have liked this one.
 
* * *
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER ONE
 
Allen Doddsman sat waiting in the dark on a bed that was firm, yet comfortable.  The only light came from the television as it shape-shifted shadows across the hotel room walls.  He hoped that not turning the lights on would help him get back to sleep faster.
There was nothing on television at this time of night – morning, he mentally corrected himself – and he’d settled for the local weather to keep him occupied and half awake while he waited.
His anger and impatience were growing by the minute.  He hadn’t expected this type of service from a hotel of the Lanigan’s stature.  
“Good god, what’s taking so long?” he exhaled softly, massaging his forehead with thumb and middle finger.
Seconds later there was a knock on the door.
“Finally,” he muttered.  
Standing, he took a moment to tidy himself, smoothing his rumpled clothing.  Then he took a deep breath and selected a few choice words to impart to the delivery person.
He walked over to the door and reached down to turn the handle.  He heard the lock click open.
“Sure took you long enough,” he managed to get out before the door slammed him hard in the face.
The shock and force of the impact sent Allen reeling back.  He stumbled, arms flailing wildly.  He felt himself step on something – his shoes at the end of the bed.  He grasped air and then went over, landing on his back.
A dark figure was on top of him before he could recover his wits.  The shadow form stomped a foot down into the meaty part of Allen’s gut, just between the ribcage and pelvis.  It knocked the air out of him and he found himself struggling for breath.  But before he could regain it, the shadow form was kneeling beside him, picking something up off the floor and slipping it around Allen’s head.
A noose suddenly tightened around his neck.  He felt it squeezing his airway closed as he gasped for breath.  The stranger’s foot was back on him now as the shadow form stood from its knelt position.  It used Allen’s soft midsection as leverage to pull the noose ever tighter.  With each attempt Allen made to inhale, the noose slid ever tighter, like a slick anaconda constricting itself around him.  
Between the shock of the situation and lack of oxygen, Allen hardly knew what was happening.  A wave of sheer terror swept over him as he now realized that he would never again regain the breath that he was fighting so hard to recover.
He found himself scrabbling at the smooth fabric digging into his neck, but it was buried, sunk snugly into the soft flesh so that he couldn’t get his fingers beneath it.  Next he moved his hands to the shadow figure’s leg that was bearing down on his abdomen, shoving what little oxygen remained out of his lungs.  His fingers tore at the stranger’s pants, but this only made the stranger pull harder on the noose, driving his foot deeper into Allen’s mid-section.
Allen made one last effort to gasp for any sort of breath, but opening up his throat only made him cough, wheezing out the last of his precious oxygen as the stranger’s weight bore down upon him.  It was like someone squeezing the last bit of toothpaste from a depleted tube.
Allen’s eyes watered, his vision blurred, his head dropped back onto the plush carpeting of the hotel room floor, but his neck still bulged upward from the noose’s constrictive pull.  Finally his fingers straightened stiffly, pulling away from their grip upon the stranger’s leg.  His hands shook convulsively, fluttered, and then quieted, falling limply at his sides.
The stranger kept his grip tight on the noose for several more seconds, the force of his pull lifting Allen’s head up off the floor and holding it there before he let go, allowing it to fall back to the floor with a soft thump.  
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWO
 
The blast rattled the windows to the point where I thought they were sure to shatter.  
I’d lived downtown in big cities before, so I was used to the sounds of the urban landscape.  Sirens, laughing, screaming and yelling, the bangs of trash trucks at five in the morning, even the occasional gunshot were nothing to rouse me from a healthy slumber, but I recognized that whatever was going on outside was definitely something outside my direct realm of experience.
As the rumble subsided, it was followed by a most beautiful orange glow.  It filtered its way between my closed curtains and lit up my room as though it were mid-day.  
I shielded my face with a pillow, moving it slowly aside as my eyes began to adjust.  The light faded to a dull glow, then stayed. Whatever was going on outside was continuing, although on an apparently lesser scale.
Curiosity getting the better of me, I slid out of bed and walked over to the row of windows that faced out over the street.  I peeled one edge of the curtain aside and stuck my head around its edge.  
Across the street, and several stories below, I could see the roof of the old Wescott Department Store building ablaze.  
Wescott’s – a fixture in downtown Chicago since 1889 – had closed its doors several years ago during a downturn in the economy.  The building was now being converted into high-end condominiums.   
Another smaller, yet still violent explosion issued from the fire that now engulfed the entirety of the 15-story building’s rooftop.  A fireball rolled slowly upwards until it peaked, almost level with my room on the 21st floor of the Lanigan Hotel.  I pulled the curtain in front of my face to shield it from the light.  I could feel the heat from the fire pulse through the thin fabric.
As the fireball disappeared into the night sky, smoke began billowing upward.  The wind slowly wafted it up close to my window before rolling it down the street toward Lake Michigan.  
The last thing I saw before my view was completely obscured by the smoke was people congregating on the street twenty-one stories below.  They were spilling out of the Lanigan’s main entrance – the only entrance open at this time of night – and stopping to cluster into small but growing groups.  
I heard another explosion.  I couldn’t see its results this time, but I could hear chunks of debris lightly pattering against my window.  
I took a deep breath.  It was time to get to work.
That was over a year ago.  It was my first night as the new M.O.D. or “Manager on Duty” at the Lanigan Hotel.  
We evacuated 1639 guests from over 1200 occupied rooms that night.  Nothing like trial by fire…literally.
It turned out that part of the renovation of the Wescott Building included replacing the aging roof, a process that involved a lot of very flammable materials.  With March in Chicago bringing far from what many might consider typical spring-like temperatures, some lug-nut working on the roof – and apparently in a hurry to punch out for the day – had forgotten to shut off his portable heater.  It being near a bucket of tar-soaked rags, the rags had eventually ignited.  One thing led to another – the “another” in this case being a stack of nearby propane tanks.  Soon the entire roof was ablaze with barrels of tar aflame and propane tanks exploding like miniature atom bombs.
We managed to get the Lanigan completely evacuated – with only minor issues (a few overly excited hearts and a couple dramatic grandmothers) – in just under 45 minutes.  And lucky me, I became acquainted on a first name basis with a number of our guests…most of them calling me by the first foul name that came to mind as I met them at the hotel’s main entrance on their way out to the street, bidding them a cheery good morning and my sincerest of apologies for their inconvenience.
 
* * *
 
A chirping noise sounded in my ear.  It was too early and too damn cold outside for it to be anything but my phone.  I fumbled reflexively in the darkness, knowing instinctually the exact spot on my nightstand where my manager on duty cell phone would be.  As my fingers touched its rubber gripped exterior, I caught a glimpse of the red emblazoned numbers on the alarm clock – 2:12 am.
I flipped open the phone. “This is Robert, go ahead.”
No matter where I was, what I was doing or what the time, I made sure I never sounded tired.  I kind of liked people thinking that I never slept.  In a world where your work is there 24/7, I felt it gave me an advantage of sorts.
“Hi Robert, this is Kristen at the front desk.  Room 11-121 is calling about their dry cleaning.”
Then silence.
“Okaaaay,” I drawled.
“Um, yeah…what should I do about that?”
“You’re calling me at two in the morning about dry cleaning!?” I wanted to yell.
But I kept my cool.  I always kept my cool.  That’s what a good manager does.
“Laundry department is still closed,” I said as calmly as I could, “so go ahead and contact the housekeeping runner.  Give him the room number and send him to security to pick up the valet laundry key; then he can pick up the clothes and deliver them to the guest.”
“Copy that.  Thanks.”
“No problem.”  I tossed the phone back on the nightstand and rolled over, fluffing the pillow.  I took a deep breath, inhaling the fresh linen scent and feeling the smoothness of pressed linen against my face.  
I loved living in a hotel.
Kristen had joined the 3rd shift team as a supervisor about a month ago.  I wasn’t going to give her a hard time yet, but I sure as heck was going to remind her to check with the proper departments before calling the manger on duty at two in the morning.              
I had almost drifted off again when the chirping of my phone jolted me back.  It was now 2:16 a.m.
“This is Robert, go ahead.”  
The nasal-toned voice of one of the communication department’s phone operators said, “This is Joyce in communications.  The guest in room 11-121 says he’s been waiting for his dry cleaning to be delivered for nearly twenty minutes.  He has a meeting at seven this morning and wants to make sure he has his clothes.”
“They’re on their way,” I said as pleasantly as I could.
Ah yes, the glamorous life of a hotel M.O.D.
If I’d learned anything over my years in the hotel business, it was that it paid to be nice to the phone operators; otherwise, they could make your life a living hell.
In a property of the Lanigan’s size and stature, being the M.O.D. was no joke, even though it might seem like it on a night like tonight.  As a matter of fact, being the M.O.D. in a hotel of just about any size is no joke.  There is plenty of responsibility that comes with the job.  Sometimes that responsibility meant reuniting lost kids with their parents and escorting passed out guests off the lobby furniture and back to their rooms.  Other times it meant acting as resident photographer and historian for curious tourists, or hotel billing clerk after the 9-5 crew in the accounting department had headed home for the day.  Just about every imaginable duty could – and eventually would – fall upon the M.O.D.’s plate.
I was the hotel “everyman” – I was everywhere, saw everything, helped everyone, and I loved every minute of it.  
Take it as it comes is what I always said.  Accept the thank you cards expounding my helpfulness from thoughtful guests.  Accept the vein popping, red-faced, shouting-at-the-top-of-his-lungs guest who I’d just informed would be staying at a lesser hotel because we were overbooked.  Accept the screaming guest who’d been overcharged for parking.  Accept the accolades when I then resolved that issue.  It was all just part of the job. 
It was 1800 rooms filled with every sort of person from every walk of life.  1832 rooms, suites, and penthouses to be exact.  A snapshot of the world’s travelers all crammed into 26 floors – one entire square block of downtown Chicago.  
Amazingly, the Lanigan used to contain almost double that number of rooms back in the day.  A renovation in the late 1940s knocked out most of the walls between the miniscule rooms in an effort to bring the Lanigan name back to what it had been during its prime in the earlier part of the century.  And it had worked…at least for a while.  
Add to those rooms, three full-service restaurants, a lounge, an exercise and fitness center, an Olympic-sized swimming pool, four ballrooms, a salon and barber shop, a street level full of world-class shopping venues, and tens of thousands of square feet of meeting and convention space all set within a hotel that had been a downtown landmark since shortly after the Great Chicago Fire of 1871, and you had the famed Lanigan Hotel.  
All this was under my realm of control.  It was my job…my workplace…my home.  
 
 
              
CHAPTER THREE
 
To: allstaff.lanigan@sharedresorts.com
Subject: 10/27 M.O.D. Report
 
 
THE LANIGAN HOTEL
 
CHICAGO, IL 
 
 
MANAGER ON DUTY REPORT
Friday, October 27
 
Weather: 58/42 Partly Sunny
Occupancy: 94%
Arrivals: 427                                                                                                                
Departures: 374  
 
Event Resume:
	Lake Ballroom (all day) – Acorn Electric Convention

 
	6th Floor Meeting Rooms – Oak, Elm, Sycamore – (1 p.m. - 3 p.m.) – Prop. Ops. Dept. all staff training sessions

 
	Blue Velvet Room (Noon - 2 p.m.) – CIP Staffing luncheon

 
	Sky Ballroom (8 p.m. - midnight) – Vishna/Punjab wedding reception

 
	Grand Ballroom (7 p.m. - midnight) – Scott/Fitzgerald wedding and reception  

 
 
***
 
While I do indeed live at the hotel – and between the M.O.D. phone and my physically being in the hotel, I’m available at just about any hour of the day or night – that doesn’t mean I’m technically always on the schedule.  My usual days off are Wednesday and Thursday.  
Friday, Saturday and Sunday are the busiest days in many hotels.  Between weddings, receptions, parties, arrivals on Fridays and departures on Sundays, the weekend for an M.O.D. can be a blur of people, places, and events.
Many factors can affect the schedule of a hotel manager.  From holidays and localized sporting events to festivals, storms, conventions, seasonal occupancy trends, and the location of the hotel itself, it takes time to become accustomed to occupancy fluctuations and trends that can affect a hotel and its staffing needs.
Take for example an airport property.  Severe weather – especially in the Chicago area – can be accompanied by hundreds of cancelled flights and thousands of stranded travelers.  An expected twenty percent occupancy rate can become a sellout situation in a matter of hours.  In turn, what might have required a staff of ten room attendants to clean the following day, suddenly becomes a staff of forty or more, leaving an M.O.D. to spend a large portion of his day or night planning, calling, re-organizing, and scrambling to add staff in various departments, dealing with upset and weary travelers, and helping a beleaguered front desk staff of two to do the job of what might normally be handled by five or six.
When an M.O.D. has a night or two off, it typically means that a front desk supervisor or other department manager is left to fill in.  Such replacements usually don’t have the skills, knowledge or inclination to do the job as the regular M.O.D. might.  This can leave all sorts of issues for an M.O.D. to deal with upon returning to work after a two day respite.  For me personally, I am often more inclined to work six or seven days a week rather than have to face the situations left by replacements.
The first indication that I was stepping into a hornet’s nest on this particular Friday morning occurred when I sat down at my desk and opened my email.  I saw that the M.O.D. report from yesterday was short – too short – even for a slow Thursday.  The specifics were there – arrivals, departures, occupancy rate, group and event resume – but that was it.  This meant one of two things; either this was the first night in the history of the Lanigan that there had been absolutely no issues, or there had been issues that supervisor Kristen didn’t want to make public on the “all staff” email address upon which the M.O.D. report was sent.
I was putting my money on the latter.
I rolled my office chair back from my desk and walked over to the honeycomb of staff mailboxes located in the back office.  My office was located between the main front desk area and the extra office space that made up the front desk management offices, break space, and copy room.  
Tom Hanson, our general manager, wanted me as close to the action as possible.
I could see a bundle of paperwork sitting in my cubbyhole mailbox.  I pulled out the stack and flipped through it quickly.  
There were several guest comp requests, a fresh packet to review for today’s resume meeting at which we discussed incoming groups and events for the week ahead, and of course, individual M.O.D. add-ons for yours truly.
I glanced at my watch.  It was 7:55 a.m.  I didn’t have time to deal with these items now, so I tossed the pile of paperwork on my desk and headed for my 8 a.m. breakfast meeting with general manager Tom.  I’d learned early in my M.O.D. career not to start delving into matters from which I couldn’t easily extract myself when I only had minutes to spare.  Sometimes they were just better left for later. 
As I cut through the lobby on my way to the Boardwalk Café, I grabbed a few of the hotel’s monogrammed coffee mugs that had been left abandoned on several end tables sprinkled around the lobby.  Guests never seemed to consider beforehand where they’d put their coffee mugs once they’d brought them down from their rooms.  They were a constant presence for hotel employees.  Pick up two; four magically replaced those moments later.  Pick up those four, and by the time you’d returned from dumping them in a back-of-house kitchen area or putting them on a lobby attendant’s cart, there would be a dozen more scattered about.  Like soldiers in battle, they would just keep popping up to replace their fallen comrades and fill gaps in the ranks.  At night it was the same thing but with beer bottles and cocktail glasses from Carlisle’s Whiskey Lounge. 
The lobby was starting to fill with people trickling down from their rooms.  They settled into the cushioned armchairs and sofas that adorned the spacious white-marble lobby floor that had become one of the Lanigan’s trademarks.  The floor had been imported from Italy, taken from a monstrous villa high in the Italian Alps during the late 1920s.  
It was rumored that the stone had initially been quarried from the same marble pit that Michelangelo had used to form his masterpiece, David. The Lanigan had even hired and trained its own in-house marble care team to ensure the floor was cleaned, honed, and polished on a continual basis.
As I entered the Boardwalk Café, it didn’t appear that Tom had arrived yet, so I cut around to the back of restaurant and used my shoulder to nudge open the swinging employee door to the kitchen/prep area.  There, I dumped my coffee mug collection into a dish tub, dodged a server hurrying by with a tray of outgoing food, and circled around to a pastry tray waiting to be delivered to the buffet station.  I took a furtive glance around to ensure no one was looking and then popped a miniature éclair into my mouth.  Its creamy sweetness melted away so quickly that I hardly had time to enjoy it before I shoved back out into the din of the morning breakfast rush.
The Boardwalk Café was an oceanfront themed restaurant.  For some reason that I still had yet to completely comprehend, all of the Lanigan’s restaurants had some sort of ocean motif or nautical theme even though we were in downtown Chicago.  There was the Boardwalk Café on our lobby level that came complete with faux boardwalk-style planking around the buffet area.  Every Sunday, the Boardwalk featured the Lanigan Hotel’s famed “Sunday Brunch” a buffet that ran $29.95 per person and included live piano music by the hotel’s resident player, Francesco Rivali.
The Navigator Club was found on the street level and offered more casual dining for both guests and passer-bys.  On the weekend, this outlet became the hotel’s default “party place” for the younger, hipper crowd, and was a favorite spot of mine for taking in televised sporting events.  
Meanwhile, the Polynesian Restaurant was located on the Lanigan’s sub-street level (also known as the “1st Basement Level” or “1B” for short).  It was a long time tenant of the hotel, beginning its run in 1948.  It was a good mid-priced restaurant option, and came complete with tiki bar and dancing hula girls and fire twirlers during a Friday and Saturday night stage show.
As I made my way back through the restaurant, I could see that Tom had arrived and had gotten us a table at which he now sat impatiently awaiting my arrival.
I was guessing he was hungry.
 
* * *
 
“I’ll have three eggs over hard, rye bread lightly toasted with lots of butter, five pieces of bacon, three sausage links, a piece of ham or two…keep the fat on…orange juice, and coffee,” Tom paused a moment to take a breath.  “Oh, and one of those big cinnamon rolls I like…for later,” he snickered, giving me a wink.  
Then he paused, looking at me contentedly. “You eating, Robert?” he asked.
I waited for the server to finish scribbling the litany of food items on her pad and flip the page.  
“Just coffee, thanks,” I smiled.
“Have to keep up energy levels in this business, Bobby my boy.  Gotta keep ‘em up to deal with a property this size.  Can’t be asleep at the wheel.  No sir.  Eyes in the back of your head for the staff trying to catch a wink or steal you blind every chance they get.  Then you’ve got the guests moaning about this, that, and the other.  Never happy, never satisfied, never want to pay for anything.”
He heaved a deep breath in which I though he might inhale his tie.
“What’s our world coming to?” he pondered, half to himself.
I shook my head.  “Not sure, sir.”
“Well, Bobby boy, let me tell you this.  I can’t beat ‘em, but I sure as hell ain’t gonna join ‘em.”
This bit of advice was followed by a hearty fit of laughter from my wondrously wise general manager, during which I thought he might just pop a button off the ill-fitting, pinstriped suit that he’d somehow managed to squeeze himself into this morning.  
I just smiled, nodded, and prayed for the food to come soon.
“So how’s the day looking?”
Somehow I didn’t think the response, “You’re the GM, why don’t you tell me,” would go over too well, so I said, “Should be pretty smooth.  About 400 coming in.  Almost the same going out.  Mostly transient business.  Acorn and R & T are still in house, so I don’t foresee any major issues during the day.  A couple weddings tonight.  You never know what you’ll get there, but I’m sure we’ll be fine.”
“Good, good,” he said, pulling out a handkerchief from his coat pocket and wiping his forehead – now beaded with sweat – then dabbing at his jowls.  “Don’t like any trouble…no, not at all.”  Then he paused and looked over at me, putting the sodden handkerchief on the empty plate before him and reaching a hand out to grab hold of my shoulder.  “Course that’s why I have you isn’t it, Bobby old boy?”
This was followed by another bout of boisterous laughter that managed to draw the attention of the other fifty percent of the restaurant that Tom had failed to disturb with the first outburst.
Again, I just smiled, nodded, and tried to ignore the stares.
“Now where’s the goddamn food?” he frowned.
Tom Hanson loved utilizing any and every version of my given name other than Robert.  I’m not sure exactly where they had found old Tom.  And I certainly can’t imagine who down at the corporate office had thought him a good choice for the Lanigan…or really a good choice for any hotel.  
Maybe he was a different man in his prime, although I couldn’t imagine that either.  Whoever had made the decision and for whatever reason, it was yours truly who now had the honor of being Lanigan Hotel general manager Tom Hanson’s right-hand man and underling extraordinaire…at least in his beady little eyes.
“Bob,” he went on, “you need to get on top of this restaurant.  Service is always so damn slow.  I want you to drill down on this one, find out why it takes so doggone long to whip up some eggs and toast.  I wouldn’t think it should take more than a minute or two.”
“Drill down on this one,” was one of Tom’s famed catch phrases.  Others included, “Steel pole this” or “Break off that”, “Push it through” or “Grind it out” or “Bump this one up the list.”
I don’t know if he came from some sort of oil exploration background or maybe had been married to a stripper in his younger days, but his catch phrases all seemed to have the same general theme to them…poles, pushing, drilling, bumping, grinding…you get the gist.
Thankfully, the food arrived, and with it, all thoughts of the aforementioned restaurant project vanished as Tom Hanson attacked the menagerie on his plate with all the vigor he would have likely enjoyed imposing upon one of those guests he so despised, but whose bills kept him fed so well.
After a stint of several minutes in which Tom inhaled the majority of his sprawling culinary spread – and while I sipped my coffee and did my best not to watch – he got to the heart of the meeting.
“Robbie my boy, I think it’s time for a change.”
He eyed me closely for a moment, watching for some sort of reaction.
He didn’t get one.  
It took a lot more than that to make me sweat.
“You’ve been living here for some time now, and I think you’ve had plenty of time to get the lay of the land.”
“I think so,” I agreed.
“I have a special assignment for you,” he mumbled through a crust of toast that jutted halfway from his mouth.  Crumbs fell all over the suit jacket that rumpled its way around his flab.
“I know that you’ve been working the day shift, but I’d like to switch you over to nights.  We’ve got this place covered during the day, and frankly, during the day I’m up to my ears in managers.  I’ve got more of them than I need or really even want.  But at night we’re short.  I’ve got a decent supervisor in housekeeping, the restaurants are well covered, but the front desk is tight on well-trained staff and I need someone to buffer the inexperience in that area during the third shift.”
He used a chubby thumb to cram the remainder of the toast into his mouth before continuing.
“I need someone to be the general manager when I’m not around, and to be frank, the night front desk supervisor just isn’t cutting it.  She’s good; she can check people in and out, get them to other hotels when we’re overbooked, and handle her own staff, but I need more than that.”
I knew what was coming because Tom had been blind copying me during the last few weeks on the emails he’d been sending the front office management regarding guest complaints at night.  One thing Tom hated was dealing with guest issues and complaints.  Employee issues he could handle.  He didn’t care about playing hardball with them – especially when it came to the labor unions – but guests were another story.  
“If a guest gets to me, I’ll give them whatever they want,” was what he told his department managers.  In his mind, an angry guest should never get to him in the first place.  That’s why he had department managers.  And if a guest did get to him, he indeed gave them about anything they wanted…then took it out of whoever’s hide it was that allowed the problem to find its way into his office in the first place.  This was part of the reason Tom rarely walked the hotel alone.  He needed a management buffer with him in case a needy guest approached him.
“How do you feel about that?” he eyed me, a small glob of butter and crust lodged in one corner of his mouth.
I wanted to reach over and flip it away and ask him if he realized that he was the general manager of one of the world’s most famed hotels.
Instead, I shrugged, “Sounds fine to me.  What hours did you have in mind?”
Personally, I really didn’t care.  One 12-hour stretch was just the same as another to me.  It didn’t matter when I started or stopped.  Day or night, the issues were pretty much the same; it was just the position of the sun that changed – that, and of course the parties and the weddings at night, but I could handle those. With no family, and since I lived at the hotel, my time was pretty much up for grabs, and old Tom knew it.  I couldn’t complain about missing the kids, the daily commute, or make excuses for this or that.  I was at the hotel’s – as well as Tom’s – beck and call.
“I was thinking maybe 10 p.m. to 6 a.m.  How’s that sound?”
So really, 8 p.m. to 8 a.m.

“Fine with me,” I agreed.  “I’ll make the switch tomorrow if that’s all right with you.”
He was beaming through his cinnamon roll.  
I knew when he ordered the thing that it would never make it “for later” as he put it.  
“Good, good,” he nodded merrily.  “Well, I guess now that we’ve had our fill, we should get to it then.”  He shoved back from the table, brushing crumbs and food bits from his suit.  Then he stood and shook himself free of the rest of the debris as neighboring diners took cover, shielding plates with arms and napkins, returning fire with glares, wary stares, and softly muttered comments.  
I knocked back the last gulp of my coffee and watched with the rest of the restaurant as Tom waddled his way over to the buffet, fished a couple pieces of bacon from their chaffing dish and headed on his way, chomping away, oblivious to everyone and everything around him but the food.  
 
***
 
After spending several minutes in my office flicking crumbs from my jacket and using a tissue to tackle a grease smear Tom’s touch had left, I sat down to form and then review my personal list of guest issues to handle from the previous night.  The list – and my response to each – looked something like this:
 
	Room 8-167 (Ms. Swain) – Guest would like to find out why her sheets were not changed yesterday.

** This was likely due to a misunderstanding regarding our “green” linen reuse program for stay-over rooms.  Unless guests requested the changing of linens by hanging a sign on the room’s door handle, the bed would be remade daily, but existing sheets would remain.  I therefore forwarded an email regarding the issue on to housekeeping.  They could figure out if there was an actual issue or not quicker than I could by checking with the floor manager and the room attendant who was assigned to clean that particular guest room. **



	Room 10-153 (Mr. Sathers) – Room reported noise due to elevators running throughout the night.

 ** Our 150-160 area rooms were near an individual bank of two elevators that ran from the 11th floor down to the street level arcade.  Property operations typically shut these elevators down at 11 p.m. to reduce noise complaints.  The security department was supposed to double check to ensure that they were off.  That obviously didn’t happen last night.  I emailed both departments to let them know of the failure and resulting complaint, and then I contacted the guest.  Mr. Sathers was upset because he needed to get up early for a presentation and had been awakened continuously throughout the night.  I therefore apologized on behalf of the hotel and comped him 10,000 reward points.  I also assured him that I would personally ensure the elevators would be off tonight. **



	Room 19-117 (Mr. Eberson) – Wanted to know why the restaurant didn’t open at 6 a.m. to accommodate guests with early meetings.  

** I contacted the guest, and after a 10-minute conversation, which entailed a discussion regarding the cost of opening and operating a full-service restaurant to accommodate what equated to an average of five paying tables (yes, the hotel had tried it here before), I explained that the hotel hoped that guests awake at that time of the morning might make use of Vitantonio’s Café – our street level coffee shop – that opened at 6 a.m.  Mr. Eberson explained that he wasn’t aware of this option, so I sent him several coupons for complimentary coffee and pastries at the cafe, along with a hand-written note expressing my deepest apologies for the inconvenience. **



	(Andrew Shopmeyer) – Guest checked out from a room last week and had a billing question regarding several charges on his credit card.

** This one I forwarded on to our finance department along with the guest’s contact information. **



	Room 23-224 (Mr. Ingram) – Guest called at 2:30 a.m. reporting bugs in his room.  Housekeeping inspected room but they found nothing.  Guest was highly irate and claimed he was knowingly put in a room with bed bugs.  Wants to speak with a manager.

 
This was the type of issue where I really earned my money.  Bed bugs had been a hot topic of conversation and consternation at hotels nationwide over the last few years, and even the Lanigan had not been immune.  There had been several reports of the nasty little critters on the 8th floor when I had first taken over as M.O.D., but no direct evidence had been found to confirm their presence.  Nonetheless, no chances were being taken.  The rooms had been sealed, all the contents of the rooms – including the carpet – had been removed and disposed of, and a professional exterminator trained in dealing specifically with bed bug infestations had been called in to inspect and clear the room.  He had also not reported any indications of bugs.
Reports of bed bugs were not to be taken lightly, not only for the sake of the guest who reported them, but for the hotel as a whole.  The nasty little critters could spread from room to room like a virus, and they could travel on bags, room linen, and even clothing, infesting an entire hotel if not dealt with immediately.  Plus, the 23rd floor where this particular guest was staying was one of our Towers VIP floors, so I decided that a case like this required a personal touch.  Therefore, I called Mr. Ingram and let him know that I was on my way up to personally inspect his room.  
He met me at the door, red-faced and seething.  The shouting started before I had even entered the room.  He just could not believe that a hotel of the Lanigan’s stature – or in his word’s, “a dump like this” – would dare put him in a room infested with bed bugs, or again, in his words, “stick me in a hell hole full of nasty bugs.”
Mr. Ingram was a computer analyst from Los Angeles and was in town for a citywide convention.  Since housekeeping “hadn’t believed” him he said, he had saved a few of the bugs to prove that the price his company was paying for him to stay at the Lanigan was “exorbitant, ridiculous, and unacceptable.”  
He grabbed one of the guest room drinking glasses with a paper glass cap on top – the room service department’s way of denoting that the glass had been cleaned and was ready for use – and held it up for me to see.
“I trapped these last night after the person from housekeeping left!” he yelled.  
Inside, there were indeed a few tiny bug carcasses.  
As he continued his tirade about the cleanliness level that he expected in a hotel of the Lanigan’s stature, I walked over to an open window where the curtains were flapping wildly in the 30 mph Chicago breeze we tended to get quite regularly up on the 23rd floor.
“Has this window been open all night?” I asked calmly, interrupting his complaints.
He stopped his yelling and looked at me, confused, “Uh, yeah, why?”
I pushed it shut, and the curtains fell silent against the wall.  I bent and pushed the curtains aside. Tiny dead bugs like the ones Mr. Ingram had collected in the glass were scattered around the floor.  I had seen this before, so it didn’t surprise me.  I scooped up a couple of the small carcasses in my hand and walked back to show him.
At first he recoiled slightly, disgusted that I would touch such things.  Then he peered cautiously into my hand and then back up at me as if justified in his anger.
“Yeah, see?” he shouted.  “They’re everywhere!  It’s disgusting!”
“You must be one of the luckiest men alive, Mr. Ingram,” I smiled at him.
I could see by his clenched teeth and red face that he didn’t understand.
“They’re lady bugs,” I said.  “The vacuum from your window being left open and the wind is pulling them inside.  You’ve never seen lady bugs before?” I asked, somewhat amazed.
He seemed puzzled and a little uncertain as to how he should respond.
I saw he had a laptop open on the bed.  “Do you mind?” I asked, motioning to the computer. 
“Huh uh,” he shook his head, still looking a bit unsure.
Over the years I had found you had to be careful in these types of situations.  You didn’t want to make the guest feel like a complete idiot, but you wanted them embarrassed enough so that they backed off and admitted they’d made a mistake.  Therefore, I remained humble, and didn’t take that “I told you so” attitude.
I bent to click open his web browser and typed “lady bug” into the search engine.  In an instant, up popped the search results and a row of pictures showing the little creatures in various positions and places.  I clicked on one of the pictures to enlarge it and turned the laptop so that Mr. Ingram could see the screen.
He stared, mouth open, unsure of what to say.  
“They say lady bugs are good luck, but I’ll have housekeeping take care of the mess on the floor and bring you a new glass,” I smiled pleasantly.  
He just stood there.
I took the glass from his hand as I walked by and replaced it with a business card.  “We appreciate your business, Mr. Ingram.  Have a wonderful day, sir; and feel free to contact me if you have any further issues.”  I paused at the door.  “Oh, and I advise that you keep your windows closed at night unless you want more little visitors.” 
Then I left.  
It was almost noon, so I took a service elevator down to the employee cafeteria for a lunch of lukewarm lasagna, breadsticks, and leftover pastries from last night’s dinner event for the Acorn Electric group.  Then I headed up to my room for a nap.  I wanted to get a jump on acclimating myself to the night shift and decided I would start early, making the transition tonight rather than tomorrow.
 
 
 
CHAPTER FOUR
 
I could clearly see from the few hours I spent working last night’s third shift, that one of my main tasks was going to be building Kristen – the little blonde firecracker of a front desk night supervisor – and her staff into a more fully functioning and cohesive team.  
In particular, this task would center on turning Kristen’s front desk supervisor mentality into more of a hotel supervisor’s mentality, creating an assistant M.O.D. so to speak.  She was too focused on what was going on in the front office, when what she needed to be focusing her attention on – especially on a Friday or Saturday night – was what was happening in the rest of the hotel.  
From the ballrooms to the parking garage and everything in between, it was obvious that she needed help seeing the whole picture.  Right now she was only seeing about twenty percent of it. 
I quickly found that Kristen – like a deer in the headlights – froze when faced with a tough decision.  Being young and coming from a management role in retail sales, she just hadn’t been around a hotel environment long enough to have experienced many of the situations that I had seen over the years.  She was a sweet girl, a quick learner, and showed lots of promise from what I’d seen during my first night working with her.  She just needed to learn how to deal with the kinds of things that were going to be tossed her way on a regular basis in a hotel this size.  A few more weeks with me – especially dealing with nights like last night – and she’d get it.
The night actually started off smoothly enough.  It wasn’t until the wedding receptions taking place in the fourth floor ballrooms started getting ramped up that the issues began.
The first figurative “fire” that Kristen and I put out started in the ballroom restrooms.  The over 400 guests comprising the two wedding receptions were destroying the four available ballroom restrooms and overwhelming housekeeping’s one public space attendant assigned to maintain these spaces.  
Toilet paper was running out, trash cans were overflowing, wine glasses and beer bottles were piling up on sinks, and the restrooms’ tiled floors were becoming slip-and-fall hazards.  Plus, the single female attendant couldn’t even make it into the men’s restrooms since there was a continuous flow of male guests moving to and from them.
I told Kristen to contact John Rodgers, the night housekeeping manager.  He didn’t answer his office phone so I had her call him on his radio.  As soon as he answered, I told her to have him call me in my office.  Two minutes later the phone rang.  I made sure Kristen was listening.
“Front desk, this is Robert.”
“Hi Robert, it’s John.  What’s up?”
“Yeah, John, your attendant covering the ballrooms is getting swamped.  The restrooms are trashed and she can’t get in to clean the men’s rooms at all.  Can you pull a couple of attendants from other cleaning routes to help out until these events are over?  At least two guys and maybe another lady?”
“Sure, no problem, Robert.  I’ll pull Annie from the fitness center and Maynard and Paul from the marble care team since they can’t do anything anyway with all the guests milling around down in the lobby and arcade. I’ll have them give Rosalind a hand up there.”
“Thanks, John,” I said, hanging up the phone and turning to Kristen.  “Lesson number one, housekeeping is your ace in the hole.  In a bind, they can typically pull cleaners from a number of areas to help out in other places.  You have to watch out for labor union rule violations depending upon what you need them to do and how it applies to their job description, but they’re usually pretty accommodating.  John is a team player, and he’s good at thinking outside the box, so if you find yourself in a jam, he’s a good resource to call.
“Sounds good,” Kristen nodded.  
Lesson number two came about an hour later.  
The proximity of the two wedding receptions to one other was leading to issues beyond just the trashing of the restrooms though.  At around midnight, a group of guests from the Scott/Fitzgerald wedding party thought it would be a fun idea – seeing as how they had a cash bar at their reception – to make a raid upon the open bar of the Vishna/Punjab wedding next door.  The plan might have worked had the raiding party – comprised entirely of members of Anglo-Saxon decent – not looked a tad conspicuous standing in line at a Hindu wedding reception.  While the bride’s father was accommodating, choosing to look the other way as the uninvited guests imbibed, Mr. Fitzgerald was less than pleased when he found his new son-in-law partaking in some “Bollywood” dancing with several Vishna bridesmaids.  
Then a Punjab family raiding party was formed, and in reprisal, they took a huge chunk of the Scott/Fitzgerald wedding cake.  
From that point forward, it was on! 
Battle lines were drawn, yelling matches began, and things appeared to be taking a turn for the worse.  On a positive note though, the distraction did free up the neighboring restrooms for a good cleaning by the housekeeping department.
Kristen and I made it up to the ballrooms on the fourth floor with two members of the security staff just as things were beginning to break down.  As we stepped off the elevator, a piece of wedding cake came sailing through the air from the Scott/Fitzgerald front line, barely missing Mrs. Vishna and hitting a bust of our hotel’s namesake, Samuel Lanigan, leaving the side of his bronzed face plastered in coconut frosted icing.
A beer bottle from the Vishna/Punjab wedding party came whizzing past my head in return fire as I darted between the battle lines.  I wasn’t even going to try to clear up the misunderstandings.  It was well past that point.
I motioned to Kristen and the two security guards to move to the other side of the wall opposite me.  “Grab the wall,” I yelled as another piece of cake sailed overhead.
“You want cake?” I heard one of the Fitzgerald guests yell.  “Here’s your stinkin’ cake!”
The security guards realized what I was doing and met me in the middle as I pulled my portion of a sliding wall partition toward them, dividing the space and separating the two groups from further conflict.  
I stationed one security guard on either side of the temporary wall until the events were over and then took Kristen back down to the relative safety of the back office, thinking that our problems were over for the night.  
I was wrong. 
The wedding parties were not to let me down, providing one last hurdle to clear for the evening. As things began to die down up on the fourth floor, and the wedding singers began packing it in for the evening, the wedding guests who were not staying the night began to trickle downstairs in preparation for heading home.  Once the receptions’ bars closed and there was no more booze to be had, that trickle became a stream, and then a flood.
This wouldn’t normally have been a problem but for the fact that one of our valet parkers was out sick and another had gone home early because it was slow.  Since the weddings had gone a little later than expected, the parking attendants figured that most of the guests had decided to stay over at the hotel and therefore had only left one valet parker to deal with the remaining vehicles.  
Even one valet parking attendant could have handled the forty or so cars worth of guests had they come down in small groups over a period of an hour or so, but they didn’t.  They came down in one big group.  
The hotel’s valet parking was leased out to a private company and therefore wasn’t something the hotel had any real control over, but we had to deal with the complaints when the parkers were slow or let things back up.  The company had a tendency to cut staff short in order to save a buck, which was no big deal to them since they didn’t have to deal with the repercussions.  
Tonight, the backlog of waiting wedding guests was exacerbated by the fact that the taxi cab line was taking up the majority of the street space in front of the hotel entrance.  This was clogging the flow of self-park vehicles coming from the parking garage to pick up waiting wedding guests and slowing down the lone valet parking attendant who was also trying to get vehicles to the hotel’s main entrance as well.  
It was a complete mess.
Horns were honking.  Fitzgeralds were yelling at Vishnas.  Vishnas were yelling at Scotts.  Scotts were cursing at Punjabs.  Vehicles waiting to pick up wedding guests were honking at the cabbies to get out of the way.  Cabbies were yelling at the wedding guests to stop honking.  Security was yelling at the cabbies to pull up the block.  And the valet parking attendant was somewhere in the backlog of vehicles stuck inside the garage waiting for everyone to stop screaming at each other.
Kristen and I arrived on this chaotic scene, and I knew what was coming if we didn’t move fast.  The hotel’s sound proof windows only went up to the 8th floor, and even then they weren’t a lot of good against 25 blaring car horns and a crowd of screaming guests all centered directly in front of the building at two in the morning.
Bingo!  2 a.m.!  Lunch time!
“Kristen.”
“Yeah boss,” she said, giving me a “What the hell do we do with THIS mess?” look.
“Run up to the cafeteria.  See if you can find Sergeants Grakowski and Mitts.  Tell them what’s going on and ask them to meet me out here.”  
I handed her my phone.  “On your way, call Doug in security and tell him to get out front asap.”
She stood looking at me as if waiting for more.
“GO!” I said, pointing.  “And get back here as quick as you can.”
“Okay,” she said, hurrying back inside.
I grabbed the nearest security guard who was in the process of catching his breath after a verbal volley with the nearest cabbie.  I did a quick glance at his name tag since I didn’t recognize him.”
“Steve,” I said.
“Yeah?” he answered, looking anything but bothered by what was happening around us.
I held out my hand, “Robert.”
He shook it and nodded.  “Nice night for coming to the night shift, huh?”
“Yeah, great.  Hey, do me a favor will ya?  Tell that first cab in line to pull up to the end of the block.  I’ll talk to the one behind him, then you leapfrog me and get the one behind that, and we’ll move down the line.  Most of them will listen if we tackle them one on one and in order.  If we can get these damn cabs out of the way, there will be room for the other cars to pick up the waiting guests, and once we get them out of here, the valet parker will be able to get caught up.”
He nodded.  “Got it.”
I grabbed the other security guard who was standing at the main entrance watching everything go down.  
“Go calm the guests down,” I told him.  “Explain to them we’ll have this taken care of shortly and that we’ll get the cabs out of here so they can be on their way.”
“Okay,” he grumbled.
As security guard Steve and I got the cabs organized, Kristen returned with security sergeant Doug, as well as sergeants Grakowski and Mitts, Chicago Police Department beat cops who were hotel regulars.  They typically stopped in at our cafeteria for a hot meal – complements of the hotel – during the night shift.  I had gotten to know them during my training on the third shift during my first few weeks at the Lanigan.
“Hey-hey, Robert, it’s been a long time.  Good to see you buddy,” Grakowski boomed out, merrily pushing his way through a mob of angry wedding guests, and slapping me on the back.
“Same here,” I breathed heavily.  “Mind giving us a hand sorting this mess out?”
“No prob,” Mitts boomed.  “We got this.”
All I needed were the uniforms to get everyone in shape, and I knew that these two officers loved a little action from time to time, especially when it allowed them to throw their authority around a bit and really didn’t involve anything dangerous.  
It didn’t take long for them to get everyone in line.  
These guys had been beat cops in and around downtown Chicago for nineteen and twenty-two years respectively, and they didn’t take any guff from anyone.  When the hotel was having a problem with a couple homeless guys sleeping on some mattresses that were waiting to be disposed of on the loading dock, Grakowski and Mitts gave them a warning.  When the homeless guys returned and were again found soundly sleeping on the mattresses, there were no more warnings.  The officers nonchalantly walked over to the mattresses in turn, each grabbing a corner and casually lifting, rolling the homeless men off the side of the dock.  
That was the way these guys operated; so a few unhappy wedding guests and a couple mouthy cab drivers were a walk in the park for them.  And with their food getting cold in the cafeteria, they weren’t wasting any time.
Twenty minutes later, things had quieted down.  The valet parker was a few cars away from being caught up, and Kristen and I accompanied sergeants Grakowski and Mitts back to the cafeteria for a bite to eat.
 
***
 
By 3 a.m., things had quieted down inside the hotel and out.  
The third shift front desk staff was catching their breaths, relaxing a bit, and running a few night audit reports while chatting about the night’s events.
I felt I’d had a good enough taste of how Kirsten handled herself and the night staff and that she could take it from here.
“Alright, I’m heading up,” I said to Kristen after we finished our rounds of the public space, which included ensuring the ballrooms were cleared, stopping in at Carlisle’s Whiskey Lounge to check on things, and passing through the lobby to ensure no way-ward drunks had decided to call it a night on one of the plush sofas scattered throughout the massive space.  
 “Sounds good,” Kristen smiled.  “Thanks a ton for your help tonight, I really appreciate it.”
“No problem,” I smiled back.  “A hotel this size will eat you alive if you’re not ready for it, but you’ll be fine.  It just takes some time to get used to.”
On the way back up to my room, I took a little detour.  With the hotel quiet now, I walked down to street level and said goodnight to the security guard manning the main entrance (the only entrance we kept open at night for security purposes), then took the stairs down to the first sub-street level, 1B.
1B was one of my favorite floors.  It was like walking through a time-warp.  Very little had changed in this part of the hotel since the mid-70s, and the floor just had a certain feel about it.  
The hotel had seen its heyday from the late 1930s on through the early 50s.  Its Lake Ballroom had played host to some of the most prominent and well-known performers and entertainers of the day, and the hotel at that time was known for its opulence and top-notch service.  
Every elevator was manned by an actual operator up until the early 1970s.  In fact, the Lanigan was the last hotel – and maybe building – in Chicago to provide its guests with such an amenity.  
But manned elevator service wasn’t enough to maintain the hotel’s position as a world leader in hospitality.  As the Rat Pack era faded into oblivion, performers began asking for more and more money, reducing the number of shows the Lanigan could put on, while at the same time, interest in such entertainment began to dwindle.  
A partial renovation in 1964 – rather than rehabilitating and maintaining many of historic aspects and areas of the hotel – ripped them out and replaced them with 60’s-style gaud.  Areas like the lobby, ballrooms and 1B spaces had thankfully remained untouched with the exception of certain new furnishings; however, much of the other public space and all of the guest rooms had undergone a complete renovation that destroyed much of the hotel’s elegant character and previous grandeur.  
The loss marked the downturn of the hotel – and this particular area of downtown Chicago – during a period that spanned the 70s, 80s, and part of the early 1990s.  That was when Shared Resorts, an international hotel corporation specializing in larger urban and resort-style properties, came in and saved the Lanigan.
In 1996, Shared Resorts pumped nearly 35 million dollars into the Lanigan.  They upgraded public spaces, re-installed some of the opulent features of yesteryear that they had found stashed away in the dark storage areas scattered throughout the hotel’s massive layout, and hired restoration services to perk up some of the remaining historical features of the hotel that had not been removed during the previous renovation.  They even had furniture custom designed and produced based upon photos of the furnishings that had been used to outfit the hotel’s guest rooms during its prime.
The company had put another hefty chunk of cash into the hotel again last year, upgrading rooms, adding new super-soft mattresses, changing out all the bedding, and putting flat-screen televisions into every room while still maintaining – and even heightening – the elegance they had returned to the hotel during their first renovation.  
While the Lanigan would never again be what it once was, Shared Resorts had done one hell of a job bringing it into the 21st century in a stylishly classy, yet modern way that preserved a sense of history, elegance, and grace.    
The Polynesian Restaurant – with its slew of hanging tiki-masks, navigational charts, brass nautical instruments, and south Pacific themed décor – was on 1B.  The now defunct Triton Club was down here as well, closed in the early-70s after a string of drug-related incidents.  The space now sat empty, dark, and dusty; the bar and many booths still remained as if expecting the staff to come back and wipe them down at any moment in preparation to open for the night.
The old beauty salon was also down here.  I had no idea how it managed to turn a profit in this odd location, and made me wonder if for many years it hadn’t been a front for the drug supply that led to the Triton Club incidents.  
The halls were wide in this area of the hotel.  Their carpets were a bright lime green, accented with pink and gold in a jungle print of plants and birds that I guessed was chosen to accompany the island feel of the Polynesian.  
I loved to walk the space late at night when it was deserted.  As I wandered, I let the Lanigan’s essence swirl around me, trying hard to envision how it used to be down here in its heyday when the Triton Club was still thriving.  
It gave me shivers every time.  
This time those shivers were a combination of reverence for the hotel’s storied past and anticipation of what new stories lay in wait for a future yet unwritten. 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FIVE
 
To: allstaff.lanigan@sharedresorts.com
Subject: 10/28 M.O.D. Report
 
 
THE LANIGAN HOTEL
 
CHICAGO, IL 
 
 
MANAGER ON DUTY REPORT
Saturday, October 28th

 
Weather: 52/39 Cloudy
Occupancy: 98%
Arrivals: 126                                                                                                                
Departures: 53  
 
Event Resume:
	Lake Ballroom (8 a.m. - 4 p.m.) – Acorn Electric convention

 
	6th Floor Meeting Rooms – Oak, Elm, Sycamore, Maple (8 a.m. - 3 p.m.) – Acorn Electric meetings

 
	Sky Ballroom (5 p.m. - 8 p.m.) – Acorn Electric dinner

 
	3rd Floor Vista Rooms III, IV, V (all day) – R & T staff presentations

 
	Grand Ballroom (7 p.m. - mid) – R & T employee party

 
Notes:
A big thank you to M.O.D. Robert as well as Doug and his security staff for their help last night in handling the wedding situation and keeping everything under control with parking!  Also, thanks to housekeeping for keeping the ballroom restrooms maintained even with the events running a little over schedule.
 
Kristen Sparks (Front Desk Supervisor) 
 
 
***
 
After I left 1B and made it up to my room, I nabbed a beer from my room’s mini-bar, watched a little television, and was asleep on my sofa by four.
I actually ended up sleeping almost until noon.  It was great.  I hadn’t slept that well in months largely due to the third shift constantly calling and waking me up.
As I stumbled around my room doing a few quick calisthenics and stretches to relieve the soreness in my back after a night spent on the couch, there was a knock on my door.  I yawned, gave one last stretch, cracked my neck, and walked over and opened the door.
Jonathon – one of the hotel maintenance staff – was there with his rolling work cart.
“Hi, Robert.  Didn’t mean to bother you, but I have a work order to install some blackout curtains in your room.  Thought you’d be at work by now.”
“No biggy,” I said, “come on in.”  I stepped back to let him push his work cart into the room.
“What’s up with the curtains…if you don’t mind my asking?”
“Switching over to third shift for a while.  Figured the curtains would help me sleep.”
“Good thinking,” Jonathon said as he began measuring my window-lined wall.  “I worked third shift for about a year.  Best and worst year of my life.  Loved the freedom, hated the hours.”
“I can understand that,” I nodded.
“No bosses around to jump on your back every time something goes wrong.  Place is actually pretty quite at that time of night for property operations staff.”  He looked over at me, “Wouldn’t trade places with you for the world though.  Not with all the crap you have thrown your way.”
I shrugged, “Just part of the job.”
“Not any job I would want,” he said, shaking his head as he marked off a few spots on my wall in pencil and pulled out a power drill.  “Gonna get a little noisy here.”
“No problem.  Do whatever you need to do.  I’m going to jump in the shower.”
 
***
 
By the time I was done with my shower, Jonathon had finished with his work and was gone.  I wiped my face with a towel, wrapped it around me, and walked out of the bathroom and over to the windows where I pulled the shades closed across in front of me.  
I had to admit, the curtains did one heck of a job.  Only a few slivers of light managed to peek their way between the fabric.
“Ought to do the trick,” I muttered to myself, yanking them back open to let the sludgy light of a typical Chicago October day seep its way through the gray clouds and into my room.  “Good luck,” I wished it.
In all honesty though, I liked days like this – cold, gray, maybe even on the verge of some good rain or a thunderstorm.  Weather like this made me feel like I wasn’t missing much by living in a hotel.  I rarely felt like I was missing out on anything anyway, because I really couldn’t imagine a better living/work arrangement.  Free food, free rent, free housekeeping service, free dry cleaning, no commute.  How could I complain?
Of course, how could the Lanigan complain either?  They were getting a full-time, live-in manager who was at the beck and call of guests and employees 24-hours a day, seven days a week.  In fact, if anyone was getting a good deal, it was Tom Hanson and the rest of the Lanigan’s upper-level management.  Since I had started at the hotel almost a year ago, they had done away with their previous M.O.D. program that would rotate the role on weekends among the various department heads.  They had also been able to cut out a full-time hotel manager position in the process by way of my living in the hotel.
As I dressed, this train of thought resulted in an epiphany. I deserved a treat for all the extra work I was doing for the Lanigan.  I was certainly going above and beyond my required duties, and I wanted something special.  Tonight being Saturday night, I felt it was time to indulge a little before work. 
I picked up my M.O.D. phone and scanned its call list before punching the number I wanted.  As I stood waiting, I stared through my windows out over the Wescott building’s rooftop that had been repaired since the fire a year ago.  Past the rooftop and between the skyscrapers of Chicago’s skyline, I could see the cold gray of Lake Michigan where its waters melted into the sky in one flat sheet of steel. 
“Hello, this is Kristen.”
She sounded tired.  Probably sleeping.
“Hey Kristen, Robert at the hotel.  Sorry if I woke you.”
“Oh, hi Robert.  No, that’s fine.  I was actually just getting ready to go to bed.”  She paused, “What’s up?” her voice suddenly sounded concerned.  She was probably wondering what she’d done wrong or forgotten to do last night after I left.
“Actually, I wanted to see if you’d like to meet tonight for a bite to eat before work?”
“Oh,” she said, sounding relieved.  “Sure, that would be great.  Where and when?”
“How does the Polynesian sound?  Around seven?”
“Oh yes!  Yes, yes, yes!  I’ve always wanted to eat there but haven’t had the chance.”
“Then let me be the first to treat you.  I’ll meet you in the lobby.”
“Fantastic!  I’ll see you then.”
She really sounded excited.  
“Bye,” she said happily.
“Bye,” I said, hanging up the phone.
People would talk, but that was okay; I was used to it.  If you don’t become accustomed to gossip while working in a hotel – and especially when living in one – it can be a little aggravating.  Hotel work almost demanded gossip.  True or not, rumors swirled, whispers were exchanged, knowing stares floated across tables, and ribs bore bruises where they had been nudged just a few too many times.  That was life in the hotel business.  Being talked about – especially as a manager – was just something you got used to, and eventually it became so customary that you started to wonder if something was wrong if your name wasn’t making the rounds.
Kristen had sounded genuinely excited, and that made me excited as well. I hadn’t been to the Polynesian in almost two months, and I had to admit that it was a delight to eat there.  Not only was the food mouth-wateringly delicious and equaled only in quality by its quantity, but the drinks were divinely flavored liquid ambrosia.  The entertainment was truly remarkable as well; but it was the ambiance of the restaurant that took me away to another place each and every time I dined there.  It was like a two-hour vacation…at work.
 
***
 
I sat in the lobby watching from afar the lucky patrons crowded along the bar inside Carlisle’s Whiskey Lounge.  I wouldn’t have minded a nice stiff shot of something myself, but I had a long night of work ahead of me and I wanted to imbibe in one – just one – of those delectable, tropically hewn grogs for which the Polynesian was so famous.
A World Series game involving a local club – I won’t say which one, but it was the better of the two (and any true Chicago sport fan would easily be able to discern which one it was) was currently in progress on Carlisle’s televisions.  I didn’t have to see the game to be able to tell how fate was treating the local club’s bat by the cheers or boos that would occasionally emanate from the crowd.  Mid-inning breaks and pitching changes were obvious by the clearing of the bar by patrons heading to the restrooms, renewed conversations, and by a rush to send text messages or make phone calls in the brief interim.  
I was vegging out completely.  I loved people watching, and there were few better places to have my fill than in the Lanigan’s lobby.  
I turned my attention to a couple sitting in one corner of the lounge who were paying absolutely no attention to the ballgame.  That was why they were so conspicuous and what had drawn me to watch them.  Surrounded by throngs of cheering, beer spilling, and team logo-adorned fans, they stood out like a sore thumb.  They looked to be in their mid to late-20s and were holding hands across the table.  She sipped a colorful martini of some sort.  He had a glass of beer set before him.  Their eyes were filled with passion, yearning, but with a twinge of nervous apprehension.
I had it narrowed down to either fresh participants in the game of love or old hands of the sport sharing a new and possibly forbidden romance.
A hand on my shoulder pulled me away from my amorous deductions.  I looked up to see Kristen’s beaming face staring down at me as if an angel from on high.  Her golden locks fell down around her smooth white cheeks, framing her cherub face. 
“Hey there short stuff,” I said, standing.  “Looking forward to your big dinner date tonight with one of the most eligible managers in the hotel?”
“That’s not saying much,” she grinned.  “Most of the other male managers are either gay or married.”
“Well, that certainly puts the odds in my favor, doesn’t it?”
“The odds of what?” She gave me a flirty, sidelong glance.
“That’s for me to know and you to find out,” I smirked.
She laughed.  “I’m starving.  I didn’t eat anything after you told me we were going to the Polynesian.  I wanted to make sure I was good and hungry.  Hope your wallet can handle it.”
“Wallet my eye!  This is going straight on the Lanigan’s tab.”
“Then I’m definitely going all out,” she clapped her hands in anticipation.
“Then there’s not a minute to spare.  To the bat cave!” I jumped up, grabbing her hand and pulling her along behind me as I ran toward the stairs.
We stopped running just outside the Polynesian’s entrance to catch our breath and prepare for the onslaught of sights, sounds, smells, and tastes we were about to encounter.
“You ready to stuff your gullet?” I asked.
“Ready as I’ll ever be,” Kristen nodded.
“Then lead on McDuff,” I allowed her to pass ahead of me and into the darkened interior that beckoned to us with twanging hula music.
 
***
 
The Hawaiian shirt clad restaurant host guided us between the tightly packed tables that jammed the floor of the famed restaurant’s main dining room.  As we dodged diners in the dim light, I caught glimpses of the lime green jungle print carpet, emblazoned with tree-perched Toucans and fluorescent parrots soaring beneath our feet.  It was similar to 1B’s corridor carpeting but more active.  
I had reserved a table on the elevated perimeter of the room to provide a better view of the stage.  I got a kick out of the Polynesian’s weekend show and thought Kristen needed to have a great view of the performance since it was her first experience.
We sat at a small table for two.  A tiny candle sitting in a faux coconut shell struggled in vain to light its center.  The soft rumble of numerous incomprehensible conversations swam around us in the tightly packed space.
“What time’s the show start?” Kristen nodded toward the stage.
“Quarter after seven.”
“Is it good?”
“You’ll see.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“You’ll
SEE,” I grinned, not wanting to give anything away.
Our water glasses were filled and we were presented with drink menus by a floral-patterned muumuu-wearing waitress.
Kristen leaned over the table toward me.  “Should we be drinking if we have to work tonight?” she whispered.
“That my dear, is up to you.  You’re a big girl, a supervisor at the famed Lanigan Hotel.  I can’t be telling you what to do.  What I can tell you is that their Cocaroon-colada frozen cocktail is to die for, and I will be partaking.  It’s a macaroon, pina colada combination.” 
“Uh,” she moaned, rolling her eyes.  “Sounds delish.”
“Believe me; it is.”
“Well then, on your recommendation, I will try one.  But just one.” 
Moments later, the muumuu-clad matron took our drink orders and left us with our dinner menus.  
After studying our culinary options in silence for several minutes, we looked up at one another.  
“I can’t decide,” Kristen said, looking slightly embarrassed.  “It all sounds so good.  Do you have any recommendations?”
I shook my head. “It’s all delicious, that’s what makes it so hard.”
She bit the corner of her lip and plunged her shock of blonde hair back behind the menu.
Another minute passed.  
“Tell you what,” I finally said, breaking the deadlock, “let’s just order several appetizers so that you can try a slew of different things.  Then, next time you come here with a hot date, you can look like you’re a seasoned pro.  Sound good?”
Kristen smiled.  “It’s a deal!”
We decided upon crab rangoon with a tangy ginger dipping sauce, egg rolls with sweet and sour sauce, bacon-wrapped sea scallops, jumbo skewered grilled prawns with mango chutney, and sides of the house special “Poly-Poly Fried Rice” which had it all – beef, pork, chicken, shrimp, bits of lobster…the works. It was a spread fit for a Polynesian king.  And speaking of Polynesian king, that was exactly who was taking the stage as we finished our order.  Well, actually it was Larry Mozuma, the Polynesian’s long-time dinner show host.  He always came out in authentic garb, pounding a fist against his bare meaty chest, and announcing loudly, “Me, King Drinky-Drinky.”  And as he pointed out toward the crowd, he would call, “You my tribe. I call you, You-Drinky-Lotsy.”  He was of course accompanied by several scantily clad native girls, complete with coconut brassieres and grass skirts.  
Then a show that revolved around the marriage of King Drinky-Drinky’s daughter to a shipwrecked (and mostly drunken) sailor would ensue, complete with plenty of drum beating, native songs, dancing, fire twirling, and a rousing limbo contest involving participants from the crowd.  It was a ton of fun, and a full two-hour meal experience that I loved to enjoy even though the show never changed.  
As the spotlights finally faded to black and the stage was cleared, along with our array of empty dinner plates, Kristen began to order her third Cocaroon-colada.  
I gave her a raised eyebrow.  “Are you sure?  I thought you were just having one.”
She grabbed our waitress by the muumuu just as she was leaving, “Cancel that drink order.  Sorry.”
She turned back to me and smiled, “I was having so much fun that I almost forgot we had to work tonight.”
“Glad you’re having a good time,” I smiled.  “Between the food and the drinks, we’ll be lucky if we haven’t slipped into a coma by midnight…or turned into pumpkins.”
“Ugh,” Kristen groaned, falling back against the thickly padded lime green vinyl upholstery of her chair and gripping her belly. “I FEEL like a pumpkin.  I’m stuffed.  That may have been one of the best meals I’ve ever eaten.”
“Too bad we have to work.  We could keep the party going up at Carlisle’s, but duty calls.”  I took a deep breath, still digesting. “It’s almost ten.  Ready to get to it?”
“Not really,” she sighed.  “But as you said, ‘duty calls’.”
 
***
 
Compared to Friday, Saturday night was a walk in the park.  Many guests did their partying and socializing outside the hotel on Saturdays, and if they brought the party home, they typically took it upstairs, leaving security to deal with the majority of the resulting issues.
R & T Plumbing Supply Company was hosting their employee appreciation party in the Grand Ballroom as the finale to their week-long company conference.  From the music and laughter coming from inside the ballroom, it sounded like a good time, but they were a pretty self-contained bunch.  It definitely looked like there were some hard drinkers among the crowd, but they seemed to be able to hold their liquor.  Most were family men and woman.
The rest of the ballrooms were silent tonight except for the gaggle of facilities and banquet personnel breaking down setups and cleaning up after a week of heavy use.  This left Kristen and me with some time to explore.  
At this point in my time at the Lanigan, I had seen just about every niche, corner, and hidey-hole the hotel had to offer.  I had made it a personal goal to investigate as many of the Lanigan’s old nooks and crannies as possible.  It was just something I liked to do in my spare time – a hobby of sorts.  Kristen however had been stuck behind the front desk for the majority of her time with the hotel, so she had yet to see many of the lesser known spots. 
I felt that it was important for managers – especially night managers, who had a smaller support staff – to know the ins, outs, and quirks of a hotel the Lanigan’s size…plus, some of these places were just damn cool to see and explore.
I checked the “View Totals” page of the hotel’s computer system before we set off.  At 10:53 p.m. we only had 19 arrivals left, with 32 “Vacant Ready” status rooms to sell and four that were off the market, listed as “OOO” or “Out of Order.”
“Ready for the grand tour?” I asked Kristen as we headed for the hotel service elevators.
“You betcha.  I want to see all the cool spots that other people never get to see or know about.”
“Well, besides old Tom Hanson and maybe a couple of guys in the property operations department, I doubt there are many people who know as many long-forgotten spaces inside the Lanigan as I do.”
We started on the roof.  There I showed Kristen where the old general manager’s penthouse suite used to be.  From there, we headed down to housekeeping on the 25th floor where we perused the equipment rooms and I showed her where to pick up a few cleaning supplies were she ever so completely bored on a slow night that she decided to do some back office cleaning.
After that, we skipped the guest room levels and made a stop on the fifth floor.  It was here that the old accounting offices of the hotel used to be located.  The spaces were now converted into several storerooms for the property operation department, some employee locker rooms, and the purchasing department.  There was also a section of empty brick-walled rooms. These small bathroom-sized spaces were located in a hallway that ran between the hotel and the attached parking garage and that was used to access some part of the hotel ventilation system.  They looked more like they should have been used as secret CIA torture chambers.  Most of them were completely devoid of any furniture, had dusty concrete floors, and were equipped only with a single dim light bulb that dangled from the ceiling on a thin cord.
I had a metal master “skeleton” key that allowed me access to about 90% of the hotel’s public, food outlet, office, and storage spaces.  I also checked out a master keycard from security each night that provided access to any room with an electronic key lock, and I had access – again through security – to the keys necessary to enter any other portion of the building that I might deem necessary…or just felt like exploring. 
“Why are these rooms here?” Kristen shivered as we walked down the hallway in near darkness.
“Your guess is as good as mine.  Certain parts of the Lanigan have been altered, rebuilt or restructured so many times throughout the years that I think some of them just get walled over or forgotten about.”
I unlocked a side door entering into one of the tiny chambers where I flipped a light on.  A single wooden chair sat in the center of the room.
“I think that now some of these spots just serve for sleeping spots when the guys from property operations want to sneak away for a few winks.  I caught one of the housekeeping floor techs down here once.  He’d made off with a metal master key years ago and was using it to find all sorts of random spots around the hotel in which to sleep.”              
I flipped off the light and closed the door.  “I just kind of like exploring these spots and wondering what they once were.  It’s kind of creepy, but it’s fun at the same time.”
“Let’s get out of here,” Kristen said, hugging herself, “it’s just plain creepy to me.”
Next, I took her down to the fourth floor where an old restaurant used to be but that was now hidden behind the freshly plastered walls of the Shared Resorts world marketing division that had recently relocated to the Lanigan.  Then we popped into the old Street Light Club on 1B before heading down to 2B (the second sub-basement level).  Here, we passed the linen sorting room and more employee locker rooms before moving into a section where the hotel connected with the old vault and basement portion of a jewelry store that had its storefront up on street level.  The space was divided by a huge oak-planked door which always remained locked.
“We don’t have access to this portion…for obvious reasons.  But there is a cool room over here,” I said, pointing to an adjacent space.
I unlocked a door that was nearly hidden behind several housekeeping linen carts piled high with freshly folded towels, and we walked inside.
“What the heck is this place?” Kristen asked, peeking her head inside.
The room was filled with stacks of old leather-bound books.
“Old ledgers,” I pointed to the stacks around us.  “The accounting department ad front office used to store their paperwork down here.  The oldest ones I’ve found so far are from the 1920s.  Some of them are pretty cool.  Old handwritten accounts – all done in pencil – with paycheck amounts next to employee names, expense reports; that kind of stuff.  Takes you back to when things were a lot more personal.”
“And a heck of a lot more work,” Kristen said, flipping through one of the dusty ledgers. “Pretty neat though.  What else you got to show me, Indy?”
“Indy?” I frowned.
“Yeah, you’re like the resident archeologist of the hotel, adventuring around and finding all this cool old stuff.” 
“Well, I don’t want to reveal all my secrets on the first tour, but I will take you to one last spot.  Ever been to 3B?”
“We have a 3B?” she said, sounding surprised.
“They don’t let you out of your cage much, do they?”
“Guess not,” she said, shaking her head.
After making sure to point out where the property operations department was located and where the electricians’ office was, I led Kristen down a set of stairs to the sub-sub basement and over to a huge sliding steel door that accessed the machine room that contained the hotel’s huge boilers, massive backup generator, and pump system.
I pressed a red button just to the left of the door that rang a buzzer inside the operator’s office within. Moments later, the steel door slid open and we were greeted by a blast of hot air and a sound akin to what I assume sailors must hear in the heart of a large ship’s engine room – a loud roaring of various equipment, machinery, blowers, and whatnot.  
Bill – one of the hotel’s third shift engineers who manned this portion of the Lanigan’s lower levels – stuck his head out from within.  It was a head that was instantly recognizable.  Even though Bill didn’t get out much, somehow he always kept his face darkly tanned, which was in stark contrast to his bright, almost chalk-white head of short cropped hair.
“Hello, come on in!” he shouted over the din and grinning from ear to ear.
Bill didn’t get many visitors, and he was always happy to have a surprise visit from the world above.    
“Why do you have to press the buzzer?” Kristen shouted. 
“They don’t want people just wandering in here,” I said.  “It can get dangerous.”
“You on the grand tour?” Bill called back over his shoulder as we followed him inside.
“Yeah,” I bellowed back, “this is Kristen, the front desk supervisor.  I wanted to show her around a bit.”
Bill stopped and turned around, sticking a hand out to her, “Ah, the infamous Kristen.  I’ve heard your voice over the radio many a time. Glad to finally put a face to the name.”
“Likewise,” Kristen called back, shaking his hand.
“Well, Robert, you know your way around down here pretty well, so you guys don’t need me.  I’ve got a crossword I’m itching to get back to.  Feel free to explore…just be careful.”  
He nodded to Kristen, “Nice to finally meet you.”
“Nice to meet you, Bill,” she called back.  And with that, Bill sauntered back to his office.
“He’s a great guy,” I hollered to Kristen. “Not much of a talker though.”
“I can see that,” Kristen nodded.  “But I can also see why,” she said, wiggling a finger in her ear.
“Come on, I want to show you something.”
The roaring faded a bit as I led Kristen past a row of huge boilers and around the massive backup generator.  
“They had to take the sidewalk out to lower that thing down here,” I pointed at the generator.  “If the power ever goes off, it kicks on automatically so that all our main hotel systems continue uninterrupted.  Wouldn’t want housekeeping to have to reset 1800 alarm clocks, would we?”
Kristen looked up at the ceiling over 30 feet above us.  It was covered with heavy steel lattice.  Suddenly we could see a pair of feet walk over it.  
“Is that the street?” she asked.
“Yep,” I said.  “They left it open for access after taking up the sidewalk for the generator.  Most people never glance down to realize they’re walking over the Lanigan’s basement.”
We continued on until we reached a waist-high railing stopping us from walking into what was a gapping 75 by 75 foot wide pit that was at least 15 feet deep.
“What the heck is this?” Kristen asked, not really believing what she was seeing in a section of the hotel that until ten minutes ago she hadn’t even known existed.
“Sump pit,” I nodded.  “See that?” I said, pointing to another pit within the pit, circular in shape and about seven feet wide and five feet deep.  A large piece of machinery sat within its center; an anaconda-sized hose snaked its way from one side.
Kristen nodded.
“Remember, we’re in Chicago, just blocks from Lake Michigan.  Hundreds of years ago, this was all marshy swampland.  That pump keeps the Lanigan from reverting to its natural landscape.”
“What’s that over there?” Kristen asked, pointing to an arched opening about six feet high and five feet wide in one wall near the corner of the primary sump pit.  Small gauge rail tracks led from the hole, continued across the floor of the pit, and exited into a similar opening in the opposite wall.           
“That’s one of the old tunnels.  In the early 1900s they dug tunnels to connect a lot of the buildings in the ‘Loop’ section of downtown.  They used railed carts to transport coal, food, and all sorts of supplies from one place to another without ever having to go up to street level.”
“That’s awesome!” Kristen said, amazed.  “I can’t believe they’re still down here.  Can we go in them?”
“No, sorry,” I laughed at her sense of adventure.  “They’re sealed up about ten feet back.  A few years ago, a section of the Chicago River’s retention wall broke and turned the tunnels into underground canals, flooding the basements of a bunch of the interconnected buildings and causing tens of millions of dollars worth of damage.  Most places sealed them up after that.”
“Darn!” Kristen huffed.  “Oh well.”
“And you call me, Indy,” I chuckled.
 
***
 
When we got back upstairs, the front desk staff was running the night audit reports and things had settled down nicely for a Saturday night.
Among the litany of reports being run was the “discrepancy report” – just one of many documents printed out on a nightly basis.  This particular report indicated any rooms that weren’t matching up with their expected status.  For example, if a room attendant cleaned a room and entered it into the housekeeping system as “VC” (Vacant/Clean), but the front desk system said the guest wasn’t due to check out for three more days and therefore noted that the room should be listed as “OC” (Occupied/Clean), this report would indicate the discrepancy.  Either the guest had left early without stopping by the front desk to check out, or the room attendant had entered the wrong status into the system and the floor manager hadn’t caught the error.  It didn’t happen often since housekeeping typically ran these reports as well before leaving for the evening, but every so often, one would fall through the cracks.
I was getting ready to head upstairs since the hotel was quiet and I felt Kristen could finish things up when I heard one of the front desk agents mention that there was a discrepancy on the report.  It was an “OC” (Occupied/Clean) status room that had been due to check out on Saturday.  Since it was now Sunday morning, this inconsistency in room status denoted an error somewhere along the line.  The particular room in question was 11-121.
I guessed that the housekeeping manager for that floor was likely in a rush to get home or head out to the bars on a Saturday evening and something had simply been overlooked.  The mistake in status would likely be easily remedied after a quick check.
“Pull it up in the system,” I told Jerry, the desk agent who had discovered the issue.  He typed 11-121 into the “Room” field on his computer screen.
“Room is registered to an Allen Doddsman with the R & T group,” he said, clicking on the name to show room specifics.  “Checked in on the 24th with the rest of the group and was due to check out Saturday.  All his room charges are going to R & T’s direct bill, even food and miscellaneous charges, so he must be a group VIP.”
According to the group resume notes that appeared at the bottom portion of the screen, non-VIPs with the R & T group had their room and tax charges covered by the company while incidental charges were to be billed to the guest credit cards on file.  Only VIPs had all charges routed to the direct bill.  This meant that Mr. Doddsman was likely someone high up on the R & T staff totem pole.
“Go ahead and check him in for one more night,” I told the desk agent.  “We can’t check the room right now, but it’ll screw up the rest of the audit if we don’t get rid of this discrepancy.
Kristen was hovering nearby.
“Hey Kristen,” I said, “go ahead and call security and have them send someone up first thing in the morning to check the room and find out what’s going on.  It’s probably just a stay-over, but we have to be sure.  Also, send an email to Marian, the director of housekeeping, and copy her assistant to follow up with the room attendant that cleaned the room as well as the floor manager to ensure they understand proper procedure so that this doesn’t become a recurring issue.  Also, send an email to Jay (Jason Altman was our director of front office) to let him know the situation and that we might have to adjust billing for that room in the morning depending on its actual status.  
It appeared that R & T had some deep pockets to be holding their company conference here, but I’m sure they wouldn’t care to be billed for a room night they didn’t use if in fact Mr. Doddsman had departed and this was indeed an error on our part.”
“Got it,” Kristen nodded.
“Good.”  I stretched and yawned, rolling my neck to work out the late-night kinks.  “Then if there’s nothing else, I’m heading up for the night.”
“Okay, boss,” Kristen yawned back.  “Thanks again for the dinner and great tour…Indy.”              
“No problem, Short Round.”
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***
 
It wasn’t even nine in the morning when I was roused by the birdlike chirping of my M.O.D. phone singing its daybreak song.
Sundays were usually pretty cut and dry; sure, it was a pain in the behind for housekeeping to clean all the dirty rooms and for the front desk to handle all the group checkouts, but that was standard fare, so I knew that something must be up if my phone was ringing this early.
I reached over in bed and grabbed my phone from the nightstand, “This is Robert,” I said, sounding as if I’d been sitting there expecting a call at any moment.
“Robert, this is Tom.”
Tom was actually calling me by my full first name, something he rarely did.  And Tom was at the hotel on a Sunday, which was unheard of.  Something big must be up.
“I need you to come to room 11-121…now.”
“I’ll be right there, Tom.  What’s up?”
“Just get down here.  Don’t bother getting dressed.  Just throw something on and get here as fast as you can.”
He sounded serious, nervous…definitely not his usual jovial self.
“Okay,” I said.  
I hung up, rolled out of bed, and threw on a pair of jeans and a t-shirt I’d left on the sofa chair beside my bed the other day.  I stumbled into a pair of tennis shoes, gave myself a quick look in the mirror, took a rinse of mouthwash and squirt of cologne, and grabbed my phone, wallet, and M.O.D. key-ring.
I did a brisk walk down the hall to the service elevators.  A minute later, I stepped off the elevator and onto the 11th floor back landing where I was met by an array of first responder personnel – EMTs, police, and hotel security staff.
“Oh boy,” I said, half to myself. 
I was immediately stopped by a police officer.  
“Whoa, where do you think you’re going?”
“I’m the hotel manager on duty,” I said, flashing my hotel identification card.
He eyed the card, then me, then the card again.
“Our general manager, Tom Hanson asked me to come down,” I explained.
The officer nodded and stepped aside.  “Okay, go ahead.  Just don’t touch anything,” he called after me as I pushed the back landing’s swinging double doors open and cut a left down the hallway toward 11-121.  Someone was dead…or at least seriously injured in 11-121. I knew that much.  Who, how, how many, and what the mess was going to be, I wasn’t sure.
I took a right as I hit a hallway intersection and saw a crowd of people clustered in the hall ahead of me.  Tom Hanson was one of them.  
A few nosey guests had their heads stuck outside their doors as they looked warily down the hallway at the activity taking place.  The heads popped back inside like scared turtles as I passed, only to re-emerge seconds later.
As I neared the clustered group, I could see Tom dabbing at his pudgy face with a handkerchief.  He was covered in sweat and swayed nervously back and forth while two police officers stood talking to him.  He kept pointing at several nearby hotel security staff, one of whom I recognized as Steve Sukol, the hotel’s hulking six-foot-five director of security.
As I walked up, Tom quickly turned his attention to me, looking for someone, anyone, to whom he could turn over responsibility for the situation.  
“Ah, Robert, am I glad to see you,” he exhaled deeply.  “This is Robert Haze, our hotel’s manager on duty,” he told the officers, hurriedly.
They looked at me, then back to Tom.
“I keep telling them to talk to Steve about this mess, Robert, but they won’t listen.  They keep asking me questions.  I’ve told them that I don’t deal with this type of thing, but they won’t listen.  I was at breakfast, and they called me at home.  They called me right in the middle of breakfast.  ME,” he said incredulously, as if he weren’t the general manager of an 1800 room, world-famous hotel.  
“I don’t handle this kind of stuff,” he went on babbling like a little kid who was scared of being accused of stealing a cookie by his parents.  “That’s why we have a security staff.  That’s why I have you,” he said looking at me, eyes wide, still dabbing at his sweat drizzled jowls.  “But they just keep asking me things.  Things I can’t answer.  I can’t even begin to tell you…”
The officers stared at him, waiting for him to finish.
Steve just stood there, quietly staring down at the fat man, a smug look on his face.  He seemed to be enjoying our befuddled captain’s little meltdown.
“Tom, calm down,” I cut him off.  “Just tell me what’s going on?  What happened?”
“I don’t know.  That’s what I keep telling these men here.  Someone…a guest…has been killed.  I don’t know how, or why, or even when.  But they want all sorts of specifics.  When he checked in.  When he was supposed to check out.  They want a lock read.  They want interviews with room attendants.  They want to speak to members of the security staff.  I told them, I don’t deal with these sorts of things.  I told them, I’m just the general manager.  The day-to-day operations are, are…”
I put up a hand to halt any further rambling by Tom.
“Tom, listen to me.  Go have a drink.  Calm down. Steve and I will talk to these officers.  I’ll give you a full report once I have all the details, and then we can proceed from there.  Okay?”
He nodded his fat little bobble-head, his cheeks shaking furiously.  “Thank you, Robert,” he said, continuing to dab his forehead with the handkerchief in one hand while steadying himself against my arm with the other. 
“Thank you so much.  I’m just not used to dealing with this sort of thing, with so much excitement and all,” he blithered.
“It’s fine.  Can you make it downstairs by yourself?”
“Yes.  Yes, I think so.  I just need a drink.  That’s it.  A nice drink…and a little more breakfast!  That’ll calm me down,” he said, moving slowly down the hall, an outstretched hand as a feeler against one wall to guide him.  “Yes, that will work just fine.  Stomach’s still empty.  That’s the problem.  Can’t think on an empty stomach,” he kept muttering as he wandered away.
Steve and I looked at each other, then at the police officers.
“He runs this place?” one of the officers asked, an eyebrow raised.
“He’s the general manger,” Steve said stiffly.  “‘Runs’ is a strong word.”
The officers nodded, knowingly.  “Yeah, well, our boss is going to want to talk to…one of you,” the other officer said.  “Which one is up to you.”
I looked over at Steve.  He remained impassive.
“You want me to handle this one?”
“Sure,” he shrugged.  “Go for it.”
The officers stepped aside, allowing me entry into room 11-121.  
As I entered, it looked as any occupied room should look.  There was an open suitcase on a wooden fold-out luggage stand in one corner.  A pair of rumpled slacks was tossed haphazardly onto one of the sofa chairs.  A pair of brown leather shoes sat askew on the floor at the foot of the bed.  The room’s window curtains were half open just as the room attendants had been instructed to leave them after cleaning.  The bed was rumpled and appeared to have been slept in, but no one was in it.  On the nightstand, there was a pile of loose change, a half-filled glass of water, and a pair of nail clippers.  Nothing appeared out of the ordinary.  It looked no different than a thousand other occupied rooms I’d seen over the years.
A photographer was walking around the room snapping pictures while another man was taking measurements over by the window.  A gentleman in a dark blue suit was kneeling at the end of the bed, peering under the bed-skirt, a cardinal red tie tossed back over his right shoulder to keep it from interfering with his inspection.
“Thought there’d been a murder here,” I said, stepping closer.  “Everything looks normal to me.”
The man in the blue suit and red tie looked up at me and then stood and took off a white latex rubber glove.  The tie slid back down over his shoulder and into place between his open suit jacket.
He was slightly taller than me – maybe 6’2 – but thinner.  He had piercing brown eyes and close cropped hair that matched in color.  His cheeks were slightly sunken, but not unattractively so, and it was obvious by the tailored fit of his suit that he took some pride in his appearance.
I always kind of thought that a hotel manager and a detective had to dress somewhat similarly.  We needed to look good, but we also had to be ready to respond to and work comfortably in all sorts of situations; situations that could easily result in damage to a nice suit.  Therefore, it was a fine balancing act between spending enough money on our attire to look good, but not so much that we were out a bundle should we destroy our apparel during the day’s work.
“And you are?” the man hit me with a knife-like gaze.
I suddenly realized that I was not in my usual work garb, and that I was missing my embossed Lanigan Hotel lapel nametag.  
“Robert Haze,” I said, stretching out a hand, “hotel manager on duty.”
The man inspected me a moment.  “Detective John Marino,” he said, shaking my hand.  “This how you usually dress for work?” he asked, nodding to my informal attire.
“Not typically, no, but this was kind of a spur of the moment thing.  I’ve been working the night shift lately.  Didn’t expect to get hit with a murder at this time of day,” I half joked.
“Well, Mr. Haze, first off, not every murder needs to be gruesome to be a murder.  And murder certainly doesn’t play to convenience, I can attest to that.”
I nodded, “True enough, but every murder does needs a victim, right?
“You do have me there, Mr. Haze.”
“Robert, please.”
“Then Robert, yes, you do need a victim,” he said as he stepped over to the large armoire beside the television stand.  He opened one of its double doors to reveal a middle-aged man leaning stiffly against its wooden interior, his lifeless eyes staring upward, his mouth agape.  
“And here he is,” the detective gestured.  “I just didn’t think he needed to be viewed by the world.  My way of showing a little respect for the deceased until he’s taken away.”
“Fair enough,” I nodded.  “How did he die?”
“It appears that he died of asphyxiation – strangled with a tie – but I’m not willing to guarantee that until an autopsy has been done.”
“Okay,” I said, as the detective closed the armoire door.  “So how can I be of assistance in this matter?”
“Well…Robert, I’m going to need a number of things from you.”
I walked over to the nightstand and grabbed a pen and a pad of hotel stationary upon which to jot the detective’s needs.
“What are you DOING?  Put those down IMMEDIATELY!” the detective boomed behind me.  
I jumped, dropping them in the process as I realized my mistake.  I felt like a scolded school child and a complete idiot.
“This is a crime scene, he said incredulously.  “Do NOT under any circumstances
touch anything else.”
“Sorry, sorry,” I said backing away from the nightstand.  “I typically carry a notepad and pen with me but…”
The detective backed off as he held up a hand, “It’s okay.  I realize that most people don’t spend their days working at crime scenes.  Here,” he said pulling a pen and small notepad from his jacket pocket, “you can use mine.” 
“Thanks,” I said, taking them.  “I appreciate it.”
He nodded, looking less annoyed as security escorted two members of the coroner staff into the room.
“He’s in there,” the detective said, pointing them to the armoire.  “He’s been dead a while.”
They went about extracting the body and placing it on a rolling stretcher while Detective Marino and I moved over to the windows and out of the way to continue our conversation.  
“I’ll need to speak with the room attendant or attendants who cleaned the room during the gentlemen’s stay, the floor manager in charge during the same days, and anyone else who may have come into the room during that time.  I’ll need a lock read and an incoming and out-going call list.  I’ll also need you to make sure that you retain any video surveillance from this floor, a room history report, and any other pertinent reports or information you think might be helpful in identifying who might have been to this room during this guest’s stay. 
I nodded.  “Sounds like you’ve done this before.”
“I’ve had more than my share of hotel murders,” he said, grim-faced.  “Not always the easiest to solve…but we usually do.”
“Anything else?”
“Of course we’ll need to have this room locked and sealed…that means no cleaning or selling of the room.”
“Of course,” I said, amazed that he felt it necessary to tell me something so obvious.  Then I remembered my recent pen and notepad faux pas.
“You’d be surprised,” he frowned.  “At one hotel in which we had sealed a room, we came back the next day to find that the director of housekeeping had instructed the attendant to clean the room and had even called in a carpet cleaning company to specially clean the blood-stained carpet so that they could sell the room for an incoming convention.”
“Jesus, really?”
The detective snorted, shaking his head, “Yeah.  What hotels won’t do to make a buck…no offense.”
“None taken,” I smiled.  “It’s true.”
The coroner’s people had finished removing the body from the armoire and had now cleared the room.
“If you’d like to accompany me down to the front office, I can get you most of what you need,” I said ripping the piece of paper I’d been writing notes upon off the notepad and putting it in my pocket.  I handed the detective his pen and pad back and he followed me out of the room.
On the way downstairs, I called Steve Sukol in security and asked him to have 11-121 re-keyed, with only two key copies made, both to go to Detective Marino.  I also requested that Steve have the electronic lock on the door read for key swipes during the guest’s stay, with copies of the report forwarded to myself and Tom.  I would forward a copy to Detective Marino myself.  Then I called Marian Marshall – the hotel’s director of housekeeping – to let her know that Detective Marino would be up later to pay her a visit as well as to give her time to pull the room reports for that floor and determine which attendants and floor managers had been assigned to the room.
 
***
 
By the time we got down to the front office, it was obvious that word was out.  We were met with wondering stares from the desk agents.  I knew that everyone was dying to know the dirty details, but they’d just have to suffer and wait for the security staff to start blabbing. Security couldn’t help but yap about things like this.  Word would trickle from security officers as they patrolled the floors and gabbed with room attendants as both sides looked for a break from the daily doldrums.  Then word would trickle from the room attendants to the floor managers and from the floor managers to the maintenance men fixing things in rooms.  It would then be overheard by the room service attendants restocking mini-bars and clearing trays from the hallways and back landings.  And so word would continue to filter throughout the hotel until it reached the far corners of all departments, only to start all over again as the story grew, evolved, and was eventually replaced with a juicy new piece of gossip about a floor manager found in a room making out with someone from property operations or a report that possible layoffs were coming next week.
“Have a seat,” I motioned Detective Marino to a small sofa once inside my office.  
“I’ll stand, thanks.”
“Can I get you something to drink?” I asked.
“Water, please.”
“Sure.” 
I handed him a bottle of water from the mini-fridge beside my desk and twisted off the cap of another for myself.
I sat down at my computer and opened the front desk system, pulling up room 11-121.  
Detective Marino stood behind me, inspecting my office while we waited for the room history to open.
“Are these all the hotels you’ve worked at before?” he asked, pointing to framed pictures of various hotels which lined one wall of my office.  
The pictures all had white trim borders framing a shot of the particular hotel and around which hotel staff members and co-workers had written personal messages and wished me well on my new adventures.  These items were kind of trophies among hotel managers, showcasing their experience as well as reminding them of “the good ‘ol days” that at the time hadn’t seemed all that good.
“Yep.  I’ve worked in a few good ones over the years,” I reminisced.
“Indianapolis,” he said, pointing to one property in particular at which I had begun my career years ago.  “You ever been to the 500 mile race?”
 “Used to be a ritual for me,” I said.  “Our hotel actually hosted many of the teams, drivers, and sportscasters.  The month of May was always an exciting time of year.”
“I’ll bet,” he nodded.  “I went with a few buddies of mine several years ago.  Quite an experience.  Totally different than what you see on television.  The noise, the speed; it was incredible.”
“You ought to get into one of the cars.”
“I don’t think so,” he laughed.
“No seriously.  They have the two-seater experiences out at the track in Joliet.  I went last summer.  It was a blast.  You talk about getting the real deal.  At a race, you get the sights and the sounds, but it’s the actual feel of being inside the car that’s really incredible.  Everything looks so smooth when you’re watching it on television and riding along through the onboard cameras, like they’re just gliding along, but when you actually get inside the car and hit one of those left-hand turns, the g-forces, it’s like someone’s shoving you up against the wall as hard as they can.  It’s completely different from what it looks like on television.
“Yeah well, so is life,” the detective chuckled.  
“I’d like to take a driving class to be able to take one out on my own, but it’s so damn hard to break away from work.”  
“I hear that,” the detective nodded knowingly.
“Here we go,” I said, as I finished pulling up all the room information, “11-121, registered to an Allen Doddsman.”
I printed out the general information such as room number, room type, guest name, address, payment and billing information, room charges, as well as any comments about the room or group in particular, and handed it to Detective Marino.
He studied it for a minute.  
“What does KNGN mean,” he pointed to a spot at the top of the page just above the room number.
“King-sized bed, non-smoking.”
“Aren’t all rooms non-smoking now?”
“The system was designed before the law passed and hasn’t been updated.”
The detective nodded.  “Where it says, ‘Group’ here,” he pointed, “it lists ‘R & T’.  What’s that?”
I pulled open the top drawer of a small metal file cabinet beside my desk and fished out last week’s group resume packet.  It was alphabetical, so R & T was one of the last groups listed in the packet.
“I’ll need a copy of that,” Detective Marino said as he peered over my shoulder. 
“Sure thing,” I nodded.
“They’re a plumbing supply company we had in house over the last week.  They had a block of 67 rooms.  Checked in Tuesday the 24th and most were due to checkout Sunday…today.  They had a few early checkouts, one of which it appears to be 11-121.  But it wasn’t…”
“It wasn’t what?” the detective asked. 
That’s when it hit me.  
“Ugh,” I groaned, smacking a hand against my forehead, “I can’t believe I didn’t realize.  11-121…that’s the discrep from last night.”
“Discrep?” the detective said, eyebrow raised, water bottle paused halfway to his mouth.
“Room discrepancy,” I shook my head, mad at myself for not making the connection sooner.
“Who called you about the murder?” I asked, swiveling in my chair to look at the detective.
“Your security department.  Why?”
“That’s why they were up there so early,” I nodded.
“Said they had a message from a manager last night, whom I’m now assuming was you, to check the room,” the detective said.
I took a deep breath, “Yeah…that was me.  The room was due to checkout yesterday, but didn’t.  We didn’t catch the discrepancy in status until late last night during night audit, and calling a guest in the middle of the night to confirm that they’re staying over is frowned upon, so I advised security to check the room first thing in the morning to find out what was going on.  
“In all the commotion this morning, I didn’t make the connection with this being the same room.”
“Understandable…” the detective said, “…I guess.”
I shrugged.  “I’m sure it’s not in your line of work, but…”
“Do you have the main company contacts on there?” he stopped me, pointing at the resume report.
“Well, the group VIPs are listed, as well as the group contact.”
“They had VIPs?”
“Not VIPs in the Hollywood sense.  We’re talking hotel VIPs – the big wigs of the company – people who will do a whole lot of griping if their stay isn’t just so.”
“Gotcha,” the detective said.  “Who are they?”
“Looks like we’ve got the company president, Alfred Svetski; vice president of operations, Henrick Jaharlsburg; vice president of marketing, John Polaski; vice president of research and development, Paul Gerhardt; and our dearly departed, Allen Doddsman who was the company controller.”
Detective Marino sighed and shook his head, as if he’d seen it all too many times before.  “Ah yes, no one ever likes the guy who tells them the coffers have run dry or that their budget is being cut,” he said grimly.  “I’ll need their room numbers,” he added.  “They’re going to be extending their stays in your fine establishment for at least another day or two.”

“Rounding up the usual suspects, eh?” I turned back to my computer, “I’ll pull them up for you.”
“You don’t think I’d get sick do you?”
“What?” I said, swiveling back around in my chair, confused by the question.
“In the two-seater racecar.  I always used to feel terrible after going on the tilt-a-whirl at the fair.  All that spinning.  I just don’t know how I’d do on the track making all those left hand turns at 200 miles an hour.”
I shrugged and turned back around.  “All I know is that it was freakin’ awesome, although I almost had to raise the terror level.”
“Terror level?”
“The terror level in my pants…I almost had to raise it to code brown.” 
He laughed and slapped me hard on the shoulder, “You’re all right, Haze.  You’re all right.”
 I printed off the rest of the information the detective had requested and handed him the copies.
“I’ll email all this stuff to you as well.”
“Great,” he said, handing me his card.  “Email’s on there.”
“Let me know if there’s else I can do,” I said.
“Definitely.  I’m sure we’ll be in contact.  Now where is your housekeeping department?”
“25th floor.  Want me to take you up there?”
“That’s okay; I’ll find it.”
I leaned back in my chair and watched him leave as I tried to collect my thoughts.  My head was swimming as I sat sorting through the morning’s events.  
Was I somehow responsible?  Could I have done something differently?  If I had called last night to check on him, would Mr. Doddsman still be alive?  If housekeeping had cleared the discrep, would someone have made it to him in time?  
They were tough questions; ones that I didn’t have answers to.  I had followed procedure, but housekeeping hadn’t.  There’d be hell to pay for that.  
Suddenly I wondered if Doddsman might have a family.  
Jesus, I hadn’t even thought to ask.  I felt momentarily heartless, but then realized that in some ways it really wasn’t any of my business.  That was Detective Marino’s job.  
Not having close family of my own, it wasn’t something that immediately came to mind in such situations.
I turned back to my computer, opened my email, and began working on my incident report for Tom.
 
***
 
Nearly an hour later, I hit the “send” button on my email to shoot my completed report off to Tom, copying Steve in security on it. I sent another quick email to Detective Marino with all the attached documents I had promised and then printed hard copies for myself, Tom, and Steve.  
I hadn’t heard anything back from poor old Tom since I’d sent him away from the crime scene.  I figured he was probably hiding somewhere with his head in the sand.  Steve was likely doing the same.   
I knew Steve could handle this sort of situation, but he’d rather let me do it.  Tom was another story altogether.  I decided I’d better check on him, so I called him on my M.O.D. phone.  
There was no answer.  
He probably figured I needed something regarding the murder and wanted no part of it.  I knew all old Tom’s hiding spots though.
I closed out my email and exited the front desk system to go search for him.  On my way out, I stopped by Jason Altman’s office.  Jason had been our front office director for several years now, and when I came on board at the hotel, he and I had quickly bonded.
Technically, Jason was my boss, and although several years my junior and far less experienced in the hotel setting, he had been wise enough to recognize that I had the upper hand when it came to hotel authority.  In the hotel business, it wasn’t always about the position but about the experience and ability.  And while Jason was in charge of the front office and had a personality few could deny was irresistibly charming, he wasn’t one that had a way with multitasking and putting out all the figurative hotel fires that continuously cropped up in a property this size.  Jason worked his guest service magic with a smile so bright it’d knock the socks off a blind man, and he was able to talk his way out of just about any sort of responsibility-binding situation one could think of.  
I have a feeling that something along the lines of “If someone else will deal with it, then let them,” may have been Jay’s personal motto.
I’d have to say though, he was probably my best friend…inside the hotel or out.
He was hard at work on a game of computer solitaire when I walked into his office.
“Hey Jay-man.  What are you doing here on a Sunday?”
He obviously wasn’t working since he had selected jeans and a sweater in place of his typical suit and tie.
“Heard something big happened this morning,” he said dragging the jack of clubs onto the queen of hearts.  “Albert called and told me there were cops and paramedics all over the place so I wanted to get the dirt.”  
He glanced up at me, “So what’s up?  You’re always on top of this kind of stuff before I am.”
“Yeah, wonder why that is?” I said, walking over and taking his computer’s mouse away from him to put a three of spades onto a four of diamonds.
“I hear some guy bit it up on eleven this morning,” he pressed me.
“Looks like he was murdered,” I said, dragging an upturned ace of hearts out onto the board of play.
“Great, just what I need,” Jason huffed, his shoulders sagging.  “Guests will be asking about it all day long when they come to check out.  I’ll have to tell the staff to keep their yaps shut.”
“Red eight will play on your black seven, and your two of heart will play on the ace,” I said, relinquishing control of the mouse.
He made the moves.
I decided to have a little fun with him.
“Room was a discrep from yesterday.”
“What!” he cried, almost knocking the mouse off his desk.
“Yep,” I nodded solemnly.
“Not on our end I hope,” he said.  
The worry that he might actually have to carry through with some sort of disciplinary action was now evident.
Jason was not a confrontational person.  What was the phrase? “You catch more flies with honey than vinegar.”  Well that was Jason.    
“Yeah,” I shook my head.  “One of the morning desk agents forgot to extend the stay after housekeeping called it down.”
“Ugh,” he moaned as he sank down in his chair.  “Who was it?”  Then he saw it on my face.  “You’re screwin’ with me?” he gave me an Elvis-lipped sneer.
“Yeah, I’m screwin’ with you.  It was a discrep, but it looks like it was on the housekeeping side.”
He popped up in his chair and went back to his game.  “Thank god!” he breathed, sounding relieved.
“Well, I can tell you’re real broken up about this bad news and all, so I’ll let you get back to your grieving process for our dearly departed guest.”
“Uh huh,” he mumbled.  Then he looked up suddenly.  “Oh, I almost forgot to tell you the big news.”
“What’s the big news?” I asked, shaking my head at his youthful disregard for human life. 
“You’ll never believe it,” he beamed.  “I convinced Tom that the desk agents were too stressed out by all the groups that we’ve had in house lately.  He agreed to let me turn Haskin’s old office into an employee lounge.”
“That’s cool, I guess.  Seven of hearts will play,” I said, tapping his computer’s screen with a finger. 
I really didn’t see what the big deal was.  We’d kind of made the space into a makeshift lounge already, but if he was happy, then that was good.
“No,” he said, “that’s not the big news.  The BIG news is that he let me buy some arcade games and a soda machine to furnish it with.”
“You’ve got to be kidding me,” I said, tilting my head back in stunned disbelief.
“No, I’m not.  I’ve got some awesome old-school 80s-era vintage games that I haven’t played in years being delivered tomorrow.”
“Great,” I huffed. “I hope you realize that you just made our job of motivating the staff to get some work done around here five times harder.”
“No way, dude!  They’re gonna be so jacked up on video game adrenaline and caffeine that they’ll be churning and burning check-ins and checkouts like crazy.  It’ll be awesome!”
“If you say so,” I sighed.
“Aw, come on.  Get excited!  This is gonna be great.  Just wait.  You’ll see.  Front desk morale and productivity will shoot through the roof.  I mean, what better way for the agents to spend their fifteen minute breaks than by relieving some stress shooting alien invaders and blasting some asteroids on a sugar high?”
“We’ll see,” I said shaking my head.  “I hope you’re right, but I see some potentially huge distraction issues in the making.”
“Don’t worry. I’ll keep them on task.”
“I’m not worried about them,” I laughed, “I’m worried about you!”
He gave me a “Who
me?” look and waved me aside with a hand.
“Anyway,” I said, “you want to meet up this afternoon to watch the game?”
“Hell yeah!  Where at?”
“I was thinking the Navigator Club.”
He sighed.  “Dude, do you ever leave the hotel?”
“No, why would I?  Are my food and drinks comped anywhere else in downtown Chicago?”
He considered; then shrugged, “Good point.  So I guess you’re buying?” he perked up.
“Sure.  I’ll put it on my tab.  They know where I live.  Three-thirty sound good?  Game starts at four and I want to get a good seat close to one of the big flat-screens.”
“See you then,” he said, as he refocused his attention on more important matters, like the cascading playing cards bouncing across his computer screen, indicating that he was indeed victor of his solitaire game.
 
***
 
After checking a few other food-oriented locations, I finally found Tom sulking in his office.
I was surprised since this wasn’t one of his usual hideouts during a crisis.  Typically, I’d find him “inspecting” one of the pastry kitchens or lurking near one of the hotel’s many walk-in refrigerators or pantries.
He was sitting slumped at his huge, heavily-varnished oak desk.  His elbows helped prop his sloppy jowls over one of the Boardwalk Cafe’s cinnamon rolls in which he appeared to be smothering his sorrows.
“Hey there, Tom!” I said as cheerily as I could.
He looked up, a sticky glob of white icing from the roll clung to his chin like a tiny alpine climber.
“Oh…Robert.  Sorry I haven’t answered my phone…I…I…I just don’t like things like this.”
He crammed a huge chunk of cinnamon roll into his mouth, dislodging the alpine climber and sending him plummeting to his demise somewhere far below within the crevices of Tom’s pants.  
Tom’s entire office was a veritable hidey-hole of sweet treats.  He stashed them like a squirrel around the sprawling layout, often hunting for them throughout the course of his daily activities.  It was a continuous Easter egg hunt for stashed edibles.
“This kind of thing just does something to my stomach,” he grumbled.  “It used to not be so bad, but as I get older, it affects me more and more.”
He leaned his bulk over in his chair, and for a moment, I though he was going to capsize.  Instead, he reached down to pull out a bottom desk drawer and began rummaging inside.  Finally he found what he was looking for – a candy bar – righted himself, and began unfurling it from its crumpled wrapper.  God only new how long it’d been down there.
Out of the blue, I said, “How did you get this position, Tom?”   
I don’t know what prompted me to say it; and I didn’t mean any disrespect by it, but I just didn’t understand how or why Tom had ever landed in this role, and I was curious as to the story behind it.
He didn’t seem to take any offense to the question.
Already halfway through his candy bar before I finished the question, he paused, looked thoughtfully up at the ceiling, and then went back to his chomping.  
He nodded.  “Good question,” he said.  “Very good question my boy.”
He crammed the rest of the candy bar into his craw.
“Well,” he gawed around his mouthful of chocolate and caramel, “I was working at the corporate office about twenty years ago.  I was doing quality inspections for mid-sized and large hotels, so I got around quite a bit.  Before then of course, I had managed a few hotels…nothing big mind you…all around the Midwest, so I had quite a few connections in this part of the country.”
He’d finally finished chewing his candy bar and swiveled his chair around to dig a soda from the mini-fridge behind his desk.
“As you well know, Bobby my boy,” – he must have been feeling better since he’d started up with the nicknames again – “the hotel business is less about what you know and more about who you know.  That’s how I fell into this job.  I was up here in Chicago on a quality inspection of three major downtown properties.  It just so happened that the general manager of the Lanigan at that time, Frank Gesparo, you might have heard of him, he was quite a character…”
I nodded.  Tom had mentioned him many times before.  The stories always seemed to end with him and Frank drunk and in some wildly untrue situation involving beautiful woman and high times.
“…well, old Frank had just passed away, and the corporate office asked me to stop in and hold down the fort here at the Lanigan until they could find a suitable replacement.”
Tom took a big swig of his soda and leaned back precariously in his oversized leather desk chair.  
“Guess they either never found him or just plain forgot about me being here, because here I sit,” he slapped one arm of the chair heartily and laughed. “But that’s the way of the world isn’t it, Robbie?  Just plain luck of the draw sometimes.  That’s how old Tom here ended up as general manager of the world famous Lanigan Hotel,” he chortled, his massive form jiggling with delight.
“You just never know, do you?”
I shook my head.  “Guess not, Tom.”
I tended to wonder how much of the story was true, but I didn’t really care.  I just liked the fact that Tom could laugh at himself a little bit.  It was a trait that I had found lacking in other GMs with whom I’d worked.  Plus, I was really just looking for anything to take the old man’s mind off the events of the morning.  
Tom took a deep breath and looked me dead in the eye.  “How are we looking on everything from this morning?”
“Just fine, Tom.  Don’t worry about it.  I spoke with the detective, gave him all the information he needed, sent a full report to Steve, and I’ll be following up with the detective as soon as he’s got anything.”
“Good, good.”  He seemed relieved.  “You’re a good boy, Robert.  You take good care of me.”
I smiled.  “I take good care of the hotel, Tom.  That’s my job.”
He nodded, knowingly.  “Well…thanks, you’re good to have around.”
“No problem.”  I stood up and headed for the door.  “By the way, I wanted to do a little something special for the night staff on Halloween.  That all right with you?”
“Sure, Bobert.  What were you thinking?”
He was definitely in a better mood now.  The food binge had stopped and the nicknames had resumed in full.
“A behind the scenes tour.  A trip through the back halls of the tragic Lanigan Hotel.  Maybe a little historical embellishment along the way.  Kind of like a ghost tour of sorts,” I shrugged.  “Sound okay?”
He smiled, nodding his head.  “Do whatever you want.  You know how to keep these folks entertained and their morale up.  Have at it.”
“Thanks, Tom,” I waved, as I closed him in his food-lined enclave.
I took the elevator back upstairs to my room.
It was time for a couple granola bars, a good nap, and then…football!
 
***
 
As soon as I woke up from my brief cat-nap, I reached over for the phone and dialed the front desk.
“Lanigan front desk, this is Lori speaking.  How may I assist you?”
“Hi Lori, this is Robert.”
Lori had been with the hotel part-time now for several years as she finished up her business administration degree at a local community college.
“Oh, hi Robert.  How are you?”
“Good thanks.  Hey, can you give me the remaining arrival and departure numbers for today?”
“Sure thing…just one second.”
There was a pause.
“Looks like we just have 37 checkouts left and about 98 arrivals.”
“Sounds good.  Thanks.”
“My pleasure.  Have a great day.”
After all these years, I still found it funny to speak to front desk agents when they were performing their role and then again when they were on their own time.  It was like they were actors playing a part when they were standing on the front desk “stage” in front of the general public.  Once they stepped behind the curtain of the back office area for a break, the mask of civility often came off quickly.  The façade of sweet, caring kindness would be torn down, often dramatically so, sometimes resulting in a torrent of profanity, punched walls, thrown objects and all sorts of other vileness.
I can’t say I blamed them.  Sometimes I felt the same way.  As guest service agents, we often had to absorb so much frustration and ill-will from tired or upset guests that once we were out of the public eye, we were like balloons, ready to burst with bad energy, and we just couldn’t help but pop occasionally.
My next call went to Kristen’s office phone.  She didn’t really have an office per se, but as a supervisor, she did have a sort of cubby hole with a phone and computer.
Her voicemail picked up.
“Hey Kristen; it’s Robert,” I said.  “It’s almost three o’ clock and it looks like we only have a handful of checkouts left and about a hundred arrivals.  It should be pretty quiet tonight, so I’m going to take the evening off.  Just call me if you run into anything.  Bye.”
 
 
 
CHAPTER SEVEN
 
I made it down to the Navigator Club just as the pre-game show was ending.
Jay had found a booth adjacent to the largest television in the bar area and with a good line-of-sight no matter how many people crowded around us.  The television was ringed with tiny toy buoys, ancient looking nautical charts, and a large fishing net that had ensnared some brightly colored plastic crabs and starfish.  Oars, conchs, monstrous mounted fish with dastardly looking nose swords, and even a couple harpoons adorned the restaurant walls around us.  
The aging and well-worn wood plank floors, and servers outfitted in crisp, all-white sailing attire consisting of a captain’s hat, jacket, Bermuda shorts, knee-high socks, and polished shoes helped complete the Navigator Club’s nautical motif.  It was like having 15 Captain Stubings all running around taking orders and serving food.
The “Pirate Ship” was the club’s signature drink.  Similar to a pina colada in taste, it wasn’t the drink itself that made it special, but rather the presentation.  The libation was brought forth in a ceramic pirate ship – the size of a small dog – by two pirate-costumed waiters.  The ship’s ceramic sails were doused in alcohol and lit on fire, which somehow made the cannons in the gunwales smoke and belch fire.
The drink ran about $35 bucks, but could be enjoyed through extra long straws (after the fires were extinguished of course) by an entire table of patrons.  It was one of those things that you did once just to say you’d done it.  
The Pirate Ship was a particular favorite among business travelers, VIPs, and travel writers – in other words, those who were having someone else foot the bill.
I’d been treated to it once when I was interviewed for my job at the Lanigan; that was good enough for me.  
Jay saw me and waved as I entered the restaurant.  I nodded and sauntered over.  A pitcher of beer sat on the table, a soda in my spot.
“Got a few appetizers on the way,” he said.  “Too bad you have to work tonight.”
“Guess what?” I grinned, motioning a server over. “I don’t.”
“Sweet!” Jay grinned, evilly.  “I hate drinking alone.”
“A clean glass please,” I called to our server over the growing din of what was becoming an increasingly crowded restaurant.
Jay took a big gulp of his beer and refreshed his glass from the half-full pitcher before him.  
“I need a night’s reprieve before the dork kings arrive,” he grumbled.
The “dork kings” as Jay referred to them, comprised the MGC – or Midwest Gamer Convention – group checking in on Monday.  
The gamer convention was an annual event at the Lanigan, comprising only the truest and hardest core dragon slayers, wizards, warlocks, dungeon masters, giant killers, troll masters, and all sorts of other gaming characters, often arriving in complete – and as authentic as possible – costumes and gaming attire.      
“Those ‘dork kings’ as you refer to them, help pay our salaries you know.”
“Yeah, yeah, I know.  It’s just that this year they’ll be here on Halloween.  It’s going to be madness.  They’ll be strutting around in their outfits, having battles with their fake swords, zapping each other with strobe-effect wands, and all kinds of other ridiculousness.  And you know how they are when they get all jacked-up on soda caffeine and sugar highs.  It’s almost worse than the drunks!”
Jay had an obvious dislike for the gamers.  Maybe it was because Jay had been the jock type in high school and the gamers epitomized the kind of people that he loved to pick on back then.  The gamers were the guys who all sat at that one table in the corner of the lunch room and kind of kept to themselves, discussing theoretical problems with the latest sci-fi shows rather than the hottest girls in their classes or who was dating the head cheerleader.
Maybe their pants were a little too short.  Maybe their glasses were a little too large.  Or maybe they spent a little too much time playing their wizards and warriors games.  Whatever the case, they looked about the same now as they did 10 or 20 years ago, and they acted about the same too.  The difference was that many of them now worked as tech gurus or had made it in other high-paying, successful jobs, raking in bucket-loads of cash in the process.  They drove fast cars, lived in huge mansions, and instead of girls shrugging them off like a cold chill as they did in high school, many of these guys had smokin’ hot girlfriends, beautiful wives…or both.   
It really bothered Jay, especially when they brought their hotties with them, all dolled up as sexy wizardresses, slinky elfins, or scantily clad slave girls captured from an enemy tribe during a dwarf raid or some other imaginary battle.  These were the pretty cheerleaders, leggy volleyball players, and homecoming queens that Jay had dated in school, and who were now lost to what he considered, “dorks.”  
“I don’t know what to tell you, Jay.  Everyone has their own thing, and gaming is theirs.  You don’t see them making fun of us for sitting here watching football, do you?”
“That’s different.”
“Oh yeah,” I raised an eyebrow. “How?”
“Football means something.  There’s a reason for it.  There are playoffs and the Superbowl, and tons of people like it.”
“That’s not really a good argument, Jay,” I said, sipping my beer.
“I don’t know,” he shrugged.  “It’s just different.”
“Different because you don’t dress up like a fool and do silly things?” I asked with a raised eyebrow.  “Uh, I got news for you dude, look around you.”  
A middle-aged man sitting at the table next to us was dressed in an adult-sized brown bear costume, sporting a football jersey and a face painted to match the costume.  His friend was wearing a beer-holding hat that people around him kept feeding with a pitcher of lager and from which he was greedily sucking down a steady stream of booze supplied by long straws that ran from the hat down to his mouth.  At the table next to him, a bunch of Green Bay fans were wearing giant cheese hats, and the crowd at the bar – largely clad in Chicago team jerseys with their favorite players’ names emblazoned across their backs – was starting to get rowdy, chanting, “Bear dowwwwn, Chicago Bears,” and jostling each other back and forth, spilling beer all over one another in the process.
“You’re right, Jay,” I smirked as the waitress brought my glass and I filled it with beer from our pitcher.  I nodded for her to bring us another pitcher.  “There’s a huge difference,” I said sarcastically.  “These people aren’t doing anything embarrassing or foolish, are they?”
“All right, shut up,” he frowned.  “Game’s getting ready to start.”
The game began with a quick Chicago fumble that was returned for a touchdown by the Packers.  That quieted the crowd at the bar and roused the Cheeseheads next to us; but their excitement didn’t last long as the ensuing kickoff was returned for a Chicago touchdown, tying the game and resulting in more beer sloshing and chanting at the bar.
By halftime, Jay and I were through our second pitcher, and we enjoyed a halftime show put on for us by the middle-aged bear who went dancing around the restaurant doing ridiculous tricks while people fed him beer.  His friend with the beer hat was weaving his beer tubes so that he could drink through the holes in one of the neighboring table’s Cheesehead hats still perched atop its owner’s head.    
We were only minutes into the third quarter – with Chicago up by three – when I noticed a commotion toward the back of the bar.  Several servers were gesticulating wildly, forming a sort of semi-circle around a patron who seemed to be looking for an escape but was finding his path blocked by both servers and a group of Green Bay fans who had suddenly erupted into celebration after a go-ahead touchdown.
Half of me was mad that I’d missed the touchdown because of this distraction, the other half was curious as to what exactly was going on.  
I excused myself from Jay, who was pouting in his beer over the lost lead and who seemed intent on eating the last few chicken fingers before I did, and squeezed my way through the crowd over to where the servers had gathered.
I arrived just as the restaurant manager, Antonio Alvarez, showed up with a security guard in tow.
  I knew Antonio saw me, but I left it to him to handle the situation.  I never liked to interfere when on another manager’s turf (even though I could pull rank at any time if I felt it necessary) and I definitely didn’t like jumping in when that manager had subordinates around.  Overstepping boundaries could not only make for ill-will between the manager and myself but diminish his authority in the eyes of his employees.
Antonio inserted his slight frame along with the bulk of the security guard between the diner and the servers.  He pointed several of them back to work; retaining the one server who I guessed had been serving the patron initially.
The patron – a frail looking man – stood skulking in the corner.  He was small, thin, pale, and I think he would have looked reasonably young had it not been for the several days’ worth of heavy stubble that covered his gaunt face.  He glanced nervously back and forth between Antonio and the security guard.
I didn’t recognize the guard.  He must have been new to the Lanigan.  He had the chiseled face of a Hollywood actor with the physic of a linebacker.  It was a good choice by security to send him into this type of environment.  Nobody was going to mess with this guy.  
Over the roar of the crowd I could barely make out what Antonio was saying, but I did catch him asking the server how much the bill was.
I couldn’t hear the response, but his follow up was, “Where was he sitting?”
The server pointed away toward the front of the bar, then mouthed a few more words I couldn’t make out.
“How many times before?” I heard Antonio ask.
This time I heard the server respond, “Once with me, and I think once with Ramirez a couple weeks ago.”
Antonio nodded, said a few more words to the server – who promptly got back to work – then looked over at me and then at the security guard and motioned with his head that we should follow him.
The security guard gathered up “Sulky” as I was calling the patron for the moment, with one arm and pushed him forward in front of him toward the double swinging doors that led to the restaurant kitchen.  I was beginning to form a picture of what had happened.  It happened a lot on days like this and in this party type atmosphere.
As we walked through the bustling kitchen, Antonio said back to me, “Dine ‘n dash repeat offender. He’s managed to get us for nearly two hundred dollars worth of food on the last two occasions, but not this time.”
He stopped and pointed the security guard to a white-painted cinderblock wall.  “Here’s good,” he said.  The security guard, whose name I managed to glean from his name-tag was Jerol, stopped Sulky, spun him around, and pushed him with a hand up against the wall with a thud.
A bag that Sulky had been carrying with him fell to the floor, spilling its contents.  There were several wrapped items that looked like a hamburger, a sandwich of some sort, and some other items I couldn’t quite make out.  There was also a bottle of ketchup, some silverware, and a big wad of napkins.  
Antonio then pulled a digital camera from his pocket and snapped a few pictures of the guy.  “These pictures are going to be forwarded to our security department, and all the hotel’s restaurants.  I’ll also be forwarding them to all the hotels and restaurants in the downtown area,” he told Sulky, who remained silent and tried his best to avoid eye-contact with us.  “We’ll be on the lookout for you next time.”
We never actually forwarded the photos on to any other places beyond our own hotel, but guys like this didn’t know that.
“If we catch you here again, we’ll involve the police.  Got it?”
Sulky nodded glumly.
It was often more of a pain in the butt to detain these guys and involve the police than it was worth.  It took too much time on all sides, and it typically didn’t do a lot to deter repeat offenders.  But I knew what did help deter them.
While I wasn’t a gamer, I had learned a little something from their role-playing. 
“I’ll take it from here, Antonio.”
Sulky looked a little surprised by this turn of events, as if he hadn’t even realized that in my street clothes I was associated with the hotel in any way.
Antonio looked relieved. “Thanks,” he said.
I knew he had a packed restaurant and bar to deal with.  He didn’t need to be screwing around with this piece of garbage any longer than he had to.
“Jerol, you mind?” I asked.
The towering security guard shook his head silently, and with one hand, pulled Sulky off the wall by his jacket collar.  While I was no slouch, I didn’t have anything on Jerol when it came to size and intimidation factor…at least not physically.
“Follow me,” I said, heading out the back entrance of the kitchen.  I proceeded to lead them through as many back hallways and lost areas of the hotel as I could think of before we took a service elevator up to the roof.  Jerol was probably wondering what in the hell I was doing, but he never let on.  The good thing about dealing with people like Sulky was that they didn’t know me.  They didn’t know my true character.  They didn’t know that I would never do any of the things I was going to tell them I would, and maybe more importantly, they didn’t know the Lanigan and its layout.
By the time we reached the old owner’s suite up on the roof, Sulky definitely knew something was up.  He was trying not to show it, but I could tell he was scared.  He was lost, confused, and I knew that even the most photographic of memories would have trouble remembering how the hell we got up here or how to get back down.  
I unlocked the door leading into the suite.  
Since we no longer used the space for anything, none of the lights in the suite worked.  A few grime-covered windows barely lit the large living room space into which we entered, and they gave the place a foggy appearance.
Almost all the furniture had been removed from the area.  Just a couple rickety folding chairs had been left from a few years ago when some of the property operations guys were using this as their secret breakroom.  There was some old rope and a few ancient electrical cords strewn about the stained, tattered, and cigarette-burned orange shag carpeting.  An overturned five-gallon bucked beside the chairs had served as a makeshift table/ash tray and remained from when the property ops guys had been hiding out up here. 
I knew that what I doing was a little crazy, and maybe even bordered on kidnapping, but Sulky was so damn complacent in the whole thing.  He’d never refused to go along with what I was doing.  Plus, I was pretty buzzed from all the beer.
At first, I think he just figured we were heading to the security office so that I could document the whole situation and copy his identification to keep him from gaining entrance to the hotel again.  Now however, I’m sure he was starting to have second thoughts.
“What the hell is this place?” he mumbled.
“Somewhere no one comes anymore,” I said.  “Except me, and people I don’t like.”
This was my role-playing.  
Take a guy that knew nothing about me, put him in a place he knew nothing about, with a security guard that was bigger than both of us combined, and have a little fun with him.  
Today, I was playing the tough guy hotel manager.
“What’s your name?” I asked Sulky.
He remained silent, just starring down at the floor.
“See that chair over there?” I pointed at a lone chair with a few electrical cords strewn around it and a tattered coiled rope at its base.
Sulky looked glumly over at the chair.
“That’s where I left that last guy like you.  He only took us for a hundred bucks, and I left him tied here overnight.”
“Yeah, right,” Sulky muttered.
I looked over at Jerol.  He had an almost indiscernible smirk on his face.
“You wouldn’t think something like that would happen at a place like the Lanigan, would you?”
Sulky looked at me.  “That’s because things like that don’t happen,” he mumbled.
“Oh, they happen, you just don’t hear about them.”
He looked at me, almost curiously.
“Let’s say a piece of scum like you comes into a place like this and rips us off.  And let’s say we bring that scum up here and stash him for a night or two…or longer.  Then let’s say we let him go.  What’s he going to do?  File a complaint at the front desk?  Go to the police?  We have connections at the police department.  Who do you think they’d believe; a well-respected hotel manager or the guy that’s ripping off restaurants for free meals?  How are you going to prove we did anything to you?”
Sulky was quiet.  I was beginning to think this wasn’t working when I saw a single teardrop run down his face and get lost in the scruff.
I peered closely at him in the dim light.
              “Are you crying?” I said.
              He sniffled.  “Don’t leave me up here,” he mumbled.
I was momentarily at a loss for words.  I was expecting anger, resentment, denial, maybe even an attempt at escape.  I really didn’t think I’d rattle the guy this much.  I figured that maybe this would just waste enough of his time to make him think twice before trying to hit one of our restaurants again.  Now he was crying?
For once, I really didn’t know what to say.
“Umm, yeah okay…we won’t leave you here this time,” I stammered.
He seemed to ignore my words.  
“I have to get back to my mom,” he choked out through several more tears.
“Your…mom?” I said, unsure if this skuzzy looking guy had just said what I thought he had.
“She’s sick,” he said, wiping away more tears.  “I can’t leave her for long.”
I didn’t really believe him, figuring this must be some sort of ploy to get himself out of the situation, but I thought I’d play along.
“What’s your name?” I asked.
“Tommy.”
“Tommy what?”
“Philstein.  Tommy Philstein.”
“Can you prove that?”
He pulled a wallet from his pants pocket, produced an Illinois driver’s license, and handed it over.
It indeed read: “Tomas P. Philstein.”  
I was also surprised to find that he was only 23 years old.
“So what’s wrong with your mom, Tommy?” 
“She’s sick.  Been sick for almost two years now,” he sniffled.  “Dad’s been dead for almost five.  I quit school to work so that I could take care of her.  I got a job as a waiter at a restaurant, but they fired me because I’d use my breaks to go home to check on mom.  So I got a job as a bike courier so that I could stop by home more often, but it doesn’t pay very well.  Not nearly as good as the restaurant did.”
He used his shirt sleeve to wipe a few more tears away, but his voice was still shaky, now more with anger than with sadness.
“I hate restaurants now.  HATE THEM,” he said through gritted teeth.  “I don’t even eat most of the food I order.  I just pack it as meals for mom.”
He lifted his shirt to show a small pouch affixed to his chest with more food in it.
“See?” he pointed at the package.  “I don’t even eat your lousy restaurant’s food,” he broke down again, in sobs this time.
“Jerol,” I said looking at the giant of a man watching this pitiful scene, “you can head back downstairs now.  Thanks for your help.”
“You sure?” he said, still watching Tommy warily.
“I’m sure.”
He reached over and shook my hand.
“Interesting working with you,” he said.
“Yeah,” was all I could say.
It had been an interesting day for me as well.  And it was about to get more interesting.  
I don’t know why I said it – maybe it was because all the crying was making me uncomfortable – but as Jerol left, I suddenly blurted out, “Tommy, do you like football?”
He seemed as caught off guard by the question as I was asking it.
“Uh…yeah, I guess so…sure.”
“Let’s go see if the game’s still on.  Sound good?”
“Okaaaaay…” he drawled uncertainly.
I’m sure he was wondering if it was another one of my wacky ruses, but he seemed willing to go along with it.  So I led him out of the owner’s suite and back to the service elevators.
On the way, I said, “Tell you what, since you hate restaurants so much, why don’t we go to my room.”
He stopped short, looking at me uncertainly.
“No, no,” I laughed, “nothing like that.  I live here, that’s all.  And if you’d be as uncomfortable back in the restaurant as they’d likely be seeing you there, I just thought we could finish up the game in my room…if it’s still on that is.”
“Okay,” he shrugged.  “I can’t stay long though.  I have to get back to mom soon.”
“Sure,” I nodded.  “No problem.”
I don’t know why I was doing this.  I just had a feeling about the kid.  I got the impression that maybe there was more to him than this skuzzy first impression.
 
***
 
I opened my room’s mini-fridge and peered inside.
“Beer okay with you, Tommy?” I said, looking back over my shoulder.
“Sure,” he nodded, giving me a slight smile, the first sign he’d shown that he could do something other with his face than just frown.
“Guess we lucked out on this one.  Game’s going into overtime.”
“Guess so,” Tommy agreed, as he stood gawking around the room.  “Nice place,” he added.
“Thanks,” I said.  “It serves the purpose.”
“So you live here all the time?”
“Yep.  A hotel never sleeps, and I rarely do either, but it’s a place to hang my hat.”
“Wow,” Tommy said wonderingly. “I never really thought about actually living in a hotel.”
“It’s certainly a unique experience,” I said.  “But it’s one you get used to, just like everything else in life.”
I handed him a beer.
“Thanks,” he nodded.
“Have a seat,” I motioned him to one of the overstuffed sofa chairs nearby.
I grabbed the remote and sat down on the sofa across from him.
“Tell me more about yourself, Tommy.”
“Well,” he said, “I actually grew up in Michigan.  My dad was a farmer and my mom was a nurse.  We didn’t move to Chicago until we lost the farm and mom decided she could make more money in the big-city hospitals.”
He took a sip of his beer and continued. “I guess dad just didn’t know what to do with himself in the city.  Without the farm, he seemed lost.  He started spending more and more time at the bars, and pretty soon he was in the hospital.  He died about two years after we moved.”
I felt bad for offering Tommy the beer after hearing that, but he didn’t seem to mind.
“Like I said, mom was working at a hospital while I was in high school.  After graduating, I applied to a nearby community college and I was studying computer programming until mom got sick and I had to quit.  And that’s about it.”
A cheer from the stadium crowd on the television tore our attention away as a Chicago running back suddenly broke a tackle and dodged another as two defenders careened into one another.
Tommy and I both jumped from our seats, yelling in excitement as the ball carrier made a weaving forty yard sprint.  We were just about to high-five as he neared the goal line to score the game-winning touchdown, when he fumbled the ball.  A Packers player promptly picked up the ball and returned it for a game-winning touchdown of his own, spiking the football in celebration as the team rushed the field to congratulate him.
We both stood there in stunned disbelief.   
Finally I said, “Well, that’s about right.”
“Kind of wish you’d left me tied to that chair up there after seeing that,” Tommy grinned.
              “Yeah,” I smiled, slightly embarrassed, and then gave him a pat on the back.     
 
CHAPTER EIGHT
 
To: allstaff.lanigan@sharedresorts.com
Subject: 10/30 M.O.D. Report
 
THE LANIGAN HOTEL
 
CHICAGO, IL 
 
 
MANAGER ON DUTY REPORT
Monday, October 30th

 
Weather: 57/39 Cloudy
Occupancy: 85.6%
Arrivals: 823                                                                                                                
Departures: 154
 
Event Resume:
 
	Blue Velvet Room – (noon - 4 p.m.) – American Whole Life Insurance annual training seminar registration

 
	3rd floor Vista Rooms I, II, III – (all day) – Hollingston Cooling Systems meetings

 
	6th floor Meeting Rooms – Oak, Elm and Sycamore – (all day) – United Title and Trust training sessions

 
	Sky Ballroom – (all day) – MGC (Midwest Gamer Convention) welcome station and registration

 
	Grand Ballroom – (8 a.m. – 4 p.m.) – Modern Pharmaceuticals Corporation presentations

 
Note: All employees are reminded that they are welcome to attend work in full costume tomorrow in celebration of Halloween as long as it’s approved by their department head.  Costumes are expected to maintain an air of decorum and abide by the expectations of professionalism upheld by the Lanigan Hotel.
 
A staff costume contest will be held during lunch, at which time a winner and two runners-up will be selected and prizes will be awarded.  Second and third shift staff members can participate in separate contests held during their own lunch hours.
 
 
***
 
There are a lot of people who hate Mondays; however, depending upon the particular department, many employees in the hotel business learn to love them.  For the front desk, banquet, and catering departments, Mondays were usually the calm after the weekend storm.  Meanwhile, the trickle of weekend billing questions, started to become a steady stream for the finance department on Mondays, and property operations typically had plenty of empty rooms into which they could get to fix issues after the weekend or put out of order temporarily to conduct more major repairs.  And with the majority of checkout rooms having been cleaned on Sunday, housekeeping often looked rather favorably upon Mondays unless they had “hung” rooms.  
A “hung room” was our hotel’s term for rooms that housekeeping might not have the ability to clean due to a particularly heavy checkout, being understaffed, or because of an end-of-month labor budget issue.  These rooms were left “hanging” or un-cleaned from Sunday and would then have to be picked up over the following day or two, as long as occupancy levels allowed. 
Today wasn’t one of those Mondays though.  With the gamer convention coming in hot on the heels of a relatively busy weekend, almost all the hotel’s various departments were going to be slammed.  We were bracing ourselves for the worst.  
Soon after the football game ended yesterday, Tommy had headed home.  Therefore, I went back down to the Navigator Club where I found Jay in quite a state.  In fact, the whole restaurant was in quite a state.  Jay was arguing with the man in the bear costume about whether the fumble was legit.  The majority of the Green Bay fans were at the bar, their party going strong.  The beer hat guy was trying to find a way to somehow funnel leftover beers at empty tables through his dangling straws.
Besides all this, there was the fact that to help quell his disappointment at the loss, Jay had ordered a Pirate Ship (on my tab of course).  There were now several other party participants of the female persuasion at our table fumbling with straws as they tried to get their fair share (or unfair share, depending upon your outlook) of the drink, while simultaneously attempting to avoid igniting their golden-dyed locks on the flames shooting from the ship’s cannons.
It was all just a little too much for me, so I did an abrupt about-face and retired to my room for a night of more football and the end of the stockcar race which continued until almost eleven due to several green-white-checkered flag attempts at a finish.
Amazingly, I managed to sleep until almost noon on Monday.  It must have been a combination of the beer and the blackout curtains; but whatever it was, it was great.  I hadn’t slept so well in years.  I wondered how Jay was fairing.
After I showered and dressed, it was almost one.  I decided to head down to the street level arcade to grab a bite to eat at Vitantonio’s Café.  After all the drinking yesterday, I wasn’t in the mood for a huge lunch, so I just ordered a chicken salad sandwich, a small bag of potato chips, an iced tea, and a granola bar for desert.  I took my food and sat down at one of the few small indoor tables that had been set out in the arcade area and where I could do a little people watching.
Today, passers-by were bundled up against the late-October chill.  Coats were cinched tight, collars were tugged up snugly, and umbrellas were wet and dripping.  I loved times like this.  While they were few and far between, being able to just sit for a few minutes, watching all the people pour through the arcade was a treat.  Some were just passing through, using this section of the hotel as a warm, dry shortcut between streets on their way to work.  Some were guests doing their vacation shopping while at the hotel, and others were area workers just killing a few minutes window-shopping while on their lunch breaks.  
So many people, so many characters, so many lives and stories. It was fun to watch them, to think, to wonder, and to invent my own stories for the people I saw.
The stories…that was the great part of working in a hotel…all the stories.  Real or imagined, every day was like a new book, with each hour a chapter being written by the people coming and going.  And like a great book, the sequel would be written the next day, with a follow-up the day after that, and then another, and another, in an endless procession of ever-changing characters and story lines.  Each book was different, yet each book was somehow the same no matter when it was written, where or by whom.
The jingling of my phone cut short my thoughts.
“This is Robert,” I answered.
“Hey Robert; it’s Kristen.  How are you?”
“Good.  What’s up?”
“Oh, just checking up on you.  I got your message yesterday and wanted to touch bases.”
I watched a hunched elderly couple in rain-dampened overcoats shuffle past. “How’d everything go last night?  You didn’t miss me too bad did you?”
“Well, I have to say, I wasn’t quite sure how to get by without my strapping superhero around to hold my hand,” she laughed.  “But I managed.”
“I get that reaction a lot,” I snickered.  “But I’ll be here tonight to help guide you through the storm of gamers that are bound to be on you like white on rice.”
She exhaled loudly on the phone, “Yeah, I’ve heard about them.  They get loaded up on caffeine and then start getting all grabby with about any girl that’s got a pulse.”
“Well, you’ll have your Superman to protect you tonight…as long as those guys don’t have any kryptonite.”
She laughed.  “You know what?  I wouldn’t put it past them.  They’ve probably managed to buy some online somewhere.”
“Anyway,” I said, unwrapping my granola bar while I talked, “be prepared.  They’ll be in full force, and I’m sure in full costume as well.  Get here a few minutes early so we can have a pre-shift meeting with the staff to ensure they’re prepared for what’s coming.  I don’t want any giggling or snide comments about our guests’ attire getting us into trouble.”
“Sounds good,” she said.  “I’m off for a nap.  See you tonight.”
“Sleep tight,” I clicked off my phone and took a bite of my granola bar.  I chewed for a moment and then popped my phone back on and dialed housekeeping.
“Good afternoon, housekeeping, this is Ana.  How may I be of assistance?” the department dispatcher answered.
“Hi Ana, this is Robert, the M.O.D.  Can you have someone from public space stop by the arcade level and change out the entry rain mats?  They’re a mess.”
“Sure thing,” she said, “I’ll contact the public space manager right away.”
“Thank you,” I said, hanging up.
I could see through the glass entry doors that it was raining harder now and the mats were really taking a beating.  Were it night time, the doors would be locked for security purposes and we could have just run a carpet cleaner over them and left them to dry, but during the day, we had to switch the mats out and take them upstairs to housekeeping to have them cleaned and dried there.  It made me think about how quickly winter was approaching.  The arrival of cold weather would mean snow, ice, lots of ice melt, wet marble floors, and plenty of mess from dirty shoes and boots tromping through our beautifully maintained arcade area.  Tom would be moaning about the marble floors looking dull and how we needed to polish them more.  Housekeeping would be complaining that it wasn’t worth the effort with the bad weather and ice melt negating their efforts.  And I’d be stuck in the middle.
I looked at my watch.  It was only half past one.  My internal clock was all screwed up from the night shift schedule.  I needed to kill some time and maybe try to take a nap like Kristen, but I didn’t see that happening since I’d slept so well last night.
Instead, I did a little more people watching and then sauntered back upstairs to my room.  There, I changed out of my clothes and into my swim trunks and headed down to the fitness center where I swam a few laps in the pool and then did some relaxing in the hot tub.
By the time I got back up to my room and had showered, shaved, and dressed, it was approaching five.  I was wide awake and felt fine, so I figured I might as well get a head start on work.  
    
***
 
The elevator I took downstairs to the lobby was packed with gamers in full costume.  From what I could discern, there were several troll-like creatures with greenish faces, long rubber noses, and wearing baggy burlap clothing.  There was a wizard, complete with staff, fake beard, and cloak.  Then there were what I would guess were some sort of elves with pointy ears, long blond hair, and hunting bows in their hands with quivers of rubber arrows strapped to their backs.
I smiled at the group as I stepped into the elevator.  “Heading down for a few games before dinner?” I asked nonchalantly as I reached over and punched the button for the 11th floor.
“We knoweth not of what games you speak, odd man in armor suit of cloth,” said the wizard.  “We playeth no games.  We are prepared to fight to the death to defend our kingdom against the vengeful forces of Agathor the Destroyer and his minions.”
“Gotcha,” I nodded.  “This Agathor?  He’s a pretty bad guy?”
One of the trolls jumped forward menacingly, “Doth thou maketh jest of Agathor the Destroyer?  Thou shall payeth with thou’s life!”
I shrugged, “Just asking?”
One of the elf things chimed in meekly, “Thou must be watchful of those Agathor sends forth into the world of men who toil in buildings of stone and steel.  His spies lurketh in corners unknown and wear cloaks dyed in the guise of friendship and that hide their truest desire to do evil to all.”
The elevator stopped on the 11th floor, the bell dinged, and the doors opened.
“Well, have a great time and enjoy your stay at the Lanigan,” I nodded cheerfully as I began to step off the elevator.  The wizard with the long beard barred my way with his staff.
“In this vast world of Lanigan in which we are but your humble guests, couldst thou direct us to the Ballroom of Sky?”
It took me a moment, but then I got it.  
“Oh, sure,” I nodded. “The Sky Ballroom is on the fourth floor.”  
They stared at me blankly; then I remembered last year.  I had to form my words in something akin to their old world phrasing.
“Sorry,” I regrouped.  “Ride the magical iron chariot that melts through floors (the only way I could think to describe an elevator in their terms) down to the forest known as fourth in the heart of Lanigan.  When the bell has rungeth, and the iron chariot’s doors open, follow the grass of green cloth (my best description of carpet) through the passage to the right and you shall find the land you seek at its end.  Beware though; the Ballroom of Grand is in the lands adjacent.  It is filled with mystical creatures known as pharmaceutical sales representatives.  They would be greatly displeased, possibly to the point of war, if disturbed by your presence.”  
The wizard unbarred my way and as I stepped off the elevator he said, “Ah, you are very kind, sir.  Your knowledge is great, and we give many thanks for your wisdom.”
“Any time,” I nodded.  “Have a great day.”
The iron chariot’s…pardon me, elevator’s doors closed, and I continued on my way to check room 11-121.  I wanted to make sure that everything was still secure there.  I didn’t want the Lanigan to be the future source of a Detective Marino botched investigation story.
I didn’t even have to walk all the way down the hall to see a CPD officer sitting in one of our banquet chairs outside 11-121.  The door to the room was sealed with yellow and black crime scene tape.  It wasn’t exactly the image the Lanigan wanted to be promoting with a huge group in house, but there wasn’t much I could do about it.  Detective Marino wasn’t taking any chances, and I couldn’t say I blamed him.  I wouldn’t either.
The officer gave me a blank stare as I passed, rounded the corner and headed down the opposite hallway back to the elevator.  
I took the service elevator down to the lobby level, avoiding anymore run-ins with wizards, warlocks, elves, trolls, and the likes, and headed for my office.
The lobby was jammed with socializing characters, some of them known to me by way of various movies, television shows or comic books, and others I’d never contemplated in my wildest dreams…or nightmares.              
The heavy, gray-white marble tables sprinkled throughout the lobby were jammed with costumed gamers hard at play.  As I moved between the tables, taking in the scene, sometimes one would jump up from his chair and enact a death scene or make a grand speech as his character was eliminated from the game, posturing all the while, urging his fellow teammates forward into combat.  
At one table, two wizardly looking characters were standing and shaking wands at each other while chanting spells in unknown tongues and then making “shewing” noises, complete with sounds of explosive impact in what I guess were attempts to annihilate one another. 
I actually found that I was a little jealous of the gamers.  I kind of wished I had a passion other than work with which I was so enthralled.  In a way, I guess there was my interest in automobile racing, but then I wondered if it wasn’t so much the hobby as having others with whom to share my passion that I envied.
I decided to walk over to Carlisle’s Whiskey Lounge to grab a soda before starting work.  It was always dimly lit inside Carlisle’s, which gave it a kind of mysterious feel, as if you were entering some sinister opium den in the back alleys of old London.  There was a single pool table far in the back.  Its bright green felt was about the only thing that broke up the monotony of the lounge’s drab décor.  Pictures of dogs, horses, pheasant, and fox hunts lined the walls, and the hint of old leather and stale beer hung heavy in the air.    
As I approached the huge, well-oiled antique mahogany bar, around which I had a feeling the Lanigan itself had been built, I saw Marvin Garish.  
Marv was a flamboyant, fortyish transplant from south Miami, known as Marvin “Gay” by many of the staff.  The comb-over on his balding gourd was excessively slicked down this evening.
“Well, well, Mr. Robert, haven’t seen you around these parts lately,” he lisped.
“Been busy lately, Marv, as I’m sure you know.”
Marv kept tabs on all the hotel happenings and juicy gossip.
“Yeah,” he drawled slowly.  “Heard some poor ol’ fool went and got himself keeled up on eleven,” he eyed me with a hint of drama.
“Unfortunately,” I nodded.
Marv leaned in close over the bar. “Got any idea who done it?” he whispered.
“No idea, Marv; and thankfully it’s not my job to find out.”
He stayed close, glancing about secretively.  “Well, I can tell you it sure as hell wasn’t me.”  He paused, waiting.
I knew what was coming, but was willing to play along.
“Oh yeah, why’s that?”
“’Cause I heard that handsome old devil was a highfaluting VIP with that group we had in house the other day; you know, R&T.  He’d been coming to the bar here each night.  Kept givin’ me the eye don’t ya know,” he said, putting a hand to his cheek.
I nodded, although I highly doubted Mr. Doddsman had been giving Marv the eye.  Marv thought every guy who walked into the bar was giving him the eye.
“If I had done it,” he sang, “that fella woulda been in the bed where I left him dead.”
I shook my head, laughing, “Nice, Marv.”
“Now what can I get ya!”
“Just the usual.”
“Will do,” he said as he filled a glass with ice and sprayed several shots of cola from a soda hose into it.  He garnished it with a lime wedge and tiny stir straw and handed it to me along with a cocktail napkin.
“There you go,” he smiled, giving me a wink.
“Thanks, Marv. I appreciate it.”
“Sure thing,” he called after me as I headed back out into the lobby, “You keep me updated on that little incident, okay?”
“Will do,” I called back, even though I had no intention of ever discussing the matter with Marv any more than I just had.  There were certain people you just didn’t tell things to in a hotel unless you wanted everyone to know, and Marv was definitely one of those people.        
 
***
 
I paused to provide directions to several sets of wayward guests as I passed back through the lobby to my office.  
Jay had already gone for the day – or so I thought – but as I checked my mailbox, the distant sound of beeping and the soft rumble of electronic explosions drew my attention to the hallway.
Jay’s arcade games had arrived today.  There was a racing game that came complete with seat, steering wheel, accelerator and break peddles, and gear shifter.  There was also a multi-game that included several well-known video games from the early and mid-80s.  Both were designed in the classic, boxy, arcade-style game console of the period. 
Jay was standing before the multi-game, pounding the “fire” button and maneuvering his on-screen spacecraft between a hail of enemy bombs and kamikaze-style attacks, bobbing and weaving his body to correlate with his movement of the joystick.
I stood in the doorway watching him for several moments until an enemy craft circled in from behind and plowed into Jay’s, blasting it to bits.  He slapped the joystick sideways in disgust.
“Damn!” he hissed.  “Almost a new high score.”
“Working late, huh?” I said.
He looked over to where I stood.
“Just testing everything out,” he grinned.  “Have to make sure the products we received meet the Lanigan’s high standards.”
“Yeah, right,” I laughed.  “Well, if you’re that dedicated, you want to stick around and help me out with a few guest service issues that managed to find their way into my mailbox during your shift?”
Jay took a quick glance at his watch.  
“Oh man, I nearly forgot.  I need to stop by the pharmacy and pick up a prescription before they close.”
“Sure,” I nodded.  “I bet.  Couldn’t go another day without your estrogen pills?”
“Shut up,” he scowled.  “All I know is that you’d better not try one of these games.  They’re addictive as hell.  Before you know it, you’ve been here for three hours.”
“Don’t worry.  I’m a big boy now.  I don’t need such toys.”
“Whatever,” he said, pushing past me and out into the hall.  “Just remember, I gave you fair warning.”  Then he stopped and turned around to face me, a glimmer in his eye and a smirk on his lips. “The high scores I’ve got on those games are impossible to beat anyway.  So I’ve got nothing to worry about.  Have a great night!”  And with that he breezed around the corner and was gone.
I looked over at the racing game.  The demo game was running and the computer was cruising its open-wheeled vehicle past competitors until it rear-ended another race car and was destroyed in a flash of flame and bouncing tires.  The inevitable “Game Over” sign flashed up on the screen, blinking repeatedly just in case anyone was in doubt.  Below this, it beckoned: “Insert Coin.”
Thankfully, there was a switch that allowed the games either to be operated freely or with coins.  Jay had obviously switched the games over to the free play; otherwise, he would likely have blown his entire paycheck by now and would be asking me for a loan until next payday.    
I shrugged, “I’ll bet I can beat his high score in one drive,” I said to myself.
Two hours later, not only had I demolished Jay’s high score on the racing game, but I had established what I felt was an insurmountable new high score that would remain untouched for years to come by other Lanigan staff.
I glanced at my watch.  It was almost eight.
“Damn it, Jay!” I said aloud.  “Such a bad influence.”
I climbed out of the simulated racecar cockpit, stretched my stiff body, and walk down the hall to my office.
“I can’t believe I wasted two hours on that stupid thing,” I muttered as I sat down at my computer and logged in.
The first thing I did was make sure all the R & T VIPs had their stays extended for several more days per Detective Marino’s instructions.  Then I opened my email.  I had a total of 68 new messages, the majority of which could be deleted without being read.  As M.O.D., I got copied on just about anything and everything whether I needed to be or not.
There were a total of four messages that were clearly relevant to my work, the rest went bye-bye in a flurry of mouse clicks.
Three minutes later, I had caught up on the day’s activities and had a list of things to attend to throughout the night.  Then I checked my voicemail.  
There was something from Tom about a restaurant server at the Navigator Club who he noticed hadn’t been wearing proper footwear when he’d had lunch there today.  Why he was telling me this and not the restaurant manager, I wasn’t sure, but that’s who I forwarded the message on to.  
There was a message from Kristen saying she’d be a few minutes late due to her train schedule, and there was a message from Detective Marino asking me to call him.
I looked at my watch, opened my desk drawer, pulled out the detective’s card, and dialed the number he’d written on the back.
I was expecting to leave him a message, but he picked up.  “Detective Marino,” he answered.
I immediately saw the similarity between the way he answered the phone and the way I answered mine.  It was almost eight o’clock and the detective sounded fresh as a daisy. 
“Hi detective, Robert Haze from the Lanigan.”
“Hello, Robert.  Needed to speak with you about a few things.  When will you be available?”
“Well, I’m working the night shift, so…”
“That’s fine,” he interrupted, “I can be there in about 45 minutes if that works for you.”
Man, this guy didn’t beat around the bush.  I guess that was the life of a Chicago police detective, you either got it done or you were done.
“Sure,” I said. “That’ll work for me.”
“Good.  I’ll come to the front desk.”
“See you then,” I said, hanging up the phone.
I liked the detective’s directness.  As a hotel manager, I had become accustomed to easing into things with guests, not wanting to offend or step on toes.  But as a police detective, I could see the time wasted on such pleasantries could be the difference between cracking the case and having to put it in the cold case file.
I wondered what the detective wanted to ask me.  Was I a suspect?  I found the thought somewhat intriguing – even slightly exhilarating.  
But as it turned out, I’d been watching too many crime dramas on television lately and had no reason to worry.  In fact, it wasn’t even really anything all that interesting.  The detective just needed a few hotel standard operating procedure questions answered and wanted some clarification about the timeline from when the victim was found.
Sitting in my office, Detective Marino laid several pages out before me as I finished what was left of my now flat soda that had warmed while I drove my way to triple-initial fame on Jay’s stupid video game.
A couple of the pages were copies of the assignment sheets given to the housekeeping room attendant for the dates of Mr. Doddsman’s stay.  On Friday the 27th, the room attendant had marked the space next to Doddsman’s room with a “PS” indicating a privacy sign.
“I asked the attendant about your procedure for privacy signs on stay-over rooms and she told me that a room attendant is supposed to notify a floor manager,” the detective said.  “This manager will in turn contact the room by phone, either to speak to the guest directly to determine if they would like service or to leave a message indicating that if they would like service that they should contact the housekeeping department or the front desk.”  He looked at me, “Is that standard procedure?”
“Yes it is,” I said.
“Okay,” he nodded.  “It appears that the floor manager did leave a message for Doddsman on Friday afternoon regarding his room having a privacy sign on the door and for him to contact housekeeping should he need service.  It seems that he never did.”
The detective directed his attention to a copy of recorded key swipes that had been taken by security for room 11-121 for the dates of Mr. Doddsman’s stay.  He had highlighted certain key swipes and had notes written next to them.
“It appears that our victim, Mr. Doddsman, entered the room at 8:17 a.m. on Friday,” the detective said, pointing to a key swipe on the list that read: Guest Key #1.  So we can determine that he was still alive at that point.  It also appears that the front desk only made one key for Mr. Doddsman during his stay, so that makes my job a little easier since there aren’t multiple keys out there floating around.”
“Yes,” I nodded.  “That’s normal for a single guest in a room unless the guest requests an extra key.”
“Since only entries are recorded on the room lock, we have no idea at what time Mr. Doddsman actually left his room that morning or why.  We only know that he came back at 8:17 a.m.  We’re still in the process of interviewing the other R & T company heads to try to determine Doddsman’s whereabouts before and after this time to help us narrow down his time of death and who he may have seen or spoken to before he died.  However, since there are no further entries on the reading from his room lock, it appears that he was killed at some point after he returned at 8:17 Friday morning.”
“That’s a pretty big time gap from Friday morning until security found him Sunday morning,” I said.
The detective nodded his agreement and pointed to the room attendant’s assignment sheet. “Next to the space for room 11-121 on Saturday the 28th, the room attendant had initially marked the room with a “V” to indicate a vacant status as she probably assumed the room was empty before she actually checked it.”
I nodded, “Yeah, room attendants do that sometimes.”
The detective continued, “But then, realizing that the privacy sign was still up, and that the room was a possible stay-over, she crossed out the “V” and changed it to a “PS” indicating the privacy sign.  According to the room attendant, she checked back on the room multiple times throughout the day.  But each time, the privacy sign was still on the door.  At around two o’clock, the room attendant reported the…” the detective paused and glanced at his notes, “…discrepancy, I guess is the word you use for it, to her manager, indicating that the room was due to check out but still had a privacy sign up.  The floor manager then called the room and left another message requesting the guest to call for service if it was needed or to contact the front desk if extending his stay.”  
The detective moved back to the lock read page before continuing.  “At around three Saturday afternoon, the room attendant had finished cleaning her last available room and was getting antsy about this privacy sign still being up on 11-121.  She didn’t want to be hanging around all afternoon waiting for the guest to call for service.  She wanted to know whether or not she had to clean the room, so she again contacted her manager.  The floor manager once again called the room, but getting no response – and since the room was going on two days straight with the privacy sign up – she went down to check it, thinking that maybe the guest had left and not removed the sign.”
He pointed to another highlighted portion of the lock-read sheet again.  “You see here, at 3:03 p.m., where it indicates entry to the room by way of the floor master twelve key?” he said.
I nodded, looking.
“The floor manager,” he went on, “confirms that this was the key that she used to enter the room and that she did so alone.  She said that she wears the key on a strap that hangs around her neck and is positive that the key was in her possession at all times during the day.  I also double-checked with security to confirm that this was the particular key that the floor manager signed out from the dispatch desk that morning.  The floor manager said she opened the door, saw signs of luggage, clothing and other possessions inside the room, indicating that the room was still occupied.  She also noted that the bathroom door was closed, so she thought that maybe the guest was inside and might be sick, thus the reason for the privacy sign.  At this point, she marked the room as a discrepancy to be checked back in as a stay-over by the front desk.  She says she contacted a front desk agent when she got back upstairs to the housekeeping office and told the agent the stay needed to be extended and that a front desk manager should contact the guest to confirm this later that night.  Unfortunately, there is no way to confirm that she did or did not do this as she said she made the call by way of one of the housekeeping radios and doesn’t remember who she spoke with at the front desk.”
“Humph,” I grumbled.  “How convenient for her.  Blame the front desk, then forget who you spoke to.”
The detective nodded.  “I have a feeling she probably just forgot and is covering her tail.  Either way though, the room discrepancy wasn’t resolved until you found it later that night, or Sunday morning I guess I should say, and the trail kind of stops there since there are no other key swipes from the floor manager’s last entry on Saturday afternoon until security went up to check on the room the following morning.”
He looked up at me from the paperwork in front of him.  “Do you see my problem here?”
I nodded that I did.  “You have a period of almost two full days, from Friday morning until Sunday morning, when the guest could have been killed, and no one entering the room besides the guest himself on Friday morning and the housekeeping floor manager Saturday afternoon.”
“The guest didn’t strangle himself, and I don’t see a 64 year-old floor manager with 24 years of experience at the Lanigan under her belt committing such a crime.  And while I think she’s lying about reporting the discrepancy, I think that she’s only doing so to protect her job, not to cover up a murder.  And there are no other entries into the room other than those two. I’m still waiting on the coroner’s report for a possible time of death, so hopefully that will narrow things down a bit.”
I took a deep breath.  “Yeah, sounds like a tough one.  You got any ideas?”
“Not too many, unless someone repelled down the side of your hotel and entered through one of the windows, which is of course a possibility, albeit a small one.  I was actually kind of hoping that since you’ve been around the hotel business for a while, you might have an idea or two.”
I leaned back in my chair, racking my brain for some sort of way that the room could be entered without a key, but I was at a loss.
“The only logical explanation I can think of is that it was either someone he knew or a hotel employee that got him to open the door and allow them entrance into the room without their having to use a key. But that opens a big can of worms.  I wouldn’t think any hotel employee would have a reason to off him…of course you never know….no, I think I’d stick with people within the company.”  
“Good” the detective nodded, “that’s exactly what I was thinking.  I’ll continue interviewing the company executives and see where that leads.”
He shuffled his papers into a stack, stood, and held out his hand.  “Thanks for your time,” he nodded as we shook hands.
“Certainly,” I said.  “Wish I could have been more help.”
“No problem,” he said.  “Sometimes it’s just nice to have someone confirm your theories.”
 
***
 
Detective Marino was long gone before Kristen arrived at a little after ten.
“Rough day?” I asked her as she huffed loudly and threw her bag down on the desk.  
She looked tired.
“Had to go to the doctor’s today at one.  Couldn’t sleep after that.”
“Nothing serious I hope.”
She shrugged as if nothing was up, but I could tell something other than lack of sleep was bothering her.
“That’s the bad part about the third shift.  The rest of the world doesn’t accommodate us, we have to accommodate them,” I said, in as upbeat a tone as I could manage.
She gave me a little smile and nodded, plopping down heavily at her desk.  She slumped back in her chair and blew a hanging strand of blonde hair from her face.
“Want a cup of coffee?” I offered.
“Would you?  That would be awesome,” she sank down farther in her chair.
“Sure.  I’ll run across the street and get some of the good stuff.  That sludge in the cafeteria will kill you if you’re not careful.”
“Thanks,” she sighed as she struggled to sit up and log in to her computer.
“No biggy,” I said.  “Just don’t fall asleep before I get back.”
She grinned.  “No promises there.”
I hurried out from behind the back office and took the stairs down to street level.  There was a 24-hour donut and coffee shop across the street.  
Outside it was chilly and there was a light drizzle of rain.  It gave the street a greasy sheen that reflected an assorted rainbow of colors.  Green and red glows of traffic lights, balls of orange streetlight haze, and the long yellow arcs of vehicle headlights slid across the slick surface as they passed.
Inside the warm, yet empty donut shop, I ordered two large coffees.  The total came to five dollars and twelve cents.
I had exactly five dollars in my pocket.  I had left my wallet upstairs in my room since I never really needed it when working.
“Gee, I’m a little short,” I said to the cashier as I dug around in my suit pockets in search of some spare change.   
I looked up, meeting with the cashier’s eyes.  The unflinching, half-closed lids of indifference told me that getting him to bend on the 12 cents was going to be losing battle.
I hesitated but a moment.
“Give me just a second,” I said, holding up a finger and then hurrying outside.
One of the block’s regular homeless was standing about 20 feet down the sidewalk, propped up against the side of the building.  He had long dreadlocks that were bundled under a knit cap, if you could call it that.  It was actually a Rastafari-style knit job, but it had so many holes in it, it looked more like a hairnet.  
I remembered that I had actually given him some of the hotel’s discarded blankets and a robe last winter to help him stay warm.  It had been a particularly harsh winter and the homeless were having a bad time of it, so a few area hotels had pitched in to help.
This guy wasn’t much of a talker, so we weren’t on a first name basis or anything, but I had learned a thing or two about the homeless during my years in the hotel business.
“Barrow twelve cents?” I asked.
At first he seemed a little confused, maybe even startled by my request.  I’m sure he was so used to the shoe being on the other foot that he was completely taken by surprise, but he recovered well.  Silently he rummaged in his change cup for a dime and two pennies and then handed them to me.
“Thanks…I appreciate it,” I nodded, hurrying back inside the donut shop.
That was the thing about many of the homeless people with whom I had dealt over the years.  While they took, they often were also surprisingly willing to give.  I figured it was because their life on the street was so transient and forever in flux that they had more of an “easy come, easy go” sort of outlook.
The coffee shop cashier was still standing there, the half-dead look frozen in place on his face, my cups of coffee still sitting on the counter before him.
“Here ya go,” I said, slapping the change down on the counter and grabbing the coffees.  “Thanks.”
I hustled back across the street to my office where I pumped the coffee into Kristen.  
“Need me to hook up an IV?” I joked.
“Thanks,” she smiled, “this is perfect.”
Ensuring she was all set up, I then hustled up to the cafeteria and grabbed a couple plates of hot food.  
Tonight’s options were mac ‘n cheese, lamb chops, chili, rice, green beans, and tater tots.  I got a serving of everything, grabbed a few desserts and pastries from the day’s banquet leftovers and added them to the growing pile of food on my tray.  Then I dug two chocolate milks and an ice cream bar from the freezer at the end of the food line and hauled my take out across the street.
The homeless guy had moved over to the relative shelter of an empty doorway overhang.  He wore a quizzical expression as he saw me approach.
It was raining harder now, and the reflected light shimmered in black glossy puddles as I ran. 
“I come bearing gifts,” I called as I dodged an oncoming cab that managed to hit the puddle right beside me, soaking my right pant leg to the knee.
I made it across the street and handed him the tray.  
“Thanks for your help tonight,” I said.
He remained silent, just staring, but accepted the tray.
I turned to leave, but spun back around.  “By the way, what’s your name, partner?”
I didn’t expect an answer, but I thought it was worth a shot.
His gravelly voice sounded like a record that hadn’t been played in years.
“Charlie,” he managed to get out.
“Robert,” I nodded.  “Nice to meet you, Charlie.  Enjoy your dinner.”
As I dodged puddles back across the street, I heard him squawk behind me, “Thank you…and thanks for the blankets.”
I was surprised he remembered the winter blankets, but maybe I shouldn’t have been.
I waved a hand in the air behind me as I continued to run, using my other hand to pull a side of my suit jacket up over my head to block some of the driving rain. 
Back inside, I grabbed a roll of paper towels from under the front desk and returned to my office to give my wet hair a quick rub down.  
It was busy tonight.  We had three agents working the desk and all of them were speaking with guests.
While replacing the paper towel roll, I could hear the phone ringing in my office.  As I hurried back to answer it, I saw Kristen was sipping her coffee and checking her email.  At least she was making an attempt to get into the work groove whatever the bad news at the doctor’s office had been.
I grabbed the phone and took a deep breath, “Good evening, front desk, this is Robert.”
“Hi Robert, my name is Nancy Strauss.  I stayed at your hotel over the weekend and needed to speak to someone who could help me resolve a billing issue.  Your operator said accounting was closed so they thought you might be able to help.”
Damn communications department!
I hated when they did this.  They knew they should just transfer the guest to the accounting department’s voicemail so that they could handle the issue in the morning.
“Sure thing, Ms. Strauss” I said pleasantly.  “How can I be of assistance?” 
I sat down at my computer and opened the front desk system to pull up her reservation.
“Well Robert, I have a problem.  On my reservation, there were specific instructions to direct bill my company, Howard Transportation, but for some reason your hotel billed my personal debit card that I had on file to hold the room.”
Oh boy. I knew exactly where this was going.
“Since they did that, they’ve put my bank account into the negative and I’ve accumulated several overdraft fees in the process.  I’m very upset about this and I expect you to fix it immediately.”
By this time, I’d pulled up her guest folio in the system and was looking at her receipt set up.  
She was correct.  The notes at the bottom of the page indicated that her room and taxes should have been directly billed to her company, while her incidentals – of which there were none other than her parking costs – were to go to her debit card.  Whoever had checked her in, which by the user initials on the page appeared to be Steven Kneel (we’d had problems like this before from him – a great personality but a definite lack of attention to detail), had forgotten to split the receipt charges and left them all routed to the debit card.
I shook my head.  It was indeed our mistake.
“First off, Ms. Strauss,” I said as sympathetically as I could, “let me be the first to apologize on behalf of the Lanigan Hotel.  I certainly understand your frustration, and let me assure you that I’m adjusting those charges as we speak.”
I paused for a moment, and I could hear her breathe a sigh of relief on the other end of the phone.
“Now, what were the amounts of the overdraft fees?” I continued after I had adjusted her receipt, credited the amount charged to her debit card, and moved the room charges onto the Howard Transportation direct bill account.
As I waited for her to tally up the number, I checked her home address, which appeared to be a town in northern Indiana.
“There were a total of three fees.  Each one was for thirty-five dollars,” she said. “The total comes to a hundred and five dollars.”
I shook my head again.  The banks were making a killing off people on these ridiculous fees these days.  They probably loved situations like this.
“I called them,” she went on angrily, “but they refused to remove any of the charges.  I don’t know whether to be more upset with you guys or the bank.”
“Well, Ms. Strauss, please don’t be upset with the Lanigan.  We’ll make this right, don’t worry.  I see that the parking costs for your stay were thirty-eight dollars per day for four days and that totaled a hundred and fifty-two dollars, which was billed to your debit card,” I continued.  “I would like to fully refund that amount to make up for the billing error on our part and the time and trouble you’ve taken to resolve this matter.”
“Oh, that would be nice.”
I could tell I was winning her over.
“I also see that it appears you live in Indiana.  Is that correct?”
“Yes, it is,” she said, sounding confused as to where I was going with the question.
“I would also like to invite you back for a night’s stay with us, compliments of the Lanigan Hotel.”
“Oh my,” she said, sounding surprised.  “That would be wonderful.”
I noticed from the corner of my eye, the scowling face of a front desk agent standing in my doorway, impatiently tapping her foot and holding a piece of paper in her hand.  
That was never a good sign.     
“Ms. Strauss, I want you to be aware that it could take anywhere from twenty-four to seventy-two hours for the adjustments I’ve made to your debit card take effect with your bank, so I advise you not to use the card in the meantime if at all possible.  I will notify our accounting department and have them contact your bank, with your permission of course, to request that no further overdraft fees are placed upon your card until the refund can be made.  You should receive your complimentary stay certificate in the mail in five to ten business days.”
I quickly took her bank’s contact information and made a note regarding the free night’s stay.
“Thank you, Robert.  You’ve been so helpful,” she cooed.  “I wish everyone was as helpful as you.  I sincerely appreciate it.”
It was incredible how much a person’s demeanor changed after you’d given them everything they wanted and more.
“My pleasure, Ms. Strauss.  Have a wonderful evening.”
I hung up the phone and swiveled my desk chair toward the desk agent – Sarah was her name.
“What’s up?”
 I could also predict her next words…
“I’ve got this guest…”
Boom!  Right on!
“…and he wants to speak to a manager regarding a noise issue.”
“Didn’t you call security?”
“He said he wanted to speak to a manager in person.”
I looked over at Kristen who was still working on her email, coffee in hand, then decided I’d give her a pass on this one.
“What’s the guest’s name?” I asked Sarah.
“Glover…Mr. William Glover.
I stood up and walked out to the front desk where I heard the soft rumble of indiscernible mass conversation that was issuing from our bustling lobby.
I expected to find an elderly businessman needing to get some sleep for a big meeting in the morning.  Instead, I was met by one of the gamers who appeared to be wearing a druid king outfit – or at least something comparable.  He was decked out in a purple velvet cloak, a woven wreath of vines atop his head, and holding a six-foot wooden staff in one hand and a cell phone in the other.
He looked extremely agitated.   
Halloween’s tomorrow!” I wanted to shout.  But instead, I just smiled, and said, “How can I help you…” I wasn’t sure whether to address him as “Mr. Glover” or “sir” or maybe even “sire.”  
I went with, “Mr. Glover.”
Sarah waited patiently beside and slightly behind me.
Mr. Glover jutted the cell phone out in front of him.  Luckily the front desk was wide; otherwise, he would have rammed it right into my face.
“Listen!” he screeched.
I didn’t even have to put my ear to the phone to hear moans, groans, and an occasional banshee-like screech issue from the phone.
“I called my room’s phone on this cell phone and left it off the hook so you could hear this!”  This is coming through the wall from next door and I want something done about it immediately!  I have the greatest battle our race has ever seen tomorrow, and their king needs his rest in preparation for the coming war.”
“Are some of your fellow gamers overdoing it a bit?” I asked.
“Gamers my foot!  This is from old farts getting their rocks off!  They’ve been at it for over an hour now!  I mean, I don’t mind people having a little fun, but this is ridiculous.  I saw them going into their room earlier tonight when I came back from dinner.  They must both be at least eighty years old.  It’s disgusting!”
“Now sir, you wouldn’t want someone saying that about you, when you’re eighty.  I’m sure they have no idea they’re disturbing you.”
“My ass they don’t!  The old lady stopped by a half hour ago and asked if I wanted to join in, but only if I stayed dressed like I am now!”
I wanted to bust out laughing, but somehow managed to keep my composure.
“I’m sure they were only trying to be neighborly,” I offered.
“You think this is funny?” he sputtered angrily.
“No sir, not at all.  But everyone has their own way of making new friends.  Maybe this is theirs.”
He slapped the phone shut and spun around, stomping away.
“I’ll contact security for you, Mr. Glover,” I called after him.  “They’ll handle the issue.”
I looked over at Sarah, the front desk agent.  She was just laughing and shaking her head.
“Takes all kinds,” she said.
“That’s for sure,” I smiled, heading back to my office.  “And we get them all.  Give security a call, would you please?” I asked Sarah.
I had just sat back down at my desk and was checking our total remaining arrivals, which currently stood at 93, when the M.O.D. phone clipped to my belt, rang.
“This is Robert…” I answered, looking at my watch.  It was 11:03 p.m.  “…go ahead.”
“This is Clarice in communications.  We’ve got a flood up on the 100 side of the 17th floor.”
This meant that the flood was issuing from an area of the 17th floor where room numbers ended in 100-199.  This didn’t clear things up much other than to indicate the flood was big enough not to have to give more direction than that…which wasn’t a good thing.
“Did you call property operations?” I asked.
“Yes, he’s up there now working on it.”  
“What about housekeeping?”
“Yes I did…but it’s Saundra tonight.”
“Copy that. I’ll get up there right away.”
Saundra was night housekeeping manager John Rodger’s replacement on his nights off.  She wasn’t what you would call enthusiastic about having to make the transition back and forth, covering three day shifts and two night shifts each week.  This left nights when she filled in for John, running a tad less than efficiently.  
It was time to get Kristen’s mind off her troubles.  And I knew from experience that sometimes a little manual labor was the best way to do so.
I walked over to her desk, “Alright kiddo, let’s go,” I patted her on the shoulder.
She looked up, surprised.  “What…where?”
“You’ll see.”
 
***
 
The Lanigan was kind of like an aging ship.  The major differences were that the Lanigan was on land, immobile, and the leaks sprung from within rather than coming from outside.
Tonight, the leak was more of a deluge.  Gallons of water were gushing from the ceiling down onto the maze-like design patterns of the 17th floor hallway carpet between 17-133 and 17-134. 
I could see Bill from property operations up on a small ladder, already drenched in water – soaked head to toe – working on a fix as we approached.  Several white ceiling tiles lay crumbled on the floor around him.  Pieces were floating in what was already at least an inch of water that was slowly starting to creep its way down the hall past 17-135, 136 and 137.
“Oh my god,” Kristen murmured as she saw the torrent pouring from the ceiling. 
It was nothing new to me.  
I’d seen so many floods over the years that they had become mundane occurrences.  Still, I knew that in such situations, it was important not to act so quickly as to panic the staff – then it just became a jumbled mess of confusion – but quickly enough that the ship didn’t sink beneath our feet.
Saundra and her housekeeping crew were nowhere to be seen, so I called her on my M.O.D. phone.
“This is Saundra,” she came back.
“Saundra, what’s the status of your flood clean-up?”
“I’m still waiting on a few more guys to get up here to housekeeping,” she said indifferently.
“Copy…I’m coming up.”
I grabbed Kristen and we headed for the service elevators.
“If we wait on Saundra, it’ll be after lunch before she gets anyone down here and half the hotel will be underwater,” I said as we hurried through the corridors.
“Plus, I’d rather get this handled now when only three-quarters of the occupied rooms are asleep, rather than at one in the morning when almost everyone will be asleep.”
Up on the 25th floor, it looked like Saundra had called a housekeeping department meeting.  The marble care guys were sitting on a bench by the coke machine, several of the floor technicians were lollygagging about down the hall, and Saundra was standing over by the equipment room arguing with one of the night cleaners as to whether he had time to be pulled from his normal cleaning route to go clean up a flood.
Kristen and I blew past her and opened the door to the equipment room.
“By the time you two get done debating it, half the place will be under water,” I called to Saundra behind me.
I started pulling equipment out into the hallway.
I began with several 75-gallon barrel wet-vacs, then grabbed three smaller 5-gallon carpet extractors, and finally maneuvered the walk-behind extractor with a 30-gallon tank out into the hallway.  
I could see the guys assembling around the equipment.
I’d worked in housekeeping when I was just starting out in the hotel business, and I’d learned that in situations like this, you don’t give the team time to think, debate, argue or question, you just start assigning roles and get it done.
Thankfully, I knew most of the third shift housekeeping guys from a stint I spent training in housekeeping the first couple of weeks on the job.  I spent a week in just about every department to get a feel not only for the hotel’s layout and each department’s regimen, but to meet and mingle with the employees and managers so that they knew my face and that it meant it was time to get down to business when I showed up.
Saundra was just standing, hands on hips, watching.  
I didn’t care.  It wasn’t my job, but I’d be damned if I was going to let the place flood and then have to relocate dozens of guests because we’d sat on our hands and played nice.
I assigned equipment and roles and had the guys down to the 17th floor and sucking water in under five minutes.  I even had Kristen jumping in, getting her hands dirty working a vacuum wand for one of the barrel wet-vacs.
Bill had the water shut off, and the housekeeping guys had the place free of standing water before midnight.  The carpet was still damp of course, but the day shift would have to deal with doing a little more water extraction and setting up blowers to dry it out completely once guests were awake.
“Wow!” Kristen said, as we unrolled our shirt sleeves on the way back to the floor’s service elevator back landing.  “I’m impressed.”
“Impressed with what?” I said, not getting her gist.
We recovered our suit jackets from a room service tray rack on which we’d left them before tackling the flood.  I noticed the faint smell of grease as I shrugged back into mine.
“I didn’t realize you knew how to run all that equipment,” she said.
“Spend a little bit longer in hotels, and you’ll be amazed what you learn,” I smiled at her.
“I guess,” she said, shaking her head.
She took a smell of her jacket.
“Mmm, french fries,” she groaned.  “I’m starving.  I haven’t eaten anything today.”
“Tell you what,” I said, as we got on the elevator, “let’s take a quick stop by the office and then we’ll have an early lunch.  I think we deserve it.”
 
 
 
CHAPTER NINE
 
I told Kristen to order me a cheeseburger and then sat down at one of our 50s-themed cafeteria’s Formica tables to write a short list of reminders to myself:
 
1)    Comp reward points to 17-130, 131, 134 for flood-related noise issues.  17-136 gets a comped meal at a hotel restaurant of their choosing.



 I’d been able to explain away or appease with apologies and explanations   



 the other noise complaints we’d received.



 
I continued with my list:
 
2)    Email housekeeping regarding treating damp carpet in 17th floor hallway and checking rooms surrounding the flood area for carpet moisture.






3)    Email Gene (the hotel’s director of finance) regarding adjustments to folio and free room certificate for Ms. Strauss.



 
4)    Email property operations about Bill’s makeshift plumbing repair and the ceiling tiles needing replacement in the 17th floor hallway.



 
Kristen was back by the time I’d finished with my list.
“Good lord!  You are hungry,” I said, looking at the tray of food she slid onto the table.  
Minus my burger, she had a double-cheeseburger of her own, slathered in ketchup and mustard.  She also had a huge pile of fries, some tater rounds, onion rings, a side salad, and a huge glass of soda. 
“My face is going to look like a teenager going through puberty after all this fried food and grease but I really don’t care right now,” she said. 
“Bet your eyes are bigger than your stomach,” I grinned.
“Bet you’re wrong,” she said, taking a giant bite of her burger, sending an orangey mix of ketchup and mustard out its back end and onto her pile of fries.
“Direct hit,” I laughed.
“Love it!” she said, grabbing a few of the splattered fries and cramming them into her mouth alongside the burger.  “Don’t look at me,” she mumbled, hiding her face with an arm as she chewed, “I’m hideous.”
I laughed aloud and took a bite of my own burger.
I didn’t really want to broach the subject, but I figured now was as good a time as any.
“So what’s up?” I asked, rather seriously once I was done chewing.
Kristen finished chewing, swallowed, and then took a long sip of her soda.
“I know the whole doctor’s appointment thing is bothering you,” I said.  “And if you don’t want to talk about it, I understand.  But I think you might feel better after you get it off your chest.”
She looked away for a moment, and I could see the tears start to well up in her eyes, but she held it together.
“It’s my baby,” she choked.
I almost choked myself on the bite of burger I had just taken when I heard her say the word “baby.”
“Baby?” I said.
What?  Boyfriend?  Child?  I wasn’t sure what she meant by the word, but either way, I wasn’t prepared for her use of it.
She nodded.  “He’s almost eleven now.”
“Eleven!” I cried.
I was befuddled and started doing the math in my head.  Boyfriend was nixed from my mental list, so that just left child.  But if that was the case, just how young was Kristen when she’d had the child?  She was in her early 20s.  If her kid was 11…the math just wasn’t working out.
“How…well…wait.  Did you adopt?”               
“Of course, silly,” Kristen said, wiping an eye.  “I didn’t give birth to him myself.”
“Oh,” I breathed, relieved.  I really wasn’t ready to get into where the conversation seemed to be heading.
“So, who takes care of him at night?” I asked.
“Nobody,” she said, apparently confused by my questions, “he’s fine home alone.”
“Uh…really?” I frowned.
“Of course.  I leave food for him.  He has a nice bed, and he knows how to use the potty on his own.”  She paused and sighed, “At least he did until just recently.”
“Yeah, but isn’t that illegal?” I said, still extremely confused.  “I mean, can’t you get into trouble for that.  What if there’s an emergency or a fire or something.”
“My neighbors know he’s there.  They’ll grab him if anything’s the matter.  They’re good people.  They watch him when I’m on vacation.”
“You mean you don’t take him on vacation with you?”
I was starting to have second thoughts about Kristen as an all-around decent human being, and even more so as a mother.
“As much as I’d like to, I can’t take him everywhere, can I?”  Her eyes were welling up again.  “Jeez, what’s up with the guilt trip here anyway?” she choked.  “I thought you wanted to make me feel better, not worse.”
“Sorry,” I said, trying to shake off the shock, “I guess my thoughts about parenting are just different.  So what did the doctor say?”
“He’s incontinent.”
“Incontinent?”
“The doctor said it’s not that unusual at this age.”
“He’s only eleven!”
“Yeah, but that’s like 70 or 80 or something in cat years.”
I took a deep breath in an attempt to recover from my idiocy.  “Ohhhhh…” I said slowly.
“Wait…you didn’t think…” Kristen drawled.
 “Well, you said ‘doctor’s office’ not animal clinic and ‘doctor’ not veterinarian.”
“Yeah, but I’m only twenty-five!  How would I even have an eleven-year-old child?”  She paused.  “And you think I’d leave him alone all night if I did?” She said incredulously.
“Well…I…”
“I can’t believe you, Haze!”
The sadness was fading and the anger building, though it hadn’t slowed her down gulping her food.  Her burger-stuffed checks were turning bright red, and she was chomping furiously.  Her little blonde ponytail was swinging back and forth as she looked from side to side…anywhere but at me.
Then it hit me, and the whole thing became rather comical.  I’d been sitting here thinking at first that Kristen had some sort of serious medical problem.  Then I’d switched over to thinking she was an absentee mother, only to find out that the true issue at hand was a cat that couldn’t control his bowel movements.  In the scheme of things, I couldn’t help but see the humor in it all. 
I deserved what I got for what I said next.     
“So is he diaper dependant now?” I chuckled.
I was surprised by Kristen’s lightening-quick speed.  In fact, I never even saw the burger-filled fist coming at me.  The punch left a smooth smear of greasy ketchup and mustard mixed across my right cheek, the bun helping to cushion the blow.  The frictionlessly slick burger resulted in my barely feeling the punch and actually only made me laugh harder, which made Kristen madder.
“Did you just punch me with a hamburger?!” I laughed aloud.  “Well that’ll get you nowhere fast.  What would human resources say?” 
This did nothing to calm the situation.
Kristen threw the crumbled and crushed remnants of the burger down on her tray, screeched her chair back across the tile floor and proceeded to storm out of the cafeteria.
I was left sitting there, embarrassed, amazed, and laughing to myself at what had just happened, wiping bits of burger and sauce from my face and being eyed warily by several facilities workers on their break.
I decided the best thing to do was just finish my lunch and give Kristen some time to cool off.  I realized that I had not only made light of her cat’s medical situation, which was obviously quite important to her, but brought into question her parenting abilities and even her worth as a human being.  Even thinking that someone would be willing to leave their eleven-year-old child home alone at night, was not something one would consider a compliment.
After disposing of my leftovers, I packed up the rest of Kristen’s food and carried it downstairs to the office.
After a little searching, I found her back in Jay’s new game room.
She was in the racing game that I’d been playing earlier.  As opposed to guiding the race car nimbly around and through opposing racers’ vehicles as I had tried to do, she was just plowing into the back of them or sideswiping them as she passed, each time resulting in the demise of her own car as it flew to bits in a rumbling “boom.”
“Remind me never to drive with you behind the wheel,” I joked.
Her glare let me know I’d done nothing to help get myself back into her good graces.
“I’m sorry,” I said.  “I didn’t mean anything up there.  I was just confused, that’s all.  I’m really sorry.”
I set the tray down on a nearby desk.  “I brought your food down…all but the burger that is,” I winked.
I saw a slight smile appear on her lips.
“That’s a pretty good left hook you’ve got there.  It would be a lot more effective without half a cow in your hand though.”
She laughed.  “Yeah, well, you’re just lucky.”
“Hope that’s not in your arsenal of conflict resolution tactics with the staff.”
“I’m sorry,” she said, nailing another race car in the right rear tire and sending him skidding off the track as her own car slid into the grassy runoff, hit a wall and exploded into orange flame.  “It’s just been a rough day, and you caught me off guard.”
“Eat some more,” I said, gesturing to the tray of food.  “It’ll make you feel better.”
She climbed out of the faux racecar cockpit and walked over to the tray of food I’d set on the desk.
“Thanks,” she said.
“No problem,” I nodded.  “I’m sorry I made light of your cat’s predicament.”
“It’s understandable,” she said.  “I shouldn’t be so touchy about the subject, but I’ve had him so long, and it just makes me sad.”
I nodded.  “That’s why I don’t have pets.  Well, that and the fact that I live in a hotel.”
Kristen laughed as she nibbled on a few fries.
“Good reasoning, I guess.”              
“Tell you what,” I said, “you finish up eating.  I’m going to check out front and make sure everything’s okay with the desk staff, and then we can take a walk.  We haven’t finished our grand hotel tour yet.”
“Sounds like a plan, Stan,” she nodded, diving into her pile of fries.
 
***
 
Even on the busy nights, like tonight with the gamers in house, it typically seemed like 2 a.m. was the cut off for most of the issues that I had to deal with.  Most arriving guests had made it in by this time.  The majority of the guests already in house were likely asleep, and department staff outside the front office were either busy with their work or off sleeping in a closet somewhere.
Of course there were the drunks, the high class escorts coming to meet their “Johns” and the occasional late night call regarding a noisy neighbor.  But security dealt with most such issues, leaving me to check up on the progress of night audit reports being run, the computer system reset, write up the M.O.D. report with Kristen, and generally recover from the more hectic first portion of the evening.  
Sometimes the recovery process entailed a little tour of the hotel to satisfy my wanderlust.  
Every now and again though, when out and about in a hotel this size, you stumbled across someone who had wound up somewhere – or was doing something – they shouldn’t.
Tonight it was both…
 
***
 
It was almost 3 a.m. before I wrapped up my check with the desk staff.  There were several late arrivals we had to find rooms for.  Matching their room type needs with the existing free rooms was like putting together the pieces of a puzzle.  
Throughout the day – especially when the hotel was close to selling out – rooms tended to get shifted around. Guests who had booked two double beds might suddenly want to switch to a king bedroom, or vice versa.  This typically wasn’t a problem when we had 50 or 100 extra rooms to sell, but in a near sell-out situation, it tended to make things a little more complicated.  And as the day turned to night, and inventory started to dwindle, it could leave a front desk manager playing musical chairs with rooms, hoping there wasn’t a guest or two left standing at the end of the song.  At two in the morning – with 15 arrivals yet to come in – a manager could be left wondering whether these guests would be no-shows or if maybe their travel arrangements got a little screwy.
Sometimes it was obvious by their booking address.  A blizzard in Colorado might have arrivals coming in from Denver a bit delayed.  Or if O’Hare was closed due to weather, and there were still 100 arrivals at 1 a.m., it was pretty clear why.
This often presented a dilemma as to whether to go ahead and use available rooms for guests who were standing there waiting to check in or keep the rooms reserved for people who might never arrive.
It was a situation that most managers became accustomed to over time and began to get a gut feeling for.  Between the hints in the booking information (for example if a guest booked through one of those last-minute deal finding websites, it could mean that they got a real bargain and may not have much of an incentive to show up) and the frustration of the guest standing before you waiting for a room, it was usually a pretty easy call.
Still, some nights it took a little bit longer to put the pieces of the puzzle together.  Tonight was one of those nights, which was silly because we weren’t even close to sold out.  However, the gamers had all requested double bed rooms since they could put a table or desk between the two beds and draw their game-board battle lines on either side.  This left us with tons of king rooms, but no doubles, and of course our final arriving guests for the night were largely multi-guest families who needed two beds.  
But we eventually got it all squared away by using several double rooms that property operations had put out of order earlier in the day for routine maintenance tomorrow. 
They’d be pissed about our using them, but guest service – not the happiness of the engineering staff – was the name of the game in this business.
As I stood at the front desk sorting through the out of order rooms, the phone rang.
It was Kristen.
“You can’t even walk the fifteen feet out here to talk to me?” I laughed.
“Soooo full,” she groaned.
“Did you eat all that food?”
“Almost,” she moaned.  “I feel like I’m gonna pop.”
“Geez, we’d better get you up and walking before you pass out where you sit.”
“Come save me from myself,” I heard her shout from the back office as she hung up the phone.
I walked into the back office.
“How do you stay so thin?” I asked her as I grabbed my jacket off the back of my desk chair. 
The waft of grease that had attached itself to the jacket when I hung it on the room service rack while we dealt with the flood hit Kristen dead on.
“Uh!  Can you please leave that here?  It’s gonna make me sick if I have to walk next to you wearing that thing.”
“Fine,” I said throwing it back on my chair.  I removed my magnet-attached lapel nametag from the jacket and stuck it on my shirt as an afterthought.  “Just come on.”
I helped her up from her chair, and we headed out to the lobby.

“Where we headed this time, boss?”
“Back to 2B.”
“Again?  I thought we’d seen all there was to see down there.”
“Well, you thought wrong.”
From the service elevator back landing, we took a left through a small hallway.  We passed through an open sliding steel fire door that separated a linen sorting room from the rest of the hotel and then continued past a large electronic linen scale.  
Just for the hell of it, Kristen and I took a moment to weigh ourselves.  
“Uh, I gained a pound just from that lunch,” Kristen groaned, laughing and holding her belly.
“117,” I read aloud for her.  “That’s nothing.  You need a little more fat on them bones,” I laughed.
I stepped on after her.
“193,” she read for me.  “Looks like you could do with a little less,” she snickered.
“All muscle,” I nodded, smirking.
From the linen scale, we hooked a right and walked until the hallway opened into a large room.  The space was filled with big carts full of pressed, folded, and plastic wrapped linen that were stacked nearly to the ceiling.  
It was dark.  Just a few exposed light bulbs lit the space.  I pointed at one.  “Rumor is that this bulb hasn’t been changed since the early 60s.”
“Really?” Kristen said.  “Is that even possible?”
“That’s the story, and I’m happy sticking to it.”
“Hmm,” I’ll have to check that one out with property operations.  I don’t think it’s actually possible for a bulb to burn that long.”
“Do what you must,” I said, pressing ahead. 
We passed between narrowly packed rows of loaded linen carts and on toward the other side of the room where there was a closed metal door.  I knocked on the door and then unlocked and opened it for Kristen.
“One of the property operations locker rooms,” I said as I stepped aside, allowing her to enter.
“Lady present!” I called.
There was no response.
“I wouldn’t go so far as to say ‘lady,’” Kristen snorted.  “So what’s the story here?  You bring me down here to seduce me or so I could just smell the locker room man-stink?”
“Neither,” I said, “although I have to admit the seducing part does sound kind of fun.”
She gave me an evil grin.
“Actually,” I went on, “I brought you down here to show you a part of film history.”
Kristen looked at me, eyebrows raised.  “Really?”
“Yes, really.  You ever see the movie Resurrection?”
“The one about the alien that hatches onboard the freighter ship and then decimates the crew?” she replied, curious now.
“That’s the one,” I said, as I followed Kristen inside.
She nodded, “Yeah, it was a decent horror flick.”
“Remember the scene at the beginning when the crew has just finished loading the ship, they’ve set sail, and they’re getting cleaned up for dinner?  The alien comes in right after and starts ripping them apart.”
“No shit!” Kristen blurted out, then covered her mouth with a hand.  “Sorry.  That was one of my favorite parts of the movie!  They filmed that here?”
“Yep.  You’re standing just about where the captain’s decapitated head landed.”
She looked down at her feet.  “Wow,” she said in awe.  “I can’t believe it…movie history,” she breathed.
“Pretty snazzy, huh?”
Kristen wasn’t paying any attention to me now.  She was wandering through the locker room.  
The space wasn’t huge.  Its walls were lined with gray painted steel lockers with a row of wooden benches skirting their inner-perimeter.  The walls above the lockers were painted a fleshy tone that was peeling away to reveal a white base beneath.  
At one end of the room were several toilets, urinals, and three individual shower stalls enclosed with dimpled-glass doors.
She pointed excitedly at the center shower.
“This is the shower stall where the first mate gets impaled with the alien’s daggered-tipped tail, right?  His guts got splattered all over the door!”
She was opening and closing the door, apparently looking for signs of gut residue.
“You know your Resurrection history pretty well, don’t you?”
She had her phone out and was taking pictures.  
“I can’t wait to show my friends,” she said excitedly.
“I thought you might like this,” I nodded.
She gave me a coy look, “Gee boss, you take me to all nicest places.”
“Aw, anything for you, beautiful,” I scoffed, kicking at the floor.  “You get your fill yet?”
She snapped a few more shots and gave a little shiver, “Yeah, pretty cool.  Kind of creepy down here though.”
“Want to head back upstairs.”
“Sure,” she said, pocketing her phone.  “You lead the way.  I don’t want any stray aliens jabbing me in the back with tail swords on the way out.”
“Thanks,” I said “’preciate it.”
“How in the heck did the movie crew ever find this spot to film in anyway with it being down here in the depths of the hotel?”
I re-locked the locker room door behind us. 
“I don’t know the full story,” I said, “but supposedly some members of the film crew were staying at the hotel since they filmed a lot of the ship segments out on Lake Michigan.  One of the director’s assistants mentioned to a hotel staff member that they needed to find a creepy location for the crew locker room scene, and the staff member mentioned this spot.  The hotel told the film crew they could shoot down here for free if the hotel got a mention in the credits.  So look for the Lanigan’s name at the end of the movie the next time you watch it.”
“Wow,” Kristen murmured.  “Pretty cool.”
As we started back through the rows of laundry carts, I suddenly felt a hand tugging at my arm from behind, stopping me.
It was Kristen.
“Wait!” she whispered.  “Did you hear that?”
“Hear what?” I said.
“Shhh…listen.”
I cocked my head but heard nothing.  “Oh, now you’re just letting your imagination run wild.  There are all sorts of weird noises down here.  Come on.”
“Just wait a second…look…over there!” she hissed, gripping my arm tighter and pointing at a linen cart several rows ahead of us.
I peered through the dim light that filtered between the rows of carts.
I could see a dark, snake-like object hanging from the pearl white corner of a stack of linen.
“What the hell is that?” I whispered back to Kristen.
Moments later, another snake fell from the air and landed on a stack of linen about two feet from the first.
“Alien offspring!” Kristen hissed in my ear from behind, pulling me close.
Her nails had started digging into my arm as she clutched it tighter.
“Boy, for a horror movie buff, you don’t have much of a backbone do you?” I said softly. 
We heard some rustling coming from behind the cart, and then a soft groan. 
Seconds later, another mysterious offering was sent flying from areas unseen, whooshing through the air and disappearing across from us behind a neighboring row of linen carts.  This was followed by a wispy item that landed just inches from my feet.
One of the carts just ahead and to the left of us rolled forward slightly. 
Kristen let out a soft “Yelp” and pushed me forward to better guard herself from the spewing alien attack.
The noises suddenly stopped and the alien offensive ceased.
I pulled a set of keys from my pants pocket and used the end of one to hook the object that had landed near my feet, turning and dangling it in front of Kristen’s face.
She took a step back.  
“Ugh,” she grimaced.
I tilted the key downward slightly and let the lacy black thong underwear drop to the floor, then loudly cleared my throat.
Moments later a set of curious eyes peeked around from behind the cart that had moved.
“Having fun back there?” I asked casually.
There was a pause, and then a woman’s voice answered, “Well…we were.”
“How’d you manage to find your way down here?” I asked, as Kristen moved to gather what we now recognized as a pair of boxer shorts that had landed on a nearby cart, a mini-skirt on the floor, and the two “snakes” that were actually black socks.
She balled up the clothing and tossed it to the peering eyes behind the linen cart.
An arm reached out to grab the clothing, and the eyes disappeared, but the voices continued – this time a man’s.
“Well, we were looking for a nice spot to…ahem…talk in privacy, and I guess we just kind of…ended up down here somehow.”
There were the sounds of clothes being donned and zippers being zipped.
“I see,” I said.
Kristen and I stood waiting until a form appeared from behind the cart.
Kristen had released her grasp upon my arm, but she immediately reattached herself at the sight of the figure.
It had pointed ears, a greenish-hued face, and wore a long dark cloak.
I peered closer.  “Wait a minute,” I said, “didn’t I meet you on the elevator with your gaming buddies earlier today?  You were going to do battle with…uh…Agor, or Thor, or…”
“Agathor, enforcer of evil, destroyer of all that’s good and right,” the elfish figure said.  “Yeah, that was me,” he said.  “Sorry about this.”
A strikingly beautiful brunette in one of the tightest, skimpiest outfits I’d ever seen, slid from behind the linen cart to stand behind the elf.  She was a good six inches taller.  And if I hadn’t seen her skirt on the floor moments earlier, I would have sworn it was painted on her hour-glass figure.
“Uh, you’re not going to call security or anything are you?” the elf peered at me through the darkness.                  
I had no intention of calling security, and the fact that this guy had managed to lure a girl of this magnitude down here for his “elfish” intentions, frankly amazed and somewhat impressed me.
“This one of Agathor’s spies you’re interrogating down here?” I asked, nodding toward the leggy brunette.
He grinned impishly, and shrugged.  “Yeah…I suppose you could say that.”
“That’s what our rooms are for,” I smiled.  “Why don’t you two take it back upstairs?”
He nodded.  “Thanks,” he said as he took the girl’s hand and led her out to the hallway.
“Just make sure Agathor doesn’t find out,” I called after him.  “I don’t think he’d be too happy.”
I waited until they were gone and then turned around and looked at Kristen.
We both broke into laughter.
I walked over to the linen cart where the elf had been conducting his “interrogation.”
Kristen followed me.
Bed sheets and towels were spilled out onto the floor and the rounded imprints of two butt-cheeks were pressed into the pile.
“Yuck,” Kristen said.  
“Remind me to send housekeeping an email to have this cart of linen re-laundered,” I said.
“No kidding,” Kristen muttered.  “I have to say though, there is something kind of…I don’t know…kinky I guess, about this place.  So dark.  So creepy.  And all the rows of bedding.”
Her grip on my arm remained.
“Actually, I was kind of wondering if this sort of thing was what you had planned for me down here,” she said softly.
“What kind of guy do you think I am?” I laughed casually.  “You’re far too classy to be defiled in such a place.  Not to mention, I don’t think HR would look too kindly upon that sort of thing.  I’m supposed to be training you, not…well…training you,” I gave her a smirk.
Her grip on my arm relaxed slightly, “Yeah, I guess you’re right,” she sighed.
I thought I noticed a slight wistfulness in her voice, but maybe it was just my male ego kicking in.  I couldn’t be sure.
“We’d better get back upstairs,” I said.  I wanted to get out of there before I started having any second thoughts of doing a little “interrogating” of my own with Kristen.
 
***
 
Back upstairs, a sole guest was at the front desk, which wasn’t uncommon for three in the morning.  These were often the guests preparing for early flights, just getting in from late ones, had arrived from overseas and hadn’t adjusted well to the time change, or night owls who just preferred being up at odd hours.  A hotel never slept.
This morning’s guest was a little different though.
The desk agent – Sarah Ruiz – an agent who had been with the hotel for almost a year now, waved us over as we approached.  
Sarah was a single mother of two and was in the process of getting an education degree through an online program.  She did her coursework and cared for her children during the day and worked at the hotel at night, leaving the kids with her parents in the afternoon so that she could catch a few winks before coming in each evening.  She had a good head on her shoulders, so I knew that if she was having difficulty with the issue at hand, it must be something other than the norm.  
The guest standing before her had no bags with him.  But lack of luggage wasn’t always an indication of whether he was coming, going or staying.  He could already have called a bellman to pick up his travel accoutrements.  However, travelers typically showed signs of having been traveling or planning to be on their way, such as a jacket, coat, some sort of travel bag, purse, or similar sort of accessory.  
This guest had none of these things.  
The man was tall, thin, wearing saggy blue jeans, white tennis shoes, and a t-shirt that exposed pale boney elbows.  He had a beak-like nose, and an Adam’s-apple that thrust forth and could have been confused for a nose itself had it been eight inches higher.
I nodded to Sarah and the guest as Kristen and I approached.
“Hello, Sarah,” I said, then shook hands with the guest, who appeared nervous.  “Robert Haze, hotel manager on duty.  This is Kristen Sparks our night supervisor.  How can we be of assistance?”
“Hi, Mr. Haze, my name is Ken Clemens.  I’m the events planner for the gamer convention you currently have taking place in your hotel.  I have a real dilemma on my hands, and I’m just not sure what to do.”
“Well, we’ll do everything we can to accommodate you, Mr. Clemens.  Why don’t you explain the issue to me so we can start figuring out a solution?”
“Uh,” he groaned, “I’m not sure there is a solution.  That’s the problem.  I really screwed up, and my job’s on the line if we can’t find a way to fix this,” he slapped the front desk with an open palm in frustration. 
“Just calm down, Mr. Clemens,” Kristen soothed. “I’m sure we can figure something out, whatever your issue is.”
Her kind and reassuring words seemed to have a calming effect on him.  “I sure hope so,” he said, looking at her, “but I just don’t see a way.  You see, I was in charge of making sure all the downtown area game shops received invitations to this morning’s expo.  We have new game distributors from around the country arriving to display this year’s newest products.  The problem is, I arrived a day ahead of the rest of the planning group and was supposed to send all the invitations out by mail.  Here it is though, the morning of the event and I just stumbled across the invitations in my suitcase.  I had sent emails to all the invitees letting them know that their tickets to the event would be enclosed with the invitation.  They’d still be able to get in without them since their names are on our guest list, but these were personalized tickets prepared specifically for the event.”  He looked back and forth between me and Kristen, shaking his head and trembling.  “I forgot!  I completely forgot!  I never forget stuff like this.  But of course, this time, when it really counts, I did.  I just can’t believe it!”
“How many invitations do you have to go out?” I asked.
“There are nearly thirty recipients scattered all over the downtown area,” he said, looking defeated.  “I’d try to deliver them myself, but I don’t have a car and there’s no way I’d make it anyway with morning traffic downtown.  I don’t mind the cost, whatever it is; I just need a way to deliver these invitations.”
“Couldn’t you just email your guests and ask them to stop by the front desk to pick up their tickets when they arrive?” Kristen offered.
He paused, considering the option.  “I guess…no…no, that just wouldn’t work.  It would look so bad, as if they were an afterthought…as though I’d forgotten.  These are important clients to the association.  I can’t make them feel as though they were forgotten about…even though they were.  I just don’t know what to do.”  His shoulders sagged, and he let out a deep breath.  “I really liked this job too,” he said sadly.
“Now don’t give up, Mr. Clemens, we’ll figure something out,” I reassured.
I took a moment, trying to think of how to get every attendee his or her ticket without making it appear the late arrival was anything but planned.
Then it hit me.
“Mr. Clemens, what time does the event start?”
“Eleven o’clock this morning.  Why?”
I looked at my watch.  It was 3:08 a.m.
“What is the drop dead time for having the invitations to your guests?”
“I don’t know, probably 9 a.m.”
“Do you have, or can you get a costume for a main character in one of the new games being displayed at the show…the biggest, hottest, greatest new game coming out?  Preferably for a male character, that doesn’t require a mask, and that’s easy to move around in.”     
Mr. Clemens thought for a moment and then he said slowly, “Yes…I think so.  But I still don’t understand.”
“Leave it to me, Mr. Clemens.  I have an idea.  If you could go upstairs and get your invitations and the costume and meet me back here at the front desk, I’ll explain what I hope to do.”
He shrugged, “I guess I’ve got nothing to lose at this point.  I’ll put my faith in you, Mr. Haze.”
After he hurried back upstairs, Kristen looked at me questioningly, “What have you got planned?” she asked.
“You’ll see,” I smiled.  
While Mr. Clemens was away, I made a phone call and set Kristen to work finishing the night audit reports, writing the night’s M.O.D. report, and checking with the staff to make sure everything was ready and that we didn’t have any loose ends for when the first shift arrived.  
I hated passing issues along to other shifts if at all possible.  In my opinion, nothing showed lack of caring about team unity and being a cohesive organization more than passing issues you didn’t want to deal with on to the next shift.
Even before Mr. Clemens got back downstairs with his invitations and the costume, my secret weapon had arrived, though he looked more like a possible stumbling-block than any sort of weapon.
“Good to see you again, Tommy,” I said, grabbing our dine ‘n dash courier’s hand and shaking it heartily. 
He was still sporting his multi-day facial scruff and didn’t appear to have showered in as many days either.
“You really think you can handle this?”
“Sure thing, Mr. Haze, I’ve had worse.”
“Really?” I said surprised.
“Yeah,” he laughed, “at least it’s not snowing.”
I shrugged, “Yeah, I guess that’s true.  Still raining out there?”
“Nope.  It stopped on my way in.”
“Good.  Glad to hear it.  Now listen, I’m going to need you to get cleaned up before our guest returns with your outfit.”
“My outfit?” he said, giving me a wary stare.  “You didn’t say anything about an outfit.  What are we talking about here?”
“Don’t worry.  Just a little something to help you better fit in with the gamer crowd.”
He looked a little unsure, but I didn’t pay any attention; instead, I handed him a disposable razor and several packets of shaving cream from boxes we kept under the front desk, along with a room key.   
“Here,” I said.  “The key is for room 8-214.  It’s an out of order room so you can shower and shave.  I need you to be quick though.  Our guest is going to be back down here any minute.  I’ll bring your costume up to you.”
“Whatever you say,” Tommy shrugged.
And with that, he hurried off to his room to get cleaned up.
Almost as soon as he was gone, Mr. Clemens was back with his invitations and the costume.
He laid the attire out on the front desk.
“Oh boy,” I said under my breath as I looked at it.
“It’s for the latest game craze,” Mr. Clemens said, looking excited.  The character’s name is Shoufa.  He’s a futuristic Japanese fighting fashion designer.  He does battle against fashion villains who he dresses in the Shoufa style once defeated.”
“And Shoufa style is?” I asked with an eyebrow raised.
“Well, I guess you’d call it a Japanese take on Parisian inspired, Indo-styled traditional garb.”
“He won’t be able to use those,” I said, nodding to a pair of gold slippers that Mr. Clemens had laid on the desk.
“Who won’t?” Mr. Clemens asked.
“My courier.”
“Ah, you have a courier.  I never thought of that!  It’s perfect!  He’ll be able to dress as Shoufa and deliver the invitations in true gamer fashion.  Do you think he could memorize a couple of lines to say when he hands the invitations to the invitees?”
“Uh, well…I suppose,” I drawled, hoping it wouldn’t push Tommy over the edge.
At this point, I was really just hoping Tommy didn’t turn and run as soon as he saw the outfit.
“Oh wonderful!  Wonderful!  Wonderful!” Mr. Clemens clasped his hands together and took a huge breath.
“This is perfect, and it won’t look like I’ve forgotten at all.  It’ll look like I’ve been planning this special presentation for them.  Thank you so much, Mr. Haze.”
“Yes, well, I’d better get this costume and the invitations to my courier so he can start planning his route.  It’s nearing four now.”
“Kristen,” I called behind me, “can you run this stuff up to Tommy in 8-214?”
“Sure thing,” she said, emerging from the back office. She stopped dead in her tracks when she saw the costume.  “He’s going to wear that?”
“Yes,” I said, grabbing the monstrosity off the front desk and shoving it into her arms along with the invitations.  “Please hurry.”
“I can’t wait to see this,” she mumbled as she turned to leave.
I turned back to Mr. Clemens, handing him a pen and paper.  “Would you please write down what you’d like him to say when he makes his deliveries?”
He thought for a moment, and then scrawled a few lines.  He picked up the pad and peered at it.  “How’s this sound?”
“Shoufa, master of fighting and fashion, cordially invites you to the Midwest Gamer Association’s annual convention at the prestigious Lanigan Hotel.  







Your presence is requested at 11 a.m. in the Lanigan’s famed Lake Ballroom to review the latest and greatest in gaming.”  



 
“Sound’s great.  I’ll make sure our courier gets this,” I said, as he handed back the pen and notepad.
“Thank you again for this, Mr. Haze.  I can’t tell you how relieved I am.  Now I can actually go up and get a few hours sleep.”
“My pleasure, Mr. Clemens,” I nodded.
“Oh,” he said, as he turned to leave, “tell you’re currier that there will be a very good tip involved if he pulls this off…a very good tip.”
“I’ll be sure to let him know,” I nodded.
Several minutes after Mr. Clemens had left, Kristen returned.
“That poor guy up there,” she said.  “He didn’t even say a word when I handed him that costume.  He just stared at it.  I don’t think he knew what to do.”
I just shrugged.  
“I’d suggest you wait out here until he arrives.  I think it’ll be worth your time.”
“Don’t worry.  You couldn’t pay me not to see this!” she laughed.
Twenty minutes later, Tommy made it back downstairs fully outfitted in the costume that Mr. Clemens had provided.  
I could see his furtive glances even as he stepped off the elevator across the lobby from us.  He hurried over to the front desk, cape flapping behind him.
He was adorned in bike shoes, pink tights that exposed bare ankles, a Japanese-style short-sleeved pajama top that was barely visible through the loosely wrapped red and gold sarong that tailed into a sort of cape behind him.
Tommy stood there starting at us.              
“Looks good,” I tried to say with a straight face.
Kristen just burst out laughing.
I side-kicked her with my leg behind the desk.
“You know, it’s bad enough I have to go out in public looking like a vampire going to a drag show, but how in the hell am I supposed to ride in this thing?” Tommy said sourly.
              “It could be worse,” Kristen giggled.  
“Oh yeah?  How’s that?” Tommy glared.
Kristen gave a little shrug, “I don’t know…it could be snowing.”
“That’s what I said,” he frowned.  “I’d rather have to deal with snow than wear this…disaster.”
“Sorry, partner,” I said as sympathetically as I could.  “But hey,” I said in a chipper tone, “try to look on the bright side, you clean up pretty good when you’re all showered and shaved.”
Tommy actually looked his youthful age for the first time since I’d met him.
“Yeah, thanks.  So how many invitations?” he said, unfazed by my attempts at flattery.
I gave him the invitations, wrapped in a plastic bag in case it started to rain again.  “Twenty-seven.  Sure you can do it?”
“Sure I’m sure.  It’ll be tight, but I’ll map it so I can knock ‘em out quick once businesses start opening.”
“By the way, the guest requests that you read this when you deliver the invitations,” I said, handing him the lines that Mr. Clemens had penned.
Tommy’s shoulders slumped and he exhaled heavily.  “So now I’m a damn singing telegram?”
“You don’t have to sing it,” I smiled.  “Although, now that you mention it…
“No, no, no.  Just give it too me,” he said, quickly snatching the sheet of paper from my hand.
He looked at the lines for a moment, reading them aloud softly.
“The guest said that if you can get this done, there’s a big tip involved.”
“Ha!  There’d better be!” Tommy scoffed.  “I ain’t doing this for my health!”
“Anything you need from us?” I asked.
“Help me get this thing fixed so it doesn’t get caught in my bike spokes,” he said, tugging at his draped attire.
After several minutes of fidgeting, tucking, twisting, and pulling, Kristen and I managed to get all of Tommy’s costume stashed so that it wouldn’t be caught up as he rode.
“Well, I’m off then.  I’ll call you, as well as the guest, when I’m done.”
“Sounds good,” Kristen and I waved.  “Thanks again for your help, Tommy. I really appreciate it,” I called after him.
“Yeah, yeah,” he waved back, his tucked-in cape ruffling behind him as he disappeared down the lobby stairs.
“Seems like a nice enough guy,” Kristen said, after he was gone.
“Yep, a pretty good kid…” I nodded, “…especially to go outside dressed like that.”     
 
 
 
CHAPTER TEN
 
To: allstaff.lanigan@sharedresorts.com
Subject: 10/31 M.O.D. Report
 
 
THE LANIGAN HOTEL
 
CHICAGO, IL 
 
 
MANAGER ON DUTY REPORT
Tuesday, October 31st

 
HAPPY HALLOWEEN!!!
 
Weather: 46/39 Rain
Occupancy: 99%
Arrivals: 352                                                                                                                
Departures: 107
 
Event Resume:
 
	Blue Velvet Room - (8 a.m. - 4 p.m.) - American Whole Life Trust annual training seminar

 
	3rd floor Vista Rooms I, II, III - (all day) - Hollingston Cooling Systems meetings

 
	Sky Ballroom - (all day) - MGC (Midwest Gamer Convention)

 
	Lake Ballroom - (9 a.m. - 7 p.m.) - MGC Expo.

 
	Grand Ballroom - (all day) - Modern Pharmaceuticals Corporation meetings

 
Note: Don’t forget the staff costume contest to be held at lunch today!
 
 
***
 
I could hear the wind whipping by outside my window as I lay in bed.  I squeezed down under the covers.  The bed had been made yesterday and the sheets were still crisp from the laundry’s pressing.  It always gave me the feeling of sleeping on a freshly starched shirt.
The dull gray light that leaked its way between the blinds seemed fitting for Halloween.
It was almost noon, and I’d slept soundly after all the action from last night and early morning.  
My phone had remained remarkably quiet after I’d wrapped up the invitation issue for Mr. Clemens earlier in the morning, but it wasn’t destined to stay that way for long.
I pushed the sheets back and sat up, rolling my neck from side to side to work out the kinks.  I arched my back, heard a pop, then gave myself a good stretch and got out of bed. 
I slipped into my white cotton Lanigan-logoed robe, cinched its belt up tight around me, and headed over to the thermostat on the wall to turn up the heat.  I had nearly half a closet full of such robes now.  
When I was a newbie in the hotel business, my first general manager had recommended that I keep a robe from each hotel at which I worked as a reminder of my career progress.  I liked the idea and now had quite a collection.
After cranking up the heat, I ambled over to the windows, slid aside the jumble of drapes that shielded my room from the dull light, and looked out upon the steely late-fall day.  It was raining.
In the distance, I could see the cold blue waters of Lake Michigan.  Far below me, people rushed like ants, scurrying haphazardly along the street.  A sea of tiny round blobs denoted the ants savvy enough to carry umbrellas today as they hustled along their routes to toil, collect food, and build and maintain their ant-farm city.
Beads of water trickled down the outside of the window, some getting stuck partway along, taking a break from their journey before building enough mass to continue their way down, down, down, to the ledge, to the street, to the sewer system, then out to the great gathering grounds of Lake Michigan.  
I looked back down to the street far below.  An open umbrella tumbled its way along a sidewalk.  A yellow taxi rounded a corner.  A huddled group of ants crossed the street.  An ant ran, chasing after the fleeing umbrella.  The cab stopped and an ant got out.  Another ant got in.  Two ants ran together in an angled jaywalk across the street.  Lost newspaper pages went fluttering in the wind.  An ant lost his hat.  An approaching ant stopped to retrieve and return it.  I never had an ant farm as a child, but I had always wanted one.  Now I had one.  A world of ants, toiling, walking, running, waiting, helping, moving, watching, eating, sleeping.  
I observed them, yet I participated in their efforts as well.  Really, my life, my world, took place in one big ant farm.  Ants came, went, ate, slept, worked, played, lived, and died, all in the giant Lanigan ant farm, just one small section of the thousands that comprised the larger downtown Chicago colony.
A hotel was really just a microcosm of the world.  It made me wonder if we humans were being watched, studied, observed by some greater being or beings, just as we did with ants.
The ringing of my M.O.D. phone ripped me away from the thought.  I walked over to the nightstand, picked up the phone, and walked back over to the window, looking down again to the street.
“This is Robert,” I answered.  
A brave little ant on a bicycle rode past below me. 
“Bobeo; it’s Tom.  Where are you?”
“Just woke up, boss.  What can I do for you?”
“Can you stop by my office as soon as you’re dressed and ready?”
“I can do that.  Would you prefer to have lunch though?”
“Oh…well, since you mentioned it, that’s not a bad idea.  The Boardwalk?”
“Sounds great.  Twelve-thirty work?”
“Mmm…” he pondered, “I guess I can wait that long.”
It was always best to deal with Tom when food was present.  It helped keep his mind occupied with something other than things he wanted me to handle.
I hung up the phone, placed it back on the nightstand, and flipped on the local news for some background noise as I got ready for work.
As I shaved, I caught bits and pieces of various sound-bites and segments.  There was something about corruption within the city’s transit system, sports highlights (or lowlights if you were a Chicago fan) from the weekend’s game.  The quarterback was injured, as usual, and some no-name was filling in, ensuring the demise of the season, and a cold front was currently sweeping in with gusty winds out of the west – nothing new there.  Local police were running a new patrol system to cut down on gang activity on the south side, and there was talk of property tax increases and city budget shortfalls.
Pretty much business as usual in the Windy City.
I showered and dressed, selecting a bright orange tie with tiny laughing pumpkins on it that I had purchased specially for the occasion.  It was a far as I would go.  While I thoroughly enjoyed Halloween fun and festivities, someone in the hotel had to retain at least some semblance of decorum.
Tom on the other hand had taken his costume to a whole new level.  Last year, he had entertained the troops by adorning himself with bandages confiscated from several department first-aid kits, playing a not so emaciated mummy.  In fact, he looked more like Santa after a bad sleigh ride accident.  This year, he’d gone all out and actually rented a pumpkin costume.  I guessed it was probably the only outfit he’d found that would actually fit his curvature.
Inside the Boardwalk Café, I spotted him sitting at one side of a square table for four…a big orange blob, half off its chair.  A curly green vine sprouted from his head, held in place by a strap that barely stretched beneath Tom’s multiple chins.  Thankfully, the restaurant wasn’t too busy today.  Most of the gamers must have been sleeping in or still duking it out in their efforts at world domination.  
If people wanted a real Halloween fright, just seeing Tom in his costumed-finery eating would have provided them with enough brain-etching images to last a lifetime.  
“Great costume,” I said, sitting down at the side of the table to his left.
I’d learned that when able to select my own seat when eating with Tom, it was best to take a spot that didn’t face the full-frontal horror of his culinary sideshow.
He was busy going back and forth between a salad and a bowl of lobster bisque, cramming in wads of leafy greens followed by vast spoonfuls of creamy bisque, half of which ended up seeping through the un-devoured lettuce in his mouth and dribbling down his chin to be absorbed by the cushiony orange bib his costume had become.
I could only imagine the stink of aged lobster bisque the costume shop would encounter when Tom had it returned and the ensuing cleaning bill the hotel would receive.
“Sorry I didn’t wait for you,” he spluttered.
I was immediately glad that I hadn’t sat directly across from him as chunks of lobster and corn spewed from his mouth, flying across the table and splattering on the back of the empty chair opposite him.  I felt for the person who would have to clean up the table after his meal.
“You never seem to eat much anyway,” he slobbered, “and I was half starved.”
I didn’t bother to mention why I never ate much with Tom around.
The server approached warily.  She stayed close to me and out of range of Tom’s line of fire. 
I typically loved lobster bisque, but after watching Tom, I just wasn’t in the mood.
“Roast beef on rye with a side of mayo and a kosher dill.  Just water to drink,” I said to the server.
She jotted the order, gave me a nervous smile, and made off quickly before Tom could order anything else.  I was sure he probably had a four-course meal coming anyway. 
“What’s new with the situation we had up on eleven?” Tom managed to get out between his chomping, gulping, slurping, and gasping for breath.
“The detective’s main suspects are the R & T group VIPs, and they’re still in house,” I said, staring straight ahead.
“Good, good,” Tom nodded.  “Still getting revenue from them, that’s the important thing.”
Actually, solving the murder that took place in our hotel was the important thing, I wanted to say, but I let it go.
“I spoke with the detective yesterday,” I went on, “but there’s really not much to report as of yet.  I think it’s going to be a tough case to crack.”
Tom looked more concerned with the bits of lobster he was now trying to dig from his costume to pop back into his mouth than with the fact that little progress was being made in regards to the corpse that had been stuffed inside one of our hotel armoires.
I glanced over at him.  Around his mouth had grown a light beard of orange fibers that had accompanied the lingering bits of lobster he had picked from the costume.
I looked away again, shaking my head.  “What a mess,” I mumbled.
“What’s that?” Tom said absently, still foraging for tasty bits in the orange fuzz.
“I said, what a mess…this whole incident has become,” I lied.
“Oh well,” Tom seemed truly unconcerned now, “it seems to have blown over, and we aren’t getting any bad press or publicity from it, so I think we should move on.  Let the professionals handle it.”
He didn’t seem to care that a man had been killed, just so long as there wasn’t any trouble or bad publicity for the hotel.  It seemed like the less he cared about it, the more I began to.
“What I wanted to see you about was the employee costume contest today,” Tom said.  “Can you judge it?  I was supposed to, but I have a meeting with our regional vice president regarding budget updates and our revenue forecast.”
And you’re going like that?! I wanted to yell.
“Yeah, but are you sure you don’t want to do it?  I think it would be a ton of fun, and you’re dressed perfectly for it.  I can handle the regional VP if you want.”
“No, no.  You do the costume contest.  You’ve been working hard lately and deserve a little fun.”
I had to admit that for all his faults, Tom could sometimes be a pretty decent guy.  At least he tried.  I’d worked for general managers before who didn’t give a hoot whether you were on your last leg as long as you were making their job easier. 
“Thanks, I appreciate it.”
My sandwich arrived, and in an effort to be quickly on my way, I ate it almost as fast as Tom consumed his medium-rare sirloin, baked potato, side of fries, and coleslaw.  I kept my eyes locked on my food or the restaurant’s buffet area just to avoid seeing anything that might ruin my appetite.
I was done and out of there by 12:50 p.m.  
I stopped by the office to say hello to Jay, who was dressed as Julius Caesar, complete with toga, sandals, and laurel wreath.  
He was at his arcade games again.
“You going to be able to tear yourself away from those games long enough to come down to the costume contest?” I asked.
“You’d better believe it!”  He looked at his watch.  “Jeez!  It’s almost one!”
“How long you been at this?” I asked.
He frowned, thinking, “Well, I got here a little before eight, got a cup of coffee, checked email for about fifteen minutes, so that would be about quarter after…” he paused, calculating.
“You’ve been here over four hours?” I cried.  “Jay, what the heck, man?  You’ve got to get rid of these things!  They’re going to end up getting you fired!”
“No,” he shook his head, continuing his game, “I just have to get over the initial obsession.  Then it’ll be fine.”
“I don’t know,” I wondered aloud.  “Come on, let’s get going.”
“I’ll meet you there…right after I finish this game.”
“Yeah, right,” I said disgustedly as I left to prepare for my judging duties.
 
***
 
The cafeteria was jam packed.  At one end of the room, several of the tables had been moved aside and a small stage erected.  Room attendants, sales managers, front desk staff, facilities and catering employees, members of property operations, bellmen, cooks, restaurant servers, and more all crowded together, leaving standing room only.   
In some office buildings, the number and variety of uniformed Lanigan staff would have been a costume contest in itself.  There was the Iranian cafeteria cook who slightly resembled Chef Boy-ar-dee.  There was the German front desk agent whose uniform and hair were both pulled so tight, and her lipstick so red, she looked like she’d just swayed her way out of an 80’s rock video.  Then there was the room attendant who could have passed for J-lo had we given her a microphone and put her up on stage.
I got things started by quieting the crowd, thanking everyone for coming, explaining how the costumes would be judged, and assembling the participants in an on-stage lineup.
To make a long story short, the judging of the costumes quickly disintegrated into a good-natured round of heckling, raucous department-centric shouting matches, and rowdy popularity contests that I soon realized would not be settled by one judge alone.  Therefore, I left it up to the roars of the crowd to decide which costumes they liked best.
Jay-lius Caesar made it just in time to see a female room attendant dressed as Tom (complete with puffy body-suit), be crowned victorious as Halloween Queen.  Our Halloween King was a property operations electrician outfitted as Marylyn Monroe as she appeared in the movie The Seven Year Itch.  He came complete with white high-heels, blonde wig, lipstick, and even carried a remote-controlled portable fan with which he could blow his voluminous white dress up around his hips upon command and then feign coyness as he tried to push the billowing material back down.  Thankfully, he was wearing Scooby-Doo boxer shorts underneath.
Jay took one look around at the packed house and headed back to the office for more electronic entertainment.            
My duties complete, I followed close behind.  In fact, I followed so closely that I beat Jay back due to his stopping along the way to speak to a particular sales manager he seemed to be getting rather friendly with lately.
Turns out, he got lucky…and I don’t mean with the sales manager.  As I headed for my office, a cape clad, fang-tooth wearing vampire desk agent grabbed me.  
Desk agent Dracula looked flustered.
“I have an issue with several guests,” he said, taking out his pointy fangs.  “I’m 
not quite sure what to do.  They’re saying that CPD says they have to stay here and that the hotel should cover the cost of their rooms since it wasn’t their choice to stay.”
“Are they with the R & T group?” I asked, already knowing the answer.
The desk agent nodded.  “I pulled up their room history and it says they’re VIPs with the group, but the rest of the group has already checked out.”
“What did you tell them?”
“Nothing really.  I just listened to them and told them I’d check with a manager.”
“Good,” I said.  “I’ll handle it.”
Actually, I was kind of glad that Jay wasn’t around.  It’s not that I particularly enjoyed dealing with these sorts of issues, but I have to admit that I was curious and somewhat intrigued by the possibility of interacting with suspects in a murder case – a potential murderer among them!
When I made it down to the front office, three tall men in suits – one with a gray mustache, one with salt-and-pepper hair, and another with no hair at all – stood glaring at me from the other side of the desk. I’d say they were all in they’re early to mid-50s, nicely dressed, and well-tanned.  They looked the part.  They looked like company executives.  The one with the salt-and-pepper hair, who stood in the center of the three, spoke first.
“I’m Alfred Svetski, president and CEO of R & T Plumbing Supplies.  Are you a manager here?”
I could tell he liked hearing himself rattle off his title and took himself seriously.
“Yes, I am.  Robert Haze, hotel manager on duty.  A pleasure sir,” I said, extending a hand.
Begrudgingly, he shook it.
He nodded toward the bald man next to him on his left, “This is our vice president of operations, Henrick Jaharlsburg,” then he motioned toward the other man on his right, the one with the gray mustache, “and this is Paul Gerhardt, vice president of research and development.”
I wanted to ask him what exactly an R & D guy did with a plumbing supply company.  A comment about testing out new toilets quickly came to mind, but I kept my mouth shut.
Mr. Svetski of course started off trying to take the upper hand in the conversation.
“I’ve got a real issue with the way things are being handled here,” he jabbed a finger at me.
Svetski had hard, piercing eyes that drilled into me as he squinched them up into what I took to be his “angry face,” which had already started turning red.  I loved seeing people’s angry faces.  It was kind of a curiosity of mine, observing people in their various stages of anger.  It was interesting to watch their expressions, ticks, twitches, color changes, and other odd little things that happened to them when they were upset.  On the other hand, it was sometimes the things they said that I enjoyed most such as, “That really crumbs my cracker…” or “I’m so mad I could spit nails…” or “I’m going to call the Channel 6 news crew to run an investigation of your operation…” and even, “I’ll take you to court…”
Really?  Did these people actually think that the news crews of Chicago had nothing better to do than investigate the “No Show” charge for a reservation that wasn’t cancelled, or that the courts had nothing else on their dockets than to hear arguments regarding an extra parking charge?  Was that the best thing these people had to do with their time and money?  
And if they really wanted to spit nails at me, then that was up to them.  I just hoped they didn’t sue the hotel for the resulting damages to their mouths.
“How can I be of assistance, sir?” I asked pleasantly.
“Your hotel…”
It always “burned my bridges” (another good one), when people called it “my” hotel.  Yes, I worked here, but I was not the owner.
“…is charging us for being held here against our will, and I’m not going to stand for it.  Our group brought you tens of thousands of dollars worth of business, and I will not pay to be held captive here.  This is ridiculous, and I demand that the charges for our extended stay be covered by the Lanigan Hotel.”
I could see little bits of white frothy stuff start to build at the corners of his mouth as he spoke.  It was hard not to stare.
“As you can see, I’ve brought witnesses,” he said, nodding to either side of him, “should I have to dispute the charges or take any sort of legal action.”
Oh boy, here we go, I thought.
I never understood why some people couldn’t at least start off disputing charges in an affable or at least a reasonable way.  It made me want to help them so much more when they did.  However, starting off the way Mr. Svetski did only made me want to make his life more difficult.
“Please give me a moment to pull up your rooms in our system,” I said.
I made sure it was an extra long moment so that I could observe Mr. Svetski and his cohorts huffing and puffing.
As they stood there, they would mutter little comments back and forth to one another under their breath.  
“This is ridiculous!”  
“I’m calling the sales manager about this!”  
“I’m reconsidering ever staying here again.”  
“I heard that the Lakeshore Hotel has much better service.  A friend of mine stayed there a month ago and said they offered free buffet breakfasts to the entire company.”
I ignored the comments, instead typing a personal email to Kristen to find out how her cat was doing while the R & T head honchos stood waiting.
Since they were here, waiting so impatiently, I decided to have a little more fun with them, so after about three minutes of typing, I stopped, sent my email, and said, “I’m sorry, you said, ‘Svetski’ correct?”
His shoulders sagged, “Yes, geez.  What the hell is wrong with you?  Alfred… Svetski…with R & T Plumbing.  S…v…e…t…”
“Ah,” I said, “here it is.”
“This is ridiculous,” the baldy, Mr. Henrick Jaharlsburg, VP of Operations jumped in.  “Can’t we just leave our names with you so you can adjust the charges?  We feel like we’re in prison here!”
I held my tongue regarding that fact that prison was exactly where one or more of them could be ending up.  
“I’m sorry, sir; it’ll be just a moment more.”
Then the other one, Gerhardt, jumped in.  He was the one with the gray mustache – the supposed “research and development” guy.
“We have things to do rather than waste our time standing around here waiting on you doing whatever it is you’re doing back there.  How long have you worked here?  Don’t you know what you’re doing?  Good God, I could have found our reservations faster myself.”
I couldn’t help it.  
“Sir,” I said, “if you are indeed ‘in prison’ here, as your friend claims, what exactly is the rush?”
“What?” he sputtered.  “What did you…”
Svetski cut him off.  “I find it highly unusual that someone like you is the top man at a hotel of the Lanigan’s supposed stature.  Isn’t there someone else we can speak to?  Someone who can actually help us?”
I remained unfazed by his words.  I’d been dealt worse.
Meanwhile, I noticed that several attractive young women were waiting at the guest service station just down from where we stood.  I realized that Mr. Svetski and his cronies were ogling them while they waited, and the girls were giving the rich old coots some flirty stares back.  
I saw this as my opportunity. 
“I’m afraid there’s no one else to help you, sir.  So here’s what I can do for you.  Due to your inconvenience for having to extend your stay here, the hotel would like to comp one night’s stay for each of you.”
“One night?” the three replied in unison. 
“That’s unacceptable!” Svetski said angrily, pounding a fist down on the desk.  He glanced over at the girls who were watching with curiosity, took a deep breath, and jutted out his chest.  “You listen here,” he leaned forward menacingly, pointing at me, “I’ve spent a lot of money here, and you’re not doing us any favors letting us stay at your hotel.” He was making sure he spoke loudly enough for the young ladies down the way to hear.  “I operate a multi-million dollar business, and I’m not going to be shoved around by some jerkoff front desk agent.”
He’d made it personal now, but I kept my cool.
The girls down the way were watching in awe of his power, his confidence, his forcefulness, his way of getting what he wanted.
“Sir,” I said, still remaining calm, “I appreciate your position and understand your frustration, and I think that an offer of one night’s complimentary stay is certainly more than a goodwill gesture by the hotel, especially considering the situation is not one of our making.”
“I don’t give a good goddamn what you think!  You’d better give us all our nights for free or I’ll be on the phone with your corporate office and I’ll get what I want from them!”
I didn’t think Tom would care much about my giving each of these jokers a complimentary night, and he probably wouldn’t be that upset if we comped their entire stay, but sometimes people like this just didn’t deserve getting everything they wanted.
“I completely understand your frustration,” I soothed, “but the Lanigan has nothing to do with what has created this situation.  I think that the offer we’ve extended is more than accommodating considering the circumstances.  The hotel certainly had nothing to do with your stay being extended.  We appreciate your business and have made what should be considered a very reasonable offer as compensation for your being inconvenienced.”
Mr. Gerhardt, the R & D guy now stepped in, his gray mustache all a bristle.
“You’ve got a real attitude problem fella.  We’ve spent a lot of money in this joint, and you owe us a little respect.  What exactly do you not understand here?  Give us the rooms for free or you’re gonna have a real legal issue on your hands.”  
The good looking girls had now solely fixed their attention on the posturing going on and were watching intently.  It was time to put this issue to bed once and for all.
“A legal issue, sir?” I said, a little more loudly than necessary to ensure the girls down the way heard me.  “I certainly can’t help that the Chicago Police Department has extended your stay by naming you and your associates as suspects in a murder case, but that’s the situation.  It sounds like if anyone will be having legal issues, it’s certainly not me or the Lanigan Hotel.  I advise you to accept my offer or you’re more than welcome to take it up with the Chicago Police Department, although I don’t think they will be nearly as sympathetic or accommodating.”
At the mention of these finely dressed businessmen being possible murder suspects, the girls quickly moved along.  This acted to let some of the hot air out of the inflated egos standing before me, and the men began to realize that their bluff had been called.  It was time to fold their hands and make away with whatever they could get.
Svetski stepped back in now, taking over, his face bright red.
“Fine,” he said disgustedly, “we’ll take the free night…” as though he was doing me a favor by now accepting my offer, “…but I want the name and contact information of your supervisor.”
“Certainly sir,” I said, jotting Jay’s office and cell number on the back of my business card and handing it to him.
I’m sure that Jay would certainly appreciate taking the call, and I fully expected the conversation between himself and Mr. Svetski to be even more entertaining than the one I’d just had.
“I’ll make the adjustments to your rooms immediately,” I smiled.  “You gentlemen have a wonderful day and a pleasant remainder of your stay here at the Lanigan Hotel.”
“Because it’s a hell of a lot nicer than prison,” I added under my breath as they departed.
Toga-clad Jay appeared behind me as soon as the men had left.
“What was all that about?”
“You’ll find out later.  Just expect a call from the R & T president, Alfred Svetski, about not getting their extended stays comped.”
“The murder suspects want their rooms comped?” he laughed.  “Yeah, right!”
“I gave them one night as a goodwill gesture.  I thought that was more than sufficient.”
“I agree,” Jay nodded.  “Not our fault the police are making them stick around.”
He turned to leave.  “I have to get back to…uh…work,” he muttered.
“Good luck,” I called after him.  “Tonight, I’ll be working on any high scores you may set on your little games back there.”
 
***
 
After getting the comped R & T rooms squared away, I spent a few minutes checking my email and then decided to head back up to my room.  
Along the way, I stopped off at Carlisle’s Whiskey Lounge for a soda.  The bar wasn’t open yet, but Marv was at his usual station getting set up.  He had a row of highball glasses on the bar in front of him and was in the process of wiping them down with a dry white cloth.  He was wearing a tight little purple velvet button-up coat.  Perched atop his head was a tiny black top-hat and his checks were rosy with rouge.  The hat was tilted slightly askew and held in place with an elastic string that ran beneath Marv’s chin.
“Hey there, Marv,” I said merrily as I strolled up to the bar.
“Well, well, well.  Lookie who it is, Mr. Big Man.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” I laughed curiously. 
“Just heard from a pack of fine lookin’ young ladies in here asking when the bar was going to be open that a handsome front desk manager had just put some pushy big-wigs in their place.” He grinned at my slyly, “Just figured it had to be you.  You’re the only one got balls big enough to stand up to any of those uppity assholes.”
“Boy, news travels quick around here, huh?” I shook my head.
He waved the hand with the white towel in it at me, “Boyfriend, you know it does.”
“Now Marv, come on.  You know me better than that.  I used the utmost respect and decorum handling that situation,” I feigned offense to the critique.
“Sure you did,” he nodded.  “I know you.  You got that way of making assholes look like idiots without ever getting yourself into any real trouble.”  He sighed wistfully, “Don’t get me wrong.  I envy you.  I wish I was better at it myself.  Might save me some of those write-ups I’ve got in my employee file.”
“Marv, I just dealt with the situation as best as I could, bearing in mind both the interests of the guests as well as of our lovely Lanigan Hotel.”
“Whatever,” he shrugged carelessly.  “I’m just glad you put that murderin’ pack of thieves in their place.”
I laughed.  “Boy Marv, you’ve got a mean streak in you.  You ever want to come work at the front office, you just let me know.”
“Oh no,” he said, setting the last glass down and hanging his towel on a rack.  “You wouldn’t catch me over there.”
“Why not?  It’s not a bad gig.”
“It’s not the work.  It’s all those damn front desk bitches.”
I looked at him, confused.
“They look so much better than me,” he grinned. “They’d steal all the hot pieces of ass like you before I could get ahold of ‘em.  I wouldn’t stand a chance of ever gettin’ laid.”
“Jesus, Marv, you’re a mess,” I laughed.
“Now what can I get ya?” he grinned at me.  “The usual?”
“You got it,” I said, just shaking my head at his unique ways.
He filled a glass with soda and handed it to me with a garnish and cocktail napkin.
“There you are, Mr. Man,” he smirked at me.
“Thanks, Marv,” I called, as I left Carlisle’s and walked back toward the lobby.  
I paused near the lounge entrance and turned, “By the way Marv, what are you supposed to be?”
He looked at me and smiled, pulling an umbrella from behind the bar, opening it and twirling it at me, “Why I’m Fairy Poppins don’t ya know.”
All I could do was just shake my head, smile, and wave a fond farewell, leaving Marv standing there, beaming like the Cheshire Cat.
 
CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
A steady flow of people had begun to trickle through the lobby as I left Carlisle’s.  Most people wandered slowly, gawking at their surroundings, pausing to snap a few photos beneath the lobby ceiling’s mural or in front of the entrance to the famed Lake Ballroom.  Others sat sipping coffee or conversing at the tables and chairs scattered throughout the space.  
A few guests had drifted up to the mezzanine level above.  Huge 14-foot mirrored, floor-to-ceiling double doors skirted the perimeter of this area and opened onto small balconies that overlooked the lobby.
Every so often a door to one would open and a guest’s head would curiously peek through, or a guest would emerge to snap a few photos from one of the tiny landings.  
I particularly liked these spots since they made for great places to observe relatively unnoticed the guests and goings-on during busier days or when events were held in the lobby.  
I took the lobby escalator down to street level.  Activity was picking up nicely here too. 
I wove my wave through the throngs of visitors passing through the Lanigan’s retail spaces and swiftly ducked behind a black door that blended almost indiscernibly with the wall.  
As the door closed behind me, I wondered just how many people passed each day without ever noticing it was there.
Behind the door was one of six lobby-to-roof stairwells that had been built into the Lanigan’s design for additional fire protection after the great Chicago fire had ravaged the city.  Initially there had been more, but several such stairwells had been converted to elevator shafts over the years as the patience and physical abilities of the world’s traveler gradually dwindled.  
This particular stairwell was located near the center of the hotel, and it was one of four that continued from the lobby level down to the first sub-basement level.  At this time of day, it was more time-efficient to take the stairs as opposed to waiting for an elevator.  And for someone who didn’t get outside the hotel much, it was better exercise too.
I walked down to the 1B level, exiting the stairwell into the hallway that ran through the back of house area outside human resources.  Passing by the door, I could see our HR director inside his office, his assistant sitting in a chair before his desk, listening to him lecture.  I walked through the double doors that separated this area from the level’s public spaces.  Before me, two hallway thoroughfares intersected in a sort of t-junction.
I stopped in the middle of this empty intersection.  The hallways were much wider than they needed to be nowadays, but I could imagine a time when this portion of the hotel was bustling with activity like it was upstairs.
Directly to my left, the hallway led to what was once the employee cafeteria.  Part of this space was now empty; the other portion had been converted to meeting rooms used largely for staff training by the human resources department.  Down the hallway and to the right were several public restrooms – that seldom saw much use – as well as the lonesome beauty salon.  
At the end of the hall that stretched before me, lay the Polynesian Restaurant.  Closer, and on my right, was the guest elevator bank, and ahead and to my left, was the previous location of the old Triton Club, now shuttered and empty.  
As usual these days, the entire floor was devoid of activity.  It was such a stark contrast to what was going on just one floor above me on the street level.
Down the hall to the right, I could see an attendant through the salon’s glass door sitting at her station reading a newspaper.  Besides her, the salon was empty.  I turned the other direction and headed for the Triton Club.  As I walked, one of housekeeping’s public space attendants pushed her blue supply cart around the corner toward me.  We made eye contact and nodded as we passed.  She was an elderly black woman.
Suddenly I stopped and turned, “Excuse me,” I said.
She stopped pushing her cart and turned to face me.  “Yes, sir?” she replied.
I stepped closer and held out my hand, “My name’s Robert…Robert Haze. I’m the manager on duty.”
She removed a yellow latex cleaning glove and produced a dry, yet surprisingly soft hand.
“Linda Evens,” she smiled.  “Nice to meet you.”
“Likewise,” I nodded.
She gazed at me expectantly, probably waiting for the inevitable request to clean an office or stop what she was doing and take care of a dirty bathroom somewhere.
“How long have you worked here Linda…if you don’t mind my asking?”
She paused, tilting her eyes toward the ceiling, pondering.  “Hmm, well, let’s see here…I started back in ’66 if that tells you anything.”  She shook her head at the realization.  “Can’t believe it’s been that long,” she chuckled.  “My goodness.  Time certainly does fly, doesn’t it?  I was just a young girl then, full of hopes and dreams.”  She paused, looking down at the white-trimmed forest green of her cleaning uniform and said, “And just look at me now!  Realized every one of them for sure!” she laughed sarcastically, yet good-naturedly.  “But I can’t complain.  The hotel has been good to me over the years.”  Then she gave me a quizzical glance, “Why do you ask?”
“I was wondering if you were here when the Triton Club opened?”
“Oh my, yes!” she said.  “I was here before it was opened.  Back when it was the other place.”
“What other place?” I said, confused.  “I thought the Triton Club was the only business that ever occupied the space.”
“Oh no,” she said, in a whisper that was almost secretive in nature.  “There was another club, a club that was only open for a couple years.  It closed up not long after I started here.”
“Really?” I said, surprised.
She stood a minute thinking.  “It was called the Street Light Club,” she said finally and with a soft chuckle.  “Boy, I haven’t said that name in quite a while.  It was a wild place!  Parties every night.  Lots of promiscuous women.” 
She leaned in close. “Even had a secret room in the back for men to meet up with…you know…other men and that sort of thing!”
“Nooo,” I said, half amazed, half not believing her.  “Really?  Here?  At the Lanigan?”
She nodded, a proud look on her face.  She knew she’d got me now.  An ear that cared.  An ear that listened.  An ear that wanted to hear more.  It was just a matter of reeling me in.
“Do you know where the secret room was?” I asked.
“Well,” she said slowly, “I did have to clean up in there once a long time ago after an…accident,” she dangled the word slowly like a carrot before a horse.
“An accident?” I said, turning to stare at the locked door leading into the old club space.
She nodded.  “A murder,” she whispered.
“No kidding,” I hissed back.
“Yep, just like we had here last week.”
God, was there anyone who didn’t know about what happened up on eleven?
“It was an older gentleman,” she continued.  “Of course he wasn’t stuffed in an armoire or anything like that, but he sure as heck was dead.  Slashed him up good with a knife.”  She paused, shaking her head, looking at the wall.
I could see her remembering, thinking back.
“Cut him up good real good.  Even cut off his…um hmm, if you know what I mean.  Blood everywhere!  I spent almost an hour in there before the police even arrived.”
“What?” I said.  “You cleaned before the police got there?” I asked, shaking my head incredulously.  “But the evidence.  The body!”
“Well, management put a sheet over the body so I wouldn’t have to actually see him.  But he was just sitting there in a chair the whole time I cleaned.  It did give me a weird sort of feeling, I can tell you that.  The manager…in fact he was a manager on duty just like you, well, he didn’t want the police showing up to a mess like that.  No, not in the famed Lanigan Hotel.  He was afraid they’d step in all that blood and track it around the hotel, messing up the floors and such.”
“Wow,” I said, shaking me head.  It was all I could say.  I was hanging on her every word.
“Police thought the killer must have been a jilted lover…of the male persuasion if you get my drift.  Never did find him.  There was another door in that secret room that opened into a back hallway and led out to an alley…an escape route of sorts to protect guests’ privacy…and of course reputations at the time.  It was way before the days of security cameras and all that.  Killer must have snuck out that way and been off into the night.”
I rummaged in my pant’s pocket, producing my M.O.D. keys.
I dangled them in front of Linda.
“Show me?” I asked, grinning from ear to ear.
She shrugged, looking around her for a manager or co-worker.
“Don’t worry; I won’t let you get in trouble.”
She looked relieved, shoving her cleaning cart up against a wall to park it.  “Well okay then, Mr. Haze, let’s go,” she smirked.
“Robert, please,” I smiled, leading the way.
I found the master key to unlock the entry door to the old club.  Property operations had painted its glass-fronted doors black to help waylay curious passers-by from gazing inside its dusty confines.
I held the door open for Linda.
“Why thank you, sir,” she smiled sweetly.
I bowed slightly, “Certainly, ma’am.”
It was dark inside.  Slivers of dim light filtered between cracks in the windows’ aged black paint.
I fumbled along the wall just inside the door, finally locating a light switch.  I had little faith but flipped it anyway.
One dim bulb toward the center of the space flickered on.  It was just enough to make out shapes and avoid tripping over the items property operations had placed inside the old club, making it one of their many converted storage areas.  Just about any unused space in a hotel this size was eventually annexed by property operations.  They’d store old furniture, new furniture, extra fixtures and equipment, carpets, paint, supplies, drapes, hand carts, plywood, shelving – the list went on and on.
They’d only utilized the front quarter of the club so far, packing it full of tables left over from the renovation of the Navigator Club several years ago.
I led us through a narrow pathway between the piles of tables stacked nearly to the ceiling until we emerged into an open space that I assumed was once the club’s main floor.  Against the walls, the curved booth seats still sat intact, tables in front of them, as if awaiting the return of suit-clad men and evening dressed women.  Although dusty, the dimpled backs of their red vinyl seat-cushions still managed to hold their luster in the faded light after all these years.  
Nearly all of the Triton Club’s nautical décor had been removed, but a life-sized, wood-carved Gorton’s Fisherman look-alike stood in a far corner.  He wore yellow rain gear and had a bushy beard with a pipe jutting from a tightly clenched jaw.  His painted frame had dulled from years of nicotine gradually seeping into his wooden pores so that his hands and face worn a stale brown hue…or maybe it was just the lighting, I couldn’t be sure.  From the way his face was scrunched up from clamping the pipe, it almost looked as if he was winking at me…either that or he was constipated.
I realized that Linda had stopped behind me.  She was gazing around the room, lost in thought.
“Everything okay?” I asked.
“Oh yes,” she said absently, “just…remembering.”
I nodded, trying to go back with her, trying to envision what it must have been like back then.
“The waitresses wore the cutest little outfits.  Mine was…”
She stopped short, and it was then that I realized why she was looking at the space with such reverie.
“Yours?  You mean you worked here?” I said, half amazed.
She looked a little embarrassed, but nodded.
“I started off on the cleaning staff, that’s why I had to clean up after the incident.  After a couple of months, the club manager…ahem, noticed me while I was cleaning his office one day.”
I wasn’t about to ask what she meant by “noticed,” but I had a pretty good idea.
“He promoted me to cocktail waitress.  We had a little thing,” she gave a sly smile. “That’s another reason I know about that secret room.”
“Well, well, well.  Devilish Ms. Linda,” I chuckled.
She gave a little laugh, “Hard to imagine me now struttin’ my stuff around here in a skimpy little cocktail outfit, huh?”
 She continued to gaze about the room, turning slowly as she did.
“But that was me,” she went on.  “My goodness…I haven’t been in here in years.  Certainly brings back the memories.”
“I’ll bet,” I said admiringly.  “Tell me about the place?”
“Well, first off, as I mentioned, it didn’t start off as the Triton Club.  It originally opened as the Street Light Club.  But that didn’t last long, only a couple years.  Then it closed.  There was something about a change in ownership or some business like that.  Anyway, that’s when I started working here, back when it was the Street Light Club.  But they kept me on when it became the Triton Club because I was the best damn waitress they had.  Only black one they ever had in fact.
I was here until the place closed in ’73.  Business had dropped off and a lot of the old clubs in this part of downtown just couldn’t make it anymore.”  She pointed toward a far wall that was devoid of any furnishings.  “The stage was there.  See?” she said, pointing at the floor.  “You can still see the outline on the floor.  They walled up the stage entrance and removed the stage in oh, I think it was about ’69.  That’s when they did away with most of the live entertainment too.”
“Who performed here?  Do you remember?”
“Well, most of the well-known acts were upstairs in the Lake Ballroom.  They were too big for this type of venue.  We got more of the local musicians down here.  A lot of jazz acts.  And maaaan…” she drawled, “…they may not have been famous, but boy could they blow!  You want to talk about some parties.  This…” she pointed at the floor, “…this was the place to be!”
“What else?” I said expectantly.
She moved farther into the room to another empty space, a smaller space just to the rear of where the stage had sat.
  “This here is where the bar was,” she gestured.  “They had a horseshoe-shaped bar that came out to about here,” she pointed around the area, providing dimensions as she walked.  “Right here is where we waitresses would pick up the drinks.”
She walked up two steps that led to where more booths sat, just past the life-sized wooden fisherman.  
“There were of course cocktail tables and chairs all through here,” she waved a hand across the empty space.  “I was so damn good, I could walk my way through them blindfolded.  Shit, I had to…” she covered her embarrassed.  “Sorry,”
I couldn’t have cared less about her language; I was just so damn intrigued.
“It’s fine,” I urged.  “Please, go on.”
“I was just going to say that I had to pretty much make my rounds blind half the time anyway with the poor lighting and all the smoke down here.  Couldn’t see where the heck I was going.” 
She turned to look at me, “You just kinda had to feel it, you know?”
“Linda, I only wish I did know,” I said.  “I wish I could go back and see what it was like…feel what it was like.”
She shook her head.  “I’ll tell ya, it was somethin’, that’s for sure.”
Then she pointed over at the wooden fisherman.  “I see they left old Bushy down here.”
“Bushy?” I said.  “They called him that because of his beard I take it?”
She chuckled softly, “Well, kind of…not really.  Sure, he has a bushy beard, but the waitresses knew him as ‘Bushy’ for another reason.  You see, since it was a cocktail lounge in the 60s, well before all this sexual harassment business started, and you had us scantily clad ladies all running around half naked in the dark, some of the male patrons would get a little…frisky…you know, trying to cop a little feel here and there as we passed by, running hands up thighs and that sort of thing.  Well, it got to be kind of a running joke with some of the regulars.  Every time one of us got a good goosing or groped up the thigh and let out a little shriek, the men would all point over here at the wooden sailor.”
“Ol’ Bushy done it,” they’d laugh.  “Tryin’ to live up to his name again!  They’d giggle like schoolboys.”  
“You know, back then things were a bit looser than they are now when it came to that sort of stuff.  It wasn’t something you did anything about.  You just took it and tried to laugh it off along with them, just hoping the tip they left would be a little bit bigger.  Nowadays, they’d get tossed out of the place for something like that and there’d probably be a lawsuit from the offended waitress in the process…although I guess now they’re called servers or customer service representatives or whatever fancy title they come up with.  Back then, we were just waitresses.”
She led me deeper into the old club, past where the seating ended to another open space where a forlorn looking disco ball now dangled, lost and lonely.
“In the early 70s, they tried to switch the old club into a discotheque, but it never took.  I knew things were coming to an end, and at that point, I didn’t really have anywhere to go.  My manager friend was long gone, I was a single mom, and my looks were starting to fade along with the club.  I didn’t have an education, I didn’t have a husband, and I didn’t have a sugar daddy.  So I took the only thing open to me.” She held her arms out wide, “And here I am today.”
I just shook my head, amazed.  “Wow,” I breathed.  “Who woulda guessed?”
Linda laughed aloud, “Boy, you said a mouthful there!  Who woulda guessed?”  She shook her head and said softly and somewhat sadly, “Certainly not me.”
Toward the back of the space, the room took a slight J-shaped curve to the left.
“There used to be swinging double doors here that separated this section of the club from the rest.  There was a bank of pay-phones against that wall,” she pointed, “but on this side there was nothing but a big painting of an old sailing ship.  See here?” she pointed. “You can still kind of see the outline of where it hung.”
The poor lighting of the area barely reached this section of the old club, but as I peeked through the dim yellow light, I could indeed see where the painting had etched itself a place, shielding that particular portion of wall from decades of smoke, dust, and other club grime.
Toward the lower right-hand corner of this cleaner section of wall was a small hole, just about the size of a fore and middle finger held together.
Linda went on, “You’d just slid your hand behind the painting a bit until you felt the hole,” she re-enacted while she was speaking, “like this.  Then you’d just give a little pull, and…”
The wall cracked a little bit and then gave way to reveal a full-sized door, still covered in ancient green and yellow wall-paper. Linda swung the wall open toward us then pushed open the old door.
“Holy cow,” I breathed, amazed.  “I never would have seen this had you not pointed it out.  It’s so well concealed.”
I peered inside.  The space was completely dark.  Our poor lighting was unable to stretch itself far enough to see.
“Damn!” I hissed.  “I wish I’d brought a flashlight.”
“I’ve got one,” Linda said, happily, producing a tiny – maybe four inch long – flashlight and clicking it on.
“Why?” I asked.
She shined the light up so that it illuminated her face in an eerie glow.
“Because,” she said in a voice reminiscent of Bela Lugosi as Dracula, “ven you get to be my age, you never know ven you might vake up in a casket.”
 She paused, turning the light toward the darkened space and stepping inside, “Now,” she continued the deep Romanian accent, “please come vith me.”
Inside, the room was bigger than I thought it’d be.  I was expecting something more along the lines of a mop closet, but this was almost as big as a good-sized bedroom.
Linda swung her tiny light around the space, illuminating an old steel desk with a chair still sitting behind it in one corner.  A coat rack stood like a frozen soldier beside it, along with a large metal waste basket.  The top of the desk was cleared, but there were some cardboard boxes, the top box of which was uncovered and filled with old papers and packed manila envelopes.  I wanted to dig into those envelopes and find out what was inside, but now was not the time.
The floor was covered in thick shag carpet, although in the darkness, I couldn’t make out the color.  Across from the desk was an old couch.  A large lamp was set atop a small wooden end-table beside it.
“Looks different from when I saw it last,” Linda said.
She pointed at where the desk sat.  
“Used to be set up more like a mini-lounge in here.  Someone must have made it into an office later on.  Where the desk was, there were several cocktail tables and chairs.  Sometimes men would use this as a private gambling space.  Where the sofa is now, there used to be four slot machines.  They were illegal of course, but that didn’t stop them from having them in here.  Against that wall over there,” she shined her light against the empty wall between where the desk and the sofa sat, “there used to be a little bar area, complete with stools.”
“Then,” she said, guiding me over to the wall opposite where the non-existent bar would once have sat, “over here, they had a big five-foot tall painting of a woman in a sheer negligee.  And if I remember correctly…” she paused, feeling along the wall with her hand at about eye-level, “…yep, here they are,” she took hold of my arm in the darkness and guided me over beside her, shining her light against the wall. “This is the lookout spot.”
“The lookout spot?” I said.
“Take a peek,” she touched the back of my head lightly with a hand and guided it over to two tiny holes.
“Wow, I can see out into the club space,” I breathed.
“They had it so patrons or management or whoever else was back here could watch what was going on out in the club without being seen.”
“That’s awesome!” I said.  “Just like in the movies.”
“Pretty much,” Linda laughed. 
I couldn’t resist, “So where was the man killed?”
“Ugh,” she said, the memory obviously striking her hard.  We turned and she shined her light back over to where the desk now sat.  
“When I got here to clean up,” she said, “he was slumped in one of the club chairs just beside where the desk sits now.  There was blood on the table, blood all over the chairs, blood on the walls.  Heck, I spent a good thirty minutes scrubbing the floor.  Didn’t do any damn good though.  There was so much blood; they ended up having to replace the carpet.”
I walked over to the space as Linda held the light on it.
“Wow,” I said in awe, “it’s so weird to think that someone died right here…and that they never caught the killer.”
“Yep,” Linda said.  She seemed much less impressed.  “Happened a lot more in those days of course, the killer getting away that is.  The police didn’t have the equipment and methods they have nowadays for solving crimes.  It was often just a mixture of luck, brains, and a lot of hard work – pounding the pavement kind of stuff and talking to everyone they could get their hands on.”  
“Did they talk to you?” I asked.
“Nah.  I was black.  To them, I probably didn’t know nothin’, didn’t want to know nothin’, and even if I did know somethin’, they didn’t want to hear it from me.”
I shook my head.  “That’s crazy!”  Then I paused, “Did you know anything?”
I could see her shadowed outline give a slight shrug in the darkness.
“I’m not really sure,” she said.  “I know I saw a couple of guys come in here, and neither one of them ever came out.”  Then she caught herself, “Well, one came out, but he wasn’t breathing.”
She moved the flashlight’s beam from the desk area to the corner behind it.  “Used to be a tiny door over there, the one that led to a hallway and out to the alley.  That’s how the killer must have left.”
“Did you get a description of him?”
“I did.”
“But you didn’t tell the police?”
“Like I said, they didn’t ask.  And back then, for a black person in Chicago, volunteering information could get you in a whole lot more trouble than just keeping it to yourself, if you get my drift.”
I nodded.  “Yeah, I suppose you’re right.
“Wouldn’t have made much difference anyway.”
“Why’s that,” I asked.
“My description would have been terrible.  Just looked like another white guy to me…and you know, all you white guys look the same.”
I laughed, “Yeah, I guess you’re right.”
“Anyway,” she went on, “one good thing did come of it.  The man that was killed was staying here at the hotel.  Since I had to clean up the mess down here, management let me choose something from his room to keep before the police took it all away.  They said that the man didn’t have any relatives and all the stuff was probably going to an evidence locker for the next 30 years, that or in the trash, so I went through the man’s laundry and took one of his suits, a real nice Italian made one, and gave it to my brother since he was about the man’s size.”
I didn’t respond.  I was transfixed on the spot of the stranger’s demise, and something was tugging at my subconscious, screaming for recognition, but I couldn’t think of what it was.  The thoughts of the present were getting all muddled with my reverie for the past.  I was having the strangest feeling, like I was forgetting something, overlooking something, but I just couldn’t see it.  It was right there, on the tip of my brain – something about Linda’s mention of the man’s suit that she gave to her brother, but I couldn’t be sure why it was there or what it meant.
 “You don’t think taking it was wrong, do you?” Linda asked when I didn’t respond.
“Oh no, nothing like that.  I was thinking of something else…something totally unrelated…yet somehow related,” I said absently.
I could tell by her silence that she didn’t understand.  How could she?  I didn’t even understand.
“It doesn’t matter,” I said, shaking it off.
It did matter. I just wasn’t sure how.  And I didn’t need to burden Linda with it.  But something she had said about the dead man’s suit had rung a tiny bell in the back of my mind regarding the guest who had so recently been killed – the Lanigan’s most recent victim – Mr. Doddsman.
I thanked Linda for her insight to the past, promising to track her down in the near future to let her regale me with more tales of how it used to be.  
It was the perfect start to Halloween, and I could feel the ghosts of the Lanigan Hotel swirling thick around me.  I had some new and fantastic (not to mention real) phantasmagoric fodder, and I was looking forward to using it later tonight.
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWELVE
 
I popped back upstairs to my room for a little catnap after my lengthy detour.  It wasn’t that I was that tired, but I wanted all the energy I could muster for the ethereal tour I had planned for the evening.  I wanted it to be more than just a chance for the staff to dodge a little work.  I wanted it to be memorable, interesting, a little creepy, and maybe more importantly, provide them with some history and insight regarding the celebrated landmark in which they toiled. 
The phone jarred me awake at a little after three.  I’d been dreaming that I was the manager of the Triton Club during its heyday.  Linda was there, but as a much younger version, clad in her skimpy waitressing outfit and beckoning me to come back with her into the secret room.  If, in her prime, she had looked anything like she had appeared to me in my dream, I really can’t blame the former club manager for going after her.
“This is Robert,” I answered.
“Hi Robert, this is Sharron at the front desk.  There’s a Detective Marino here to see you.”
“I’ll be right down,” I said, hanging up the phone and sitting up in the bed.  I hadn’t felt like undressing when I came up, so I had just taken off my jacket and slept on top of the sheets so as not to wrinkle my suit.
I donned my shoes, grabbed my suit jacket off the side of the sofa upon which I’d draped it, and walked over to the full-length mirror.
I ran a hand through my rumpled hair, buttoned my top shirt button, put my tie back on, and slid into my jacket.
“Presentable enough,” I said to myself, straightening my tie and adjusting the triangle-tip of the white handkerchief that adorned my suit jacket’s front pocket.
Finished with my grooming, I walked back over to the bedside table, picked up my M.O.D. key ring, cell phone, and wallet, and headed downstairs.
Things were often quiet around this time on most weekdays, as many guests were still in meetings.  But with the gamers in house, the place was abuzz.  The lobby was crammed full of them.  The mezzanine doors overlooking the space were almost all open, packed with people taking pictures of our famed lobby or having their pictures taken.  The doors to the Lake Ballroom were open as well and gamers that had been in their meeting sessions had begun spilling outside or were lingering in conversation, sporadically interspersed along the marbled steps that led from the ballroom’s entrance half a flight down to the lobby.
I couldn’t decide whether having the gamers here made it seem more or less like Halloween.  Since most of them were adorned in full gamer costume anyway, it almost seemed as though it had been Halloween since their arrival.
I wove my way past several clusters of gamer-guests and around a family of new arrivals.  They were standing with their luggage, staring wide-eyed around them at the groups of trolls, action heroes, wizards, and brightly colored Japanimation-style costumed characters.  
I’m sure the family was wondering what exactly they’d gotten themselves into by booking here.  The adolescent son was ogling a scantily clad warrior-princess, while the father hemmed and hawed, making excuses as he fumbled for his wallet while at the same time attempting to do a little ogling of his own.  
The mother stood glaring, hands on hips, and the young daughter giggled and pointed as two fully-suited galactic warriors feigned battle with their space-sabers before her.
I walked around the front desk to the back office door where I punched in an access code and headed for my office.  On the way, I grabbed the jumble of paperwork from my crammed mailbox.
Detective Marino was sitting in a chair beside my desk, waiting.  He looked more relaxed than I’d seen him on previous occasions.  He was leaning back comfortably in the chair, his suit jacket unbuttoned, revealing a police badge clipped to his belt and the leather straps of a shoulder holster, which gave me a peak at his side arm.  I had to admit, had I not known him, he would have made for an intimidating presence.
I tossed the pile of paperwork on my desk and reached out a hand in greeting to the detective.  He stood and gave me a firm handshake.
“Good to see you again, detective.” 
He nodded toward my mailbox contents, “Looks like the inbox on my desk.”
“You too, huh?”
“They love to pile it on when they find a pack mule that can handle the load,” he frowned.
“No kidding,” I smiled.
He sat back down and I pulled out my wheeled desk chair and turned it to face him, taking a seat myself.
“Anything to drink,” I offered.
“No thanks,” he shook his head.
“So what’s new?” I asked.  “Come up with anything yet?”
Suddenly the detective stood.
“Mind if we take a walk?” he asked.  “I need a smoke.”
“Sure,” I shrugged.  “Didn’t realize you smoked.”
“I don’t…typically.  Sometimes I get a craving.”  
He followed me as I led him out through the lobby, down the stairs, and outside through one of the revolving doors of the hotel’s main entrance.  The sky outside was overcast and gray; the usual for this time of year.
“Looks like you’ve got some interesting characters staying here this week,” the detective smiled, nodding to a group of gnomes, imps, and hobgoblins standing just outside the main entrance, waiting for cabs.
“Certainly keeps things interesting,” I agreed.
We hooked a right and headed toward Wabash Street.  
I figured we’d walk the perimeter of the hotel.  It’d allow the detective time to smoke while I multitasked, checking out the exterior of the hotel for any issues.
Traffic was thick, almost at a standstill in certain areas.  Around us there were honks, shouts, the roaring clatter of an L-train overhead, and the occasional rattle of a loose manhole cover as a vehicle hit it just right.  
“From your smoking, I’ll assume that things aren’t exactly going well with the case,” I said as the detective lit his cigarette.
“You could say that,” he replied casually as he took a suck of the cigarette and exhaled in a cloud of smoke that intermingled with vaporous puffs of our chill-laden breaths.
“We got the coroner’s report,” he went on.  “Turns out, the estimated time of death took place even earlier than we initially thought.  It appears that our victim died from asphyxiation sometime early Friday, not Saturday.  Seems that the murderer used one of Doddsman’s own ties to strangle him.”
“Friday?” I pondered.  “Huh.” 
“Sometime Friday morning,” the detective continued, “not to put too fine a point on it.  That’s as close as the coroner could come to nailing down a time since it’d already been several days before the body was discovered.”
I nodded, noticing several trash receptacles that needed to be emptied as we passed.  I made a mental note to call housekeeping after Detective Marino left.
“Add to that,” the detective continued, “I can’t keep these R & T VIPs here much longer, I don’t really have any suspects other than them, and I haven’t stumbled onto any good motives or any other evidence to point me in another direction.  This case is turning into a real pain in the butt.”
“Yeah, the VIPs were downstairs this morning complaining about their room charges.”
“You didn’t give them anything, did you?”
“I threw ‘em a bone, but it wasn’t much.  Just a night off each of their stays.”
“That’s enough,” the detective nodded.  “They’re real jerks.”
“Believe me, I know,” I agreed.  “You’ve interviewed all of them?”
“Yes,” the detective nodded.
“Didn’t get anything?”
He shook his head and took another long puff off his cigarette that was quickly dwindling as we rounded the corner.  I noticed that the sidewalk was heavily covered in old gum and that several drinks had been spilled.  People were stepping around what appeared once to have been a coffee drink of some sort and another area that was slathered in some sort of gelatinous red goo – possibly a former juice drink. I made another mental note for housekeeping to have the third-shift bring the power-washer out and hit these areas.
“All of them had alibis,” the detective said.  “Paul Gerhardt, the vice president of R & D, met with Doddsman in a private meeting early Friday morning at around seven to discuss the new budget proposal.  But we have Doddsman back in his room at 8:17 a.m. according to the one and only room key swipe on the lock read for that day.  Witnesses confirmed that Gerhardt was in meetings the rest of the day, so that it tells us that the murder must have taken place some time after that.”
“Do you think this Gerhardt character might have had something to do with it?  Maybe Gerhardt entered the room with Doddsman at 8:17, killed him, and then went back down to him meetings.”
“I guess anything is possible, but we know that Gerhardt was in his room by a telephone call he made to the front desk at 8:18 a.m., so unless he murdered Doddsman, ran back down to his room, and called the front desk in just a minute, I find it highly unlikely.  And he was confirmed by two co-workers as being with them from 8:20 a.m. on since they met him at his room at that time to go to their meetings downstairs.  They sat next to him from the start of their meeting at 8:30 until they broke for lunch at 11:30, went to lunch together, and then went back to their meetings for the rest of the day.”
“Is it possible that he could have killed Gerhardt at 8:17, run back to his room to make the call at 8:18, and then met up with his buddies at 8:20?”
The detective shrugged.  “You ever try to strangle someone with a tie, get back down three flights of stairs, into your room, and make a phone call in less than two minutes?”
“Not yet,” I grinned at him. 
My attempt at humor fell flat.
“It’s not like the movies where you just squeeze their necks for a few seconds and they go limp and die.  It can often take several minutes to kill someone by way of strangulation, especially if you want to make sure the job is done right and you haven’t just caused them to loose consciousness.  And for older geezers like these guys, it could take even longer.”
We rounded the final corner back onto Monroe Street.
I saw Charlie – my homeless friend – across the street and gave him a friendly wave.  He was leaning against the interior of a building doorway, looking forlorn.  As he saw me, he perked up and waved back.  He held up a hand, as if he wanted me to stop, then bent and picked something up off the ground and came running over to us.
As he approached, I noticed Detective Marino’s pace slow and he tensed slightly.
“It’s okay,” I said.  “I know him.”
Charlie had the cafeteria tray from the dinner I had brought him the other night.
He came up to us, slightly out of breath.
“Thank you, sir…for the dinner.  I surely appreciate it.”
He handed me the tray, “Wanted to give this back to you.”
“Oh…” I said.  “Sure thing, Charlie.  I hope you enjoyed it.”
“I certainly did, sir.  Thank you again.”
He stepped back, gave a little bow, and then turned and hustled back across the street.
Detective Marino looked at me.  
“The Lanigan feeding the homeless now?”
I shrugged, “He’s a good guy…plus, he helped me out buying something the other night.”
The detective eyeballed me from head to toe, obviously reconsidering just where I might have come across the fine attire in which I was clad if I was taking out loans from the homeless.
“Helped you, did he?  Lanigan not paying too well these days?”
 I laughed.  “No, no.  Nothing like that.  Just a little short, that’s all.”
“Whatever,” the detective shrugged.  “I’ve had to deal with more than my fair share of those guys, and I can’t say they’re always the most helpful of sorts.”
“Well, this one is,” I said pleasantly.
“As I was saying,” the detective continued, “if it was any of the old coots from R & T, I’d put my money on Polaski…their marketing vice president.  Some of the others I interviewed mentioned that he and Doddsman had some problems in the past over budget issues.  Doddsman wanted to cut the department’s budget and Polaski wasn’t too keen on the idea.”  He flicked some ash off the end of his cigarette and continued, “But I’m thinking this killing may have been unrelated to any of Doddsman’s co-workers.  In fact, I’m thinking it might have been unrelated to anything.”
“How’s that?” I asked.
“Could be that neither the killer nor the victim had anything to do with one another or even knew one another for that matter.”
“You mean it was completely random?”
“Quite possibly.  Not every murder has to have a motive.”
“Huh,” I breathed.
“What?” the detective gave me a curious look.
“Why would Doddsman have opened his door to a stranger then?”
The detective laughed.
“Any number of reasons.  The killer could have been dressed like a hotel employee…or maybe it was a hotel employee.  Who knows, maybe the killer was a prostitute, there for sexual purposes at the request of the victim himself.”
“I don’t see a woman having strangled him even if Doddsman was an older gentleman,” I scoffed.
“Who said anything about it being a woman,” the detective gave me a sidelong glance.  “Doddsman was single, didn’t have any family, and wasn’t known to have done any dating during his 20-year term with the company.”
“Doesn’t prove he was gay though,” I said.
“Doesn’t disprove it either,” the detective looked at me.
He took the last puff of his cigarette and flicked away the butt onto the sidewalk.
“Don’t do that,” I said, walking over and picking it up.  “We have to maintain these outside areas as well.  Do you know how many cigarette butts we sweep up each day?”
The detective looked at me like I was crazy.
“Has to be in the hundreds,” I went on, ignoring his glare.  “Shouldn’t litter anyway,” I mumbled. “A detective ought to know better.”
“Sorry,” he said like a scolded child as he waited for me to dispose of the butt in a nearby garbage can.  “No offense meant.  Never really gave it much thought.”
“Most people don’t,” I said as a doorman opened one of the hotel’s main entry doors for us.  “That’s the problem.”
We stepped aside for a group of guests dressed as skeleton warriors, complete with battle-axes and shields, to exit before making our way back inside the hotel.
 
***
 
Back in my office, we took our respective seats.
“So when are the VIPs leaving?” I asked.
“I plan on cutting them loose tomorrow,” the detective said, fiddling with his tie, working on a wrinkle that had somehow found its way onto its right side.  “They’ve been giving the boss hell, which means the boss has been giving me hell about their being ‘held captive’ as they put it.  Rough life being stuck at an elegant hotel for a couple extra days just because their cohort was killed,” he said sarcastically.  “Especially when one of those nights is being comped by the hotel’s overly-sympathetic manager.”
“Hey, I’m just trying to make the best of a tough situation and keep some of the heat off your department.”
“I know,” he gave in, “and don’t think we don’t appreciate it.”
“No problem,” I nodded.
“These guys have some big international conference in South America to attend in a couple of days, so they’re itching to be on their way.  And in all honesty, I really don’t have any reason to keep them around.  It’s starting to look less likely that one of them was the killer.”
I nodded.
“Well, I certainly appreciate you taking time to keep me in the loop,” I said.  “I wish there was something more I could do to help.”
The detective stood and held out a hand to shake, “You’ve done plenty and have been quite generous with you’re time.  I really just wanted to stop in and see if you’d thought of anything or had any new ideas regarding the case.  I can see that you’re a busy man, and I appreciate you taking time out of your day to meet with me.”
He turned to leave.
“Hey detective,” I said.
“Yeah?” he said, stopping and putting an arm up to lean on my office door frame.
“What happened to Doddsman’s stuff…I mean, since he didn’t have a family or anything?”
“Goes in an evidence locker,” he paused.  “Why, you need a new suit or something,” he laughed.  “Doddsman wasn’t your cut, I can tell you that much.”
I wasn’t about to go into how strange it was that he had said that after my earlier conversation with Linda.
“No, I was just curious.  How long does it stay there?”
He shrugged, “Until the case is closed.”  Then his eyes narrowed, “You got an idea?”
I shook my head, “Don’t know yet.  But something’s been scratching at the back of my brain and I just can’t put a finger on it yet.”
He nodded slowly, “Well, you put that finger on it and you give me a call, okay?
“Sure thing,” I said.  
And with that, Detective Marino was gone.
I was left standing in my office feeling somewhat empty.  I had grandiose visions of us cracking the case together or at least of my being somewhat instrumental in cracking the case.  Instead, it looked like we’d hit a brick wall.
I stood there thinking back to Linda’s story.  It made me wonder just how many violent crimes went unsolved in the big city each year.  How much unclaimed stuff sat aging in evidence lockers?  How many murderers were walking the streets all around us?  How many had visited or stayed in the Lanigan Hotel?
How many had I personally checked in?
 
 
 
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
Kristen rolled in a little before nine o’clock.
She was costumed as a black cat (and a darn cute one at that!), wearing black, non-sheer tights (complete with tail of course), black knee-high boots, a black cashmere sweater, black cat ears atop her head, and a penciled-in black-tipped nose with whiskers drawn on her cheeks.  
Her shock of pony-tailed blond hair stood out in stark contrast to her black outfit like a strike of lightening down her back.
“Early tonight,” I greeted her as she threw her bag on her desk and shrugged out of her coat, draping it on the back of her chair.
“Couldn’t sleep,” she moaned.  “Cat kept me up all day with his crying.”
“Sorry to hear that,” I did my best to sympathize.  “He’s not doing well?”
She shook her head, “No.  Doctor says it’s only a matter of time…maybe days.”   
“That sucks.  Anything I can do?”
“No,” she said sadly, “it’s just a part of life.  I’ve been preparing for it for a while now, so it shouldn’t come as much of a shock…but it still does.”
“I like your costume.”
“Thanks,” she nodded.  “I thought it’d be a fitting tribute to him.  Plus, it was cheap and readily available.  I had the tail and ears left from a costume I used several years ago.”
“Well hey,” I said, trying to sound chipper, “I’ve got something to help take your mind off your troubles tonight!”
“Oh yeah?  What’s that?” she said morosely.
“We’re taking a haunted tour of the Lanigan, led by yours truly!” I said in my best ghostly voice.
“Cool,” she nodded, unenthusiastically.
“Oh, come on!  You love that kind of stuff.”
“No, it sounds great.  I’m just a little tired, that’s all.”
“No problem,” I backed off.  “We’ll take an early lunch, get some food in you, maybe a little coffee, and then hopefully you’ll feel up for a tour you’ll never forget.”
“Okay,” she perked up, albeit slightly, “it’s a deal.”
“Good girl,” I nodded.  “Now let’s get some work done so we can enjoy ourselves later.”
“Sounds good,” Kristen nodded. “I’ll check on the desk agents and make sure everything’s clear out front.”
“Right,” I said.  “While you’re out there, will you double check that the four R & T VIP rooms are comped for tonight?”
“Sure,” Kristen said.  “Anything else?”
“Yeah, check on seniority out there.  I think Albert is low man on the totem pole tonight, so he’ll probably have to man the fort during our tour.  I really don’t think he’ll care, but tell him he can come on next year’s adventure. Just remind the others that we’ll start the night audit later tonight after the tour, probably around two.  Have Albert start running the reports after his lunch, but he can wait for us to get back to reset the system.”
“Will do, captain,” she saluted.
I couldn’t help sneak a peek of that little kitty’s snugly packed rear as it bounced out of the office.
“Man,” I muttered, shaking my head and taking a deep breath, “that’s one fine looking cat.”
I picked up my office phone and dialed.
Several rings later, a groggy voice answered, “’lo?”
“Tommy?  That you?”
“Yeah…it’s me.”
“Robert Haze from the Lanigan.”
“I know…what’s up?”
He sounded tired.

“First off, happy Halloween.  Secondly, I wanted to see if you’d like to join us for an early…well, early for us, meal and a Halloween tour of the hotel.”
There was a pause on the other end of the phone.
“Tommy, you there?” I asked.
“Sorry, it’s been a long day.  Mind if I take something home with me for mom to eat?”
“Not at all,” I said cheerily.  “All you can eat…or carry.”  
I was looking forward to my tour and was hoping to draw a crowd so that others would find it entertaining enough for me to make it an annual event.  
“Can you make it by ten?” I asked.  “We’ll eat and then gather everyone for the tour.”
“Sure,” he said slowly. “I’ll be there.”
His tone did little to inspire confidence, but if he didn’t show, he didn’t show.  I’m sure he’d had a rough day delivering all those invitations and I wasn’t going to push him on the subject.
“Great.  Just stop by the front desk.”
“Okay, see you then…” his voice trailed off and the phone clicked dead.  It actually made me wonder if he’d fallen asleep while talking to me.
“We’ll see,” I mumbled as I hung up the phone.
Kristen appeared in my doorway.  Seeing the expression on her face, I could tell my pretty kitty was not a happy kitty.
“Uh oh,” I said.  “What’s up?”
“We’ve got an issue,” her black-painted kitty nose crinkled in distaste.
“I can tell.  What is it?”
              “There’s a double booking for tomorrow…one of the conference rooms.  Somehow catering booked the third floor conference rooms for a movie showing for the gamers from 10 a.m. to 1 p.m. overtop the all-day Hollingston Cooling Systems meetings.”
“That’s not a big deal,” I shrugged.  “Those conference rooms are small.  We should be able to put the gamers up on the sixth floor somewhere.”
“Typically,” Kristen nodded, her kitty tale wagging out behind her as she stood before me, “but the Illinois Association of Leather Dealers have the entire 6th floor booked for tomorrow and will be setting up.”
“Ugh,” I moaned.  “I forgot about them.  I take it that you’ve already checked our other meeting space options?”
She nodded her cat ears, tail bobbing behind her, “Nothing.” 
I took a deep breath.  “Okay,” I said, “let’s do this.  Since the gamers only had the space for three hours, let’s go ahead and move them up to a suite for their movie.  A suite is as big as several of those third floor conference rooms combined, and it might make for a more comfortable movie screening area.  Who knows, they might even like it better.”
She nodded, “I’ll send a message to Diana up in sales to notify the gamers’ group contact first thing in the morning.”
“Send an email, leave it on her voicemail, and follow up with her as soon as she arrives in the morning,” I said as Kristen left for her desk.  “I don’t want any confusion.  And if the gamers are going to have an issue with it, I want some time to work things out before their movie is set to debut.”
I pulled a bottle of water from the mini-fridge beside my desk, twisted the cap, and took a big swig.  Gulping it down, I called after her, “What kind of movie are they showing anyway?”
“I’m not exactly sure,” Kristen called back from her desk.  “In the meeting notes, it says something about a screening for a movie one of their VIPs made himself.  I’m not sure what it’s about.”
“Oh great,” I called back, “we’re going to ruin his big red carpet debut.  I can hear it now.  Tomorrow, Diana is going to be down here giving us grief about how the whole convention has been ruined and she’s lost this group for next year because of this.”
“We’ll deal with it when we deal with it,” Kristen called back.
“Good advice,” I said, taking another drink of water.
Moments later, I heard her leaving the voicemail message for Diana Massa in sales.
With Kristen squared away keeping an eye on the agents out front and dealing with the conference room issue, I settled in for an hour of sorting through emails, updating myself on the rest of the week’s upcoming groups and events, and making a few adjustments to billing issues and customer service items that had somehow escaped other department managers.  I also contacted security, housekeeping, property operations, and the facilities departments to remind them of the evening’s Halloween tour.
Before I knew it, an Elvis-look-alike desk agent was peeking his head around the corner of my office door to let me know that a “Tommy” was here to see me.
I glanced at my watch.  It was already 10:02 p.m.
“Wow, that was fast,” I said to myself.
I stood up and put my jacket on.  “You about ready to eat, Kristen?” I called.
“I’m not really hungry,” she said, coming to stand in my office doorway.
“Will you at least grace us with your presence?” I asked, giving her a wink.
“Us?  Who else is coming?”
“Oh yeah, I forgot to tell you, I invited the currier that saved our tails this morning, Tommy.  Hope it’s not a problem.”
She shrugged, “No biggy.”
“Great,” I said.  “I’ll tell him to come around to the back office door.”
“I’m gonna put on some lipstick,” Kristen said.  “I’ll meet you up there.”
“Will do,” I nodded and headed out to the front desk and into the dull rumble that issued from the still quite active lobby.
I saw Tommy standing off to one side of the front desk, his leather-jacketed back turned to me.  He was people watching.
“Never gets old watching all the different folks that come through here,” I said as I approached.
He turned around to face me.  He was much more awake and alive looking than I had expected after our conversation on the phone.  He gave me a toothy white smile that stood out in sharp contrast against the black leather of his jacket.
“I’m sure,” he said.  “Everything go okay with the invitations I delivered this morning?”
“Perfect,” I said.  “Thanks again.  You get your money?”
“Yep.  And you were right; it was a pretty nice tip,” he added with a grin.
“Hungry?”
“You bet.  What’s on the menu for tonight?”
“Not sure.  It’s usually a surprise.”  I gave him a sidelong glance and leaned in confidentially across the front desk, “Either something drenched in grease that our night cook has whipped up on the spur of the moment or leftovers from the day’s catering and banquet service. But there will certainly be plenty of it, that’s for sure, and there are always cheeseburgers on tap if the entree isn’t to your liking.”
“I’m not picky,” he smiled.  “And I’ve never been known to balk at a little grease.”
“Ah, my kind of guy,” I grinned.  “If you’ll just meet me at the door by the end of the desk,” I pointed, “I’ll catch up with you there and we can head to the cafeteria.”
 
***
 
The smell of lamp chops lingered heavy in the air.
“Uh,” I moaned to Tommy as we exited the stairwell into the smoggish air of the cafeteria.  “I’m not a big lamb chop guy.”
“Good,” Tommy laughed, “more for me.”
“Load up.  I’ll be burgering it tonight.”
Since we were early, there were only a couple guys from the facilities department sipping sodas and watching the local news on one of the cafeteria’s wall-mounted televisions.  Kristen had been just behind us and was now picking out a few leafy greens from the salad bar located in a corner of the cafeteria.    
“A little catnip for kitty,” I called to her.
She just looked at me, shook her head, and rolled her eyes. 
“Whoa,” Tommy stopped short in front of me, seeing Kristen.  “Who is that?”
“Who?  Kristen?” I said surprised.  “Didn’t I introduce you two this morning?  She’s the one who brought you your costume”
“Uh, I don’t know,” he said shaking his head.  “Maybe…I can’t really remember.  I was in such a hurry.  And I sure as heck don’t remember seeing her wearing that!”
“Well, that’s Kristen.  She’s our night front desk supervisor.”   
A breathed, “Wow,” was all Tommy could muster.
I took my jacket off and hung it on the back of a chair at one of the cafeteria tables.
“You can just throw you’re jacket here,” I said, pulling out a chair for Tommy.
He slid off his jacket and hung in on the back of the chair, never ungluing his eyes from Kristen as she continued unaware with her salad building.
“Come on,” I said, guiding Tommy over to the lunch line, handing him a lunch tray and taking one for myself.
The night chef was there, grinning like a fool.  Everyone just called him Habeebee because they couldn’t understand his real name.  He was from somewhere in Iran.  We weren’t sure where since we couldn’t understand that either.  We all guessed that he must have been underfed as a child and now compensated by shoveling as much food onto our plates as he could possibly fit whether we wanted it or not.
Tommy graciously accepted the mountain of food.
“Burger for me tonight,” I acknowledged the chef.
His smile cracked almost imperceptibly as he stared at me.  
Then it began.
“Burger?  Burger?  You always want burger!  All this food,” he waved his hands overtop the pans of pre-cooked food.  “You see?  You see!  So much food,” he gestured to the mounds of lamb chops.  
“Why you no like?  Why I make, you no like?  Burger!  I no make burger.  You eat this!” 
He picked up a pair of metal tongs and jabbed at the chops.  “You eat!  Is good!”
Tommy was staring back and forth between me and Habeebee.
Habeebee started moving the mass of chops, pushing them around with his tongs, holding up what to him were choice pieces.
“I’m sorry,” I said, shrugging, “I’m just not a big fan of lamb chops.”
The chef dropped the tongs onto the pile of meat and held up his hands.
“What? No big fan?  No big fan?  How you no be fan lamp chops?  They good,” he rubbed his stomach while picking the tongs back up and continuing to poke around in the pile of chops.  “Mmm,” he grinned.  “Just for you, just for you, I make.  You see?  Is good.”
My shoulders sagged and my head tipped back. “Fine,” I gave in, “give me some chops.”
“Ah, you see.  Good, good.  You eat.  You like.  You see,” he jabbered endlessly.
“Whatever,” I said.  “But I want my burger too.”
“Eh,” he said in disgust.  “Burger, burger, always burger.  I make burger, but you eat lamb too!” 
He handed me a heaping plate, the sight of which immediately churned my stomach, simultaneously ruining my appetite.
“Bahaah! Bahaah!  Lamb good,” he chortled. 
“Yeah, yeah,” I waved him off, “just make the burger.”
Tommy had already taken his plate of meat and moved on.  He was sitting at the table.  Kristen was there too.  I could see she was talking to him, but he was just staring at his lamb chops, not eating, and occasionally nodding at something Kristen said.
I took my tray, now heavy with my plate full of chops over to the soda machine.  There, I filled a red plastic cup halfway full of ice, topped it with soda, and then made my way over to the table where Kristen and Tommy sat.
Kristen had finished whatever she had been saying, and Tommy was still just staring awkwardly at his food.
“Man,” I said, in an attempt to spark the conversation, “what is that guy’s deal with forcing food on people?”
“He does it to everybody,” Kristen said, poking at her salad.  “That’s why I didn’t even go over there tonight.  I could tell he was just waiting for his first victims.”
Tommy let out a laugh that was overplayed and slightly embarrassing.
I forged ahead, “It totally ruins your appetite.”
“I know,” Kristen said, taking a sip of water.  “I don’t know why he does it.  It’s just too much food.  I mean, I’m glad he doesn’t want to waste it, but he wastes more of it by giving everyone too much.”
“Why he can’t just make my burger like I ask him,” I muttered, taking a sip of my soda.  “So anyway,” I moved on, “I hope you two had a chance to get acquainted while I was busy with sir serves-a-lot over there.”
“Oh yeah,” Kristen scoffed sarcastically, “I could barely get a word in edgewise.”
Tommy was now poking silently at his lamb chops.
“Thought this was your meal?” I said, reaching over and shaking his shoulder good-humoredly.
“Yeah, sure,” he mumbled.  “You’re right.  He gives you too much.”
“Oh, come on!” I said in my best broken-English Habeebee impression.  “You growing boy.  You need eat much food!  Eat!  Eat!”
We all laughed.
“So you coming on the big tour tonight, Tommy?” Kristen asked.
Thank god she was at least making an attempt to be friendly.
He peeked his eyes up from his plate at her and nodded.
“You okay over there,” Kristen asked, peering at him, a little concerned.
I felt bad for Tommy.  I knew he was smitten, but I could tell that Kristen wasn’t picking up on the signals.  And I had to admit, even I was a bit flustered with Kristen prancing around in her skin-tight cat outfit.  With the hot pink lipstick she’d donned just before lunch, there was no denying that she was one smokin’ hot little number. 
“I’m just tired, that’s all,” Tommy mumbled.
Kristen nodded, frowning.  “Join the club,” she snorted.
Tommy’s cheeks reddened.  “Sorry.  Guess I’m not much for conversation tonight.  Not only is mom not doing well, but our ancient cat has been sick lately, and I spent a good two hours of my day running all over to heck and back looking for a certain kind of medicine he needs.”
That was it.  That was all it took.  The tiny spark that lit the flame to a half-hour blaze of commiserating, sympathizing, story-telling, and even a few tears exchanged between Kristen and Tommy regarding their feline feelings.  It left the two suddenly sounding like the best of friends rather than perfect strangers.  By the end of lunch, I would have thought they’d known each other for years.
This time it was me, the “non-cat guy” who couldn’t get a word in edgewise, and I wasn’t being sarcastic.   Therefore, as the third wheel, I finished my burger that Habeebee had finally released to me, dumped half a lamb in the garbage, and rolled back downstairs to prepare the route for my tour.
15-minutes later, Tommy and Kristen came strolling into my office, laughing, giggling, and thoroughly recovered from their earlier cat conniptions.
It was nearly eleven o’clock.                  
“Hey Kristen?” I said, interrupting her non-stop chatter with Tommy about some concert at which they’d both been in attendance the previous summer in Grant Park.
“Yeah?” she said, breaking off her sentence in mid-stream.
“You show Tommy the games in the lounge yet?”
I really just wanted to get the blither twins out of my ear until it was time for the tour.
“Oh,” she perked up.  “Not yet.”
She turned to Tommy, “Bet I’ll annihilate you in Pac-Man,” she challenged playfully.
“Yeah, right!” Tommy laughed.  “That’s my game.  They’ve got an old arcade version at the pizza joint by my house.  I still hold the high score there.  I’ll blow you away.”
“You’re on!” she laughed, pulling him out of my office and down the hall.
“Have fun, kids!” I called after them.  “I’ll collect you when it’s time for the tour!”
The sound of their good-natured ribbing faded into video game “beeps” and “blips.”
“Ah, the joy of being young again,” I reminisced.
I pulled up the front desk “View Totals” screen on my computer.
We still had 11 arrivals left.
“Probably mostly no-shows,” I mumbled.
I was bored, so I headed out to the front desk.
It was relatively quiet in the lobby now compared to the hustle and bustle of the day and early evening hours.  There were still a few wandering guests, and I could hear laughter and the clink of glasses floating out of Carlisle’s Whiskey Lounge.
There were a several gamers still hard at it, and a young couple sat sipping wine at one of the marble-topped lobby tables.
I could just imagine what housekeeping’s marble care team would say, knowing the number of acid-formed wineglass-shaped rings they’d polished out of those tables over the years.
A lone gentleman carrying a single suitcase was walking up the stairs from the hotel’s main entrance.
“There’s one of our eleven arrivals right now,” I said half to myself, and half to the nearest desk agent.  “I’ll take care of him.”
Sometimes when things were slow, I was a little bored, or if we were slammed with arrivals, I checked in guests personally.  At times like this, it was mainly just to keep myself in practice, and let the staff know I still had it.  Plus, it allowed me to show them how it was supposed to be done.
As he neared, I stepped up to the computer closest me and clicked the arrivals list in order of those guests yet to arrive.  I quickly scanned the remaining names and their home state locations.
There were four from Illinois, two from Indiana, two from Wisconsin, one from California, one from New York, and one from Tennessee.
It was obvious from this gentleman’s attire – and woeful lack of cold weather gear – that he was not a Midwesterner or New Englander.  That left Tennessee and California.
The guest appeared to be in his mid-50s, and his lack of a winter coat – replaced instead with a suit jacket over white dress shirt with the top two buttons undone, blue jeans, and brown loafers – left me banking on his origin being the Golden State.
I clicked on the reservation, which was made under last name “Johnson” first name “Jerry.”  
The fresh arrival strolled up to the front desk and set his suitcase down before reaching inside his suit jacket to remove a packet of papers that I took to be his travel itinerary.
“Here to check in, Mr. Johnson,” I greeted him.
No other guests or agents were within earshot, so I wasn’t concerned about the privacy issues involved with using his name.
“Well…yes…” he smiled, somewhat taken aback by my knowledge of who he was.
“But how…how did…” he fumbled in surprise.
“At this hour of the evening, sir, we here at the Lanigan do our best to make your transition from a long day’s journey to a comfortable bed as seamless as possible.”
I clicked on the reservation screen under the billing information section.  “Now, I see that all your room charges are to be direct billed to your company.  If that is correct, I’ll just need a photo id.”
He removed a wallet from inside his jacket and slid a driver’s license onto the desk before me.  As he did so, I continued the spiel that had been driven into every desk agent’s brain from day one on the job regarding room amenities, available hotel services, restaurant locations, and checkout times.               
I printed out Mr. Johnson’s registration card and had him initial and sign on the necessary rates, dates, and billing agreement sections.
“This will be your room,” I pointed to a number written at the top of a room key packet I handed him.  “Do you have any questions?” I followed up.
“No,” he grinned.  “I think you’ve covered it.  I have to say, this has been the easiest portion of my trip.  I appreciate that.  Thank you.”
“Thank you, sir,” I nodded, “and we hope you enjoy your stay here at the Lanigan Hotel.  Have a great evening and a Happy Halloween.”
“Same to you,” he nodded as he picked up his suitcase.
              “Elevators are just through the lobby and to your left,” I pointed him off in the right direction.
I walked back to my office and sat down at the desk.  I watched the screensaver on my computer screen.  Colorful lines snaked across the screen.  Some reminded me of collapsible clothes hangers as they zigged and zagged back and forth.
The thought pinched something in the back of my mind again.  Something related to the murder, but that I just couldn’t put a finger on.
Hangers, clothing, suits, murder, storage locker, evidence, eleventh floor.  Something was in there among the jumbled thoughts, but I just couldn’t put it together.  It was driving me nuts because it seemed like it should be jumping out at me, but I just couldn’t get it.
A voice behind me made me jump.
“You about ready?”
It was Kristen.
I shook the cloud of mist from my mind and began prepping it instead for my night of mystery and intrigue.  I was excited but a little nervous too.  I hoped that the staff accompanying me on my trip through time would find the journey interesting.  
If nothing else, I figured they’d be happy for the break from work, something different in their nightly routine, and the chance to see some new areas of the hotel that they might be able to add to their list of possible hidden napping spots.
 
 
 
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
After remembering to grab a flashlight from one of the maintenance closets, I made my way down to the end of the lobby near the Boardwalk Café entrance.  We had a pretty good-sized group for the tour.  Doug and Dan from security were there, costumed as…security guards.  John Rodgers and eight of his night cleaners were there from housekeeping.  John was wearing a pirate’s hat and an eye-patch, fittingly proclaiming himself “Jolly Rodgers.”  
There were five guys from facilities, my Elvis and vampire-outfitted desk agents, and even Bill from property operations had sallied forth from his domain in the bowels of the hotel, fittingly dressed as a green-faced ogre.  Throw in Tommy, Kristen and myself, and we had nearly 20 people in tow – pretty good turn out if I did say so myself.
Everyone seemed excited and were chatting among themselves as they waited for their guide to begin the tour.  After a minute, I cleared my throat, and a hush settled over the group.  They all clustered a little tighter together in anticipation.
“Happy Halloween everyone,” I began. “I’m so glad you could attend the Lanigan Hotel’s first annual Halloween tour.”  There was a light smatter applause.
“Tonight is one of my favorite nights of the year,” I continued, “and I wanted to celebrate the occasion by doing something special for those of you on the night shift who don’t always get the opportunity to enjoy many of the other activities in which the day shift staff partakes.”
This roused a bit more applause and a few grumblings and colorful comments from the housekeeping staff about how lazy the first shift was.  That’s one thing I’d learned during my time working nights.  In many hotels, there was a real disconnect between the day and night shifts, and the evening staff often felt overlooked and underappreciated.  So anything we could do to make them feel special and as if they were more a part of the team was a step in the right direction.
“And so, without further adieu, if everyone would follow me.”
I turned and led the group through two of the black, swinging double-doors that let up a ramp and onto a service elevator back landing.  From there, we crowded into two separate elevators that took us down to 3B where we re-gathered at that floor’s service elevator landing.   
“Uh oh,” Bill mumbled, “I know where this is going.”
“I’ll bet you do,” I said.  “You probably know this area better than all of us combined.”
“You’d better believe it,” he laughed.  “This is my home away from home.”
I led the group into Bill’s lair and over to where the sump pit lay.  While we didn’t venture down into the pit, I explained its purpose, pointed out the old tunnels, and talked about why they were there and why they’d been sealed up.
“You got anything to add, Bill?”
“Yeah,” he said.  “You left out the most important part.”
“And what’s that?” I asked curiously.
“The part about the body they found down here during the big flood.”
“Body?” I asked.  “What body?  I never heard anything about that.”
“Not many people did,” Bill went on.  “There wasn’t much left of it anyway; just a few bones, a skull, and some old clothing.  They got washed in here during the flood when that river retention wall broke a while back; that was before they sealed up the tunnels.  Police thought it was probably a body that got stuffed in one of the back sections of the tunnels years ago, probably a mob killing or something like that.  Figured it got dislodged by the water and floated in here during the flood.”
“Did anything ever come of the discovery?” I pushed.
“Na,” he said.  “Don’t think so.  Nothing I ever heard about as least.  Cops said the clothing looked old.  Could have dated back to the 20s…you know, Capone’s day.  They used to use the tunnels that connected many of the downtown loop buildings and had been built for transporting coal and other goods between businesses for running their liquor and all that, so who knows how many bodies got stashed in them.”
“Wow,” I said.  “See there folks,” I said to the group, “you just never know when you’ll learn something new about this hotel.”
Next, I led them to the property operations locker room where they had filmed the horror movie Resurrection, detailing the gruesome scene that had taken place there.  
“You know I was in that movie,” Bill said, after I was done describing the scene.
“What?” I said, incredulously.  “Yeah, right!”
“No, I was.  That scene you just talked about.  I was working down here when they filmed it.  They needed a few extras and didn’t want to waste time pounding the pavement looking for them, so they just grabbed a couple of us prop op guys.  You remember the guy that got his guts spilled in the shower?”
“No way,” both Kristen and I said at almost the exact same time.  She had moved her way forward from Tommy and the back of the group upon hearing that Bill had been in the movie.
  “Yep, that was me…in my younger days of course,” Bill said proudly.
“Man, now I’ve got to watch that movie again,” I said.
“Look for my name in the credits,” Bill beamed.
“Never thought we’d be lucky enough to have a celebrity in our midst,” I said to the group.  Everyone laughed as Bill looked on proudly.
“Moving on,” I said, leading the group back to the elevators.  “Up to 1B and…the club with a murderous past,” I breathed in my best nasal-toned attempt at a Vincent Price impression. 
Inside the old Triton Club, I explained how the space used to be the Street Light Club, it’s history, how it appeared back in the day, and some of what used to go on inside.  Then I showed the group the secret room in the back and recounted the tail of the unsolved murder that once took place within its dark confines.
My tour group stood in intense silence as I played my flashlight around the room, highlighting the eye-level watch holes in the wall, the spot where the man had been stabbed, and the door through which his unknown assailant had escaped.
Next, we headed up to the global sales office that sat oddly positioned between the 4th and 5th floors.  We visited the space behind it that now sat empty and unused but that had once been a kitchen for the old employee cafeteria before it had been moved to 1B, and then to its current location.  The space was dilapidated and looked like it had been ravaged by a grease fire at some point, but amazingly, the steel sinks, stoves, ovens, and certain other kitchen appliances and accoutrements were still there, gauzed in years of grease, grime, and dust.  The ceramic tiled floors were nearly obscured by years of drywall dust and mold-green colored paint flakes from the peeling ceiling.
“It was nearly 60 years ago that a fire claimed the lives of three kitchen employees here,” I lied.  I had no idea if anyone had ever actually been killed in the space or even suffered a work-related injury, but I had to spice things up a little, otherwise the space was just a dingy old kitchen.  And since it looked the part, I thought it would be a good stop on our tour.
“A grease fire broke out and the employees suffered smoke inhalation while attempting to escape the blaze.  Some nights they say you can still catch faint wafts of smoke and hear the distant hacking coughs of those who lost their lives here that fateful day.”
There was an eerie silence after I finished the words, as if we were waiting, listening for choking sounds, and sniffing the air for the faint smell of smoke.
I breathed in heavily through my nose, and then continued.  “Several years later, after the area had been closed up and as you see it now, another tragedy unfolded here.”
“Yeah, I heard about this one,” I heard Doug from security lean over and whisper to Dan, his cohort and brother in arms.
I paused, unsure as how to proceed.  I was going to make something up about a drug deal between staff members gone bad, but I hadn’t expected anything had really happened up here.  So to hear him say that he’d heard of a tragedy in this location caught me off guard.
“Doug,” I said, “I’m not really sure about the specifics, so would you mind telling us what you heard about the incident?”
He looked a little hesitant, and I knew that most staff members really weren’t used to public speaking, but he shrugged and went ahead.
“Yeah, sure,” he said a little nervously.  “There used to be this old guy down in security.  His last name was Parker; I can’t remember his first name.  Anyway, he’d been around the hotel forever, and he ended up retiring about five years ago, but I remember him taking me up here one day and showing me around when I first started.  He didn’t say anything about the fire you talked about, but he told me about a co-worker of his back in the 70s.  Said this guy was a security sergeant and was making it with one of the maids…” he looked around, realizing his audience, “…sorry…I mean, room attendants.  Anyway, he found out that she was cheating on him.  So he brought her up here one day.  She thought they were going to some secret rendezvous spot he’d found for a little hanky-panky if you know what I mean.  But instead, he killed her.  From what I understand, he was so jealous that he strangled her and then shot himself, right here in this area.”
He paused looking around, “I heard, kind of like you,” he nodded at me, “that if you listen sometimes, you can still hear the room attendant’s last gasps for breath.  That guy, Parker, the one who brought me up here; he said he’d heard ‘em here before.”
The group was deathly silent.
Even I was slightly in awe of the tale Doug had just recounted.  He caught my eye and gave me a wink as the others gazed about the space.  “Was that about how you heard it, boss?”
It was then I realized he was just playing along with my stories, adding his own little touch to a special Halloween night…or was he?
Now it was my turn to be intrigued and just a little confused about the Lanigan’s tenuous past.  I wanted to ask Doug if he was just pulling our legs or it the story was true, but in a way, I preferred not knowing.
I nodded, “Yep, that’s pretty much how I heard it too, Doug. You told it much better though,” I smiled.  Doug just grinned back at me.
For our next stop, I felt that something a little more recent and more relevant to the staff’s current work environment might be in order.  Therefore, we made our way up to the 11th floor.
 I grouped everyone in the service elevator area, reminding them that we were entering areas in which guests were sleeping and that we needed to watch the volume of our voices to avoid disturbing them.  Then I led them out and down the hallway to just outside room 11-124.
There were no signs of anything out of the ordinary about the room.  Detective Marino had removed his man that had been stationed here, yet the room remained off limits to guests for at least the remainder of the week.  The detective had said that we should be able to sell it again after that.
I noticed, as we clustered tightly together in the hallway outside the room, that our tour group had gained a new member.  Anthony – one of the guest delivery runners from housekeeping – had joined us. 
With everyone ready and waiting, eagerly anticipating what would be a story that actually took place during their time at the Lanigan; I began the tale of that fateful day last week.
I explained what I had been doing when I was contacted, what I saw, and a few bits of my conversations with Detective Marino, though nothing that divulged anything I thought might compromise the case in any way, though it didn’t appear at this point that there was much of a case to compromise.
I finished my spiel with a macabre message that this murder might yet be another to add to the ever-growing list of unsolved crimes that had occurred throughout the Lanigan’s long history.
On the way back to the service elevator, Anthony from housekeeping caught up with me, taking my arm to pull me aside.  “Mr. Haze,” he whispered in a slightly panicked tone.  It was a tone I’d heard from Anthony before, typically when he had mixed up a guest delivery or forgotten about something important, so I braced myself for what I knew was coming.
“I forgot to tell you something.”
No surprise there, I wanted to say.
“When you were talking about the dead guy, it made me remember.  We still got his clothes…his dry cleaning…from the other day.  He never picked them up after I delivered them Friday morning, so the room attendant brought them back up to valet laundry.”
I frowned, not understanding at first.
“Anthony,” I said, “you mean he didn’t open the door when you delivered them?  What time was it?
Anthony shrugged, “I don’t know…around one or two that morning maybe.”
“What did you do with them?” I asked.
I could tell Anthony was getting nervous at the fact that he was going to have to own up to doing something stupid.
“Well,” he said nervously, “sometimes at that time of morning, guests don’t always open the door.  You know, they’re in the bathroom or busy, uh…you know…doing something.  So sometimes if they don’t answer, I just hang the stuff on the door handle.  I mean, he’d just called for it, so I figured he’d get around to answering the door when he was ready, so I hung the stuff on the door handle for him.  I was behind on my calls and I couldn’t wait around, plus there was a privacy sign up, so I put it there and left.”  
His statement that Doddsman had never claimed his dry cleaning hit me like a load of bricks.  I still couldn’t quite process what its implications were though.  I found that the nagging tick in the back of my brain had suddenly re-emerged, and it seemed to have something to do with Doddsman’s laundry.
“I’m so sorry I forgot to tell you.  I meant to tell you that morning, and well, I guess it just kind of slipped my mind,” Anthony babbled on.  “I found his dry cleaning up there in the valet laundry department in back of some other guest laundry tonight when I got in, but then I got busy with guest calls you know, with the gamers being in house and all it’s just been so busy, and I didn’t even think about the clothes again until I came down here for the tour and you were talking about the Doddsman guy.”
“Okay, Anthony,” I said, stopping his rambling, “I got it.  Thanks.”
“I hope I’m not in trouble,” he gazed at me, the concern evident.  “I’m not, am I?” 
Whether Anthony was going to face disciplinary action for his poor decision was going to be up to old “Jolly Rodgers” and Marian, the housekeeping department head.  I was busy trying to think of how this new information would impact the case and how what Anthony had just told me fit into the puzzle that I’d been trying to put together in my head. 
“Uh, I’m not…I’m not really sure,” I said absentmindedly. 
“I hope not,” he said softly.
“We’ll deal with it later,” I told him.
I hurried to catch up with the group who had moved on as I talked with Anthony.
I gathered everyone in the service elevator back landing.
“This concludes the first annual Lanigan Halloween tour,” I said quickly.  “I want to thank you all for coming, and I hope you enjoyed a bit of horrific history from our fine hotel.”
There was a soft round of applause from all in the group.
I had planned on taking them up to the old owner’s suite for a made up story about a previous owner’s wife who had jumped to her death after the loss of a child.  However, since Tommy was along, I was already somewhat uncertain about going back up there, fearing that it might unleash some less than fond memories for him; and now that Anthony had told me about Doddsman’s dry cleaning, I knew that I was going to have difficulty concentrating on anything but how this revelation might affect the case.
In a way, cutting the tour short was fine with me since it left me some fresh material for next year’s tour.
As people began filtering back to their respective work areas, I asked Anthony to bring the Doddsman clothes down to my office.  I then accompanied Kristen and Tommy in a service elevator back down to the lobby level.
I was staring at the elevator’s shining stainless steel floor, deep in thought when Kristen asked, “Everything okay?”
“Yeah,” I mumbled, looking up and giving the two a quick smile as I continued trying to process what I’d just been told.  We stood in silence as the elevator slowed to a stop, the floor arrival bell dinged, and the doors slid open.  We stepped out and headed for the front desk.
“It was a good tour,” Tommy made an attempt to get the conversation going.
“Yeah,” Kristen jumped in. “I thought it went really well.”
“Me too,” I nodded.  “I’m glad you enjoyed it.”
“It was pretty cool,” Tommy said enthusiastically.  “I never really thought about how many interesting stories there would be in a hotel.”
“There’s certainly no lack of intrigue in this place,” I agreed.
We soon found ourselves back at the front desk.
“Why don’t you stop by the cafeteria on your way out and see Habeebee for some food to take to your mom,” I told Tommy.
“Thanks,” he nodded. “I’d really appreciate that.”
“I’m sure he’ll be more than accommodating,” I chuckled.
“No doubt,” Tommy laughed.  “Glad my mom likes lamb chops too.”
“Robert,” Kristen broke in, “can I have a word with you?”
“Sure,” I said.  “Tommy, if you’ll excuse us for a minute.”
He nodded, smiling and turning to inspect the lobby while giving us some privacy.
Kristen guided me several feet away and spoke softly.  “Would you mind if I took tomorrow night off?” she asked.
The request caught me slightly off guard, but it wasn’t a big deal.  “That’d be alright I guess.  I think I can hold down the fort by myself.  More cat issues?” I guessed.
Her cheeks reddened slightly, and she averted her eyes as she answered, “Tommy asked me out after work.”
This caught me more off guard than the request for the night off did; although in hindsight, I guess it shouldn’t have.
“Oh…I see.  Job well done there, Cat Woman.”
She giggled and pushed me playfully.
“Sure, go on, enjoy yourself.  Live it up on a fine late-fall day in Chicago,” I grinned devilishly.
“For your information, it’s supposed to be sunny and 50 degrees tomorrow, so there.  He wants to take me out for breakfast and then for a walk in Grant Park.”
“Sounds lovely,” I bowed.  “Enjoy your date, and I’ll be more than happy to cover for you tomorrow evening so that you don’t have to rush right home to sleep.”
“Thanks,” she grinned, turning to rush back over to Tommy and tell him the big news.
I had to admit, I was a bit jealous, but I was happy for the two; plus, I had bigger fish to fry.
Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Anthony approaching with Mr. Doddsman’s clothes.
I stepped over to where Kristen and Tommy were talking.
“I have to take care of a few matters,” I said.  “Tommy, I hope you enjoyed your evening with us, and thank you for coming.  Can you make your way back to the cafeteria on your own?”
“Yes, thank you, Robert,” he said happily, taking my hand and shaking it.  “Thank you for everything.”
“No problem,” I said, thinking he’d gotten a little more out of the deal than I’d been expecting, but glad for him nonetheless.
“Kristen, if you can handle the desk, I’m going to take care of this issue.  I’m not sure how long I’ll be, so don’t wait for me to start the night audit.”
“Will do,” she nodded.
Leaving the two love birds, I collected the clothes that consisted of a rather plain looking black suit, pressed and starched white dress shirt, and a red tie with thin gold stripes that angled their way across its front, stashed them in my office, and then headed for the security office to check out the keys to the housekeeping and valet laundry offices.
There were a few reports I needed to check.
 
***
 
I called up John “Jolly” Rodgers on the M.O.D. phone as I walked back to the service elevators.
“John here,” he answered.
“Hey, John, it’s Robert.  Could you pull the runner’s log for Thursday night, the 26th?”
“Sure,” he said.  “Anything I should know about?”
“No, just wanted to double check something.”
“I’ve got to run downstairs here in a couple minutes,” he said, sounding unconcerned.  “You want me to drop the report off at the desk?”
“That’s okay,” I said, “I’m coming up.”
“If I’m not here when you arrive, I’ll leave it in the mailbox outside my office door.”
“Thanks, John.  I appreciate it,” I said, putting my phone in my pants pocket as I reached the service elevators and pushed the “up” button.
John was already gone by the time I reached his office, but I found the runner’s log where he said it’d be, and then I headed across the hall to the main housekeeping offices.  
Since John was the night manager, he had a spot just down the hall from the main housekeeping office areas, sharing a space with the second shift manager.  The two had moved their office to its current location – which used to be a storeroom – because it was said that their boss, Marian, used to turn off the air conditioning to the main offices during the summer, turning the place into a sauna, and in the winter she’d turn off the heat, making the office space an ice box.  
She always denied such tactics when confronted about it.  It was rumored though that she told other staff it was her way of ensuring the evening managers were out and about, checking up on their staff, rather than sleeping at their desks.
I found the key that unlocked the assistant director of housekeeping’s office, and once inside, located the huge steel file cabinet that held the housekeeping paperwork.  
These files were sorted by day, and they included items such as public space, carpet cleaning, and floor manager reports; as well as room, suite, and public space inspections; houseman, public space, and room attendant assignment sheets; and similar records.
I was here for the assignment sheet of the room attendant who had been assigned to room 11-121 for Friday the 27th – the morning on which she reportedly would have found the dry cleaning that Anthony had left hanging on Doddsman’s door.
The room assignment sheets for the date in question were in no sort of order, having been tossed into the file haphazardly.  But after a couple minutes of searching, I found what I was looking for.
A room assignment sheet had been completed by a Brenda Nullens for rooms 11-117 through 11-131 – a total of 15 rooms.
I was hoping that there would be some sort of notation next to room 11-121 regarding the time she picked up the dry cleaning, but other than a “PS” marked beside the room number, indicating a “Privacy Sign,” there was nothing.
I re-filed the paperwork, locked the office, walked down the hall, and rounded the corner by the valet laundry office. 
This area was always hot due to the large steam and hot water pipes that ran overhead and that fed the facility’s equipment.  This was why I saved this duty until last and hoped not to be here any longer than necessary.  It was eerily silent at this time of night.
As in the housekeeping office, I located the file cabinet that contained the valet laundry reports, and then found the corresponding file for the date in question.
I pulled the “Dry Cleaning Laundry Log” report from inside, removed my jacket since I was already starting to sweat, and took a seat at a nearby desk.  It didn’t take long to find what I was looking for.  One of the first lines at the top of the log page was an entry for 8:04 a.m.  The corresponding note next to the entry read: “11-121 - Returned by Brenda Nullens.  Night shift delivered and left on door.  Guest did not claim. Privacy sign up.”
I laid the runner’s report next to the dry cleaning log.  Anthony had reported delivering the dry cleaning to the room at 2:29 a.m.
That meant that the clothes had remained there on the door until Brenda had discovered them and brought them back upstairs that morning.
I knew I was on the verge of something.  I had a feeling the pieces of the puzzle were all there, it was just a matter of fitting them together.  
It was stifling inside the valet office.  I could barely breathe, let alone think.  I wondered how people worked up here all day…especially in the summer.              
I made a copy of the dry cleaning log at a nearby copier, tucked the original back in its file and put the file away in the cabinet.
I grabbed my jacket and beat it the heck out of there, taking a deep breath of cool fresh air once outside before re-locking the valet office door behind me.  I folded the housekeeping and laundry reports together, slid them into my front shirt pocket and took the elevator back downstairs.
On the lonesome ride down, I leaned against the steel wall of the service elevator, letting its coolness seep through my shirt and onto my hot, sticky back.  I was tired.  I wanted to think through what these reports were telling me, but my brain wouldn’t work.  The long and varied hours had finally caught up with me.  I closed my eyes and waited for the sound of the elevator doors sliding open, and then I made my way slowly across the lobby.
Once back at the front desk, I found Kristen.  She was at her desk sorting through paperwork for the night audit pack that we’d be sending up to the finance department in the morning.
“Okay, short stuff,” I smiled.  “You’ve got your day…or should I say, night off tomorrow for your big date.  What do you think about doing me a little favor?”
“Sure,” she nodded eagerly.
“Finish up here and let me get some sleep.”
“You’re tired?” she gasped, grinning.  “I thought you never got tired!”
“Me too,” I shrugged.  “But there’s a first time for everything.”
Secretly, I wondered if my sails hadn’t been slightly deflated by Kristen having accepted Tommy’s date offer.
“Night shift can be a bear,” she nodded, “especially when you’re not used to it or…” her voice faded.
“Or what?”
“Oh nothing.”
“No, no,” I said.  “Or what?” 
She huffed, “Well I was going to say if you’re older, but I didn’t mean it relating to you.”
“Well, on that note,” I sighed, “I think I’ll be on my way up.  Old folks like me need our sleep you know.”
“Robert,” she pleaded, “I didn’t mean it like that.  I was just saying for people in general, that the older they get, the harder it is to transition to the hours.  I didn’t mean that you’re old.”
I put up a hand to stop her.  “It’s fine,” I said.  “No big deal.  I see how it is.”
I was giving her a hard time, but as good naturedly as I could.
“Good night,” I turned to leave.  “Enjoy you’re date.  Have fun.  I know you young people need to get out and sow your wild oats,” I said in my best old man impression. 
“Stop calling it a date,” she said.  “It’s not…not really.  We’re just going out.”
“Whatever,” I waved a hand nonchalantly behind me.  “No affair of mine.  I don’t know how it is with the younger, hipper generation these days.”
Sure, I was a little jealous.  I’d had Kristen all to myself for the last week – though she wasn’t really mine – and even though there was no physical relationship, I thought we’d bonded slightly.
“Good night, Kristen.  I’ll see you Thursday night…that is, if I can find my walker to help me get down here.”
I heard her groan in frustration behind me as I left the office, and I couldn’t help but smile a little bit at my self-deprecating words.
I made a mental note on the way back upstairs to call Detective Marino first thing in the morning.
I flopped my still-dressed body face down on the bed; the last thing I felt before sleep hit was the lump of the housekeeping reports folded inside my shirt pocket.  I hoped they’d leave their impression on my brain – not just my chest – jogging something loose that was relevant to the case while I slept.
 
 
 
CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
To: allstaff.lanigan@sharedresorts.com
Subject: 11/1 M.O.D. Report
 
THE LANIGAN HOTEL
 
CHICAGO, IL 
 
 
MANAGER ON DUTY REPORT
Wednesday, November 1st

 
 
Weather: 49/37 Sun
Occupancy: 38%
Arrivals: 241                                                                                                                
Departures: 1356
 
Event Resume:
 
	3rd floor Vista Rooms I, II, III – (all day) - Hollingston Cooling Systems meetings

 
	6th floor meeting rooms – (all day) – Illinois Association of Leather Dealers

 
	Grand Ballroom – (7 a.m. - 9 a.m.) - Midwest Gamer departure breakfast

 
Note: Extra staff for the front desk has been added today to handle the gamer convention checkout.  Front desk employee lunch breaks will be staggered starting later today in order to have maximum staff available for heavy checkout during the morning rush.  Front desk staff should see Jay for the lunch schedule.
 
 
***
 
It was after eleven in the morning when my room phone rang.
I rolled across the bed and fumbled to answer.
“This is Robert.”
It was Jay down at the front desk.
“We’ve got problems,” he stated matter-of-factly.
“What, no ‘Good morning, Sunshine, how are you this fine day?’” I said, sitting up.
He ignored my attempt at levity.
“We’re getting slammed down here.  All the gamers want to check out at the same time.  I’ve got every station manned and I still have lines ten guests deep.”
“Well, it’s a good thing we’ve got such a great front office manager.  Good luck with that…I’m going back to sleep.”
“Whoa, whoa, whoa…wait a second, that’s not all.  The freakin’ head of the convention, the gamer regional grand poobah or whatever is down here raising a stink.  He’s saying that the wait times to check out are ridiculous and he keeps screaming something about his suite not being cleaned the other day, and some other crap.  He’s finagled one of the supervisors into listening to the list of issues he’s had with his stay, and it’s buying me a few minutes until he starts laying into me.”
“Again,” I said, “good thing we’ve got such a great front office manager to handle these kinds of situations.”
“Aww, come on, Robert.  I went out last night.  I’ve got a killer hangover and if I have to listen to this guy moan and groan, I’m liable to just barf all over him.”
I breathed a deep sigh.
“Want me to come down?” I asked.
“Would you?” he asked hopefully.
“No,” I said.  
I was still feeling mean spirited after my verbal jousting with Kristen last night.
There was silence on the other end of the phone, then a meek, “Please?”
“Fine,” I gave in.  “Buy me ten minutes so I can clean up, and then I’ll be down.”
It only took me five minutes since I was still wearing the same clothes from last night.
A wash of my face, a quick comb of the hair, a few sprays of cologne, and I was on my way.  I didn’t even bother changing ties.
I was far from looking my best, but like a fireman springing into action, I might not look pretty, but I was ready to get the job done.
Jason was right.  It was packed downstairs.
The lobby was crammed with gamers and their luggage as they mulled about waiting for roommates to arrive, rides to pick them up, valet parking to bring their cars around or for friends to finish checking out.
I wove my way through the throngs of guests – all dressed in their “normal people” costumes now – skirted the lines of guests waiting to check out that jutted from the front desk stations, and punched in the door-lock access code to the back office. Jason met me there, red-eyed and pasty looking.
“He’s demanding to talk with a manager,” he breathed on me.  I could still smell the booze.
“Jesus, Jason, go chew some gum or something, you smell like a distillery.  I’ll handle the gamer guy.”
He beat it back to his hovel as soon as I spoke the words.
As I walked out into the din of the front desk area, I scanned the sea of faces before me.  It reminded me of a mob scene, the thin line of desk agents serving as riot police to hold back the throngs of unruly dissidents (our guests) from complete and utter anarchy.  Desk agents hurriedly clicked away at their computer screens, doing their best to process and dispose of the departures as quickly as possible.  The lines were moving, albeit not as quickly as some guests thought they should be.
There were guests standing with hands on hips, others scowling and huffing – as if any of it would make the lines move faster.  Others didn’t seem all that bothered by the wait and were chatting to those around them or fiddling with cell phones.
I spotted my mark at the far end of the front desk.  His appearance surprised me.  He was a young looking man, younger than I had expected – probably in his late-20s – and kind of dorky looking, wearing thick-rimmed glasses with short cropped hair.  He was leaning far over the desk, pointing at a poor supervisor who looked on in stunned disbelief as he berated her, likely for things far beyond her control or even within her ability to remedy.  I recognized her as Cindy.  She was great at taking care of staff, keeping things organized, and handling guest issues, but she looked as if she was out of her depth on this one.  I walked over near the supervisor and waited for the irate guest to take a breath before extended my hand for him to shake.
“Robert Haze, resident manager on duty,” I introduced myself.
He glanced at me, frowned, and then begrudgingly shook my hand before looking back to the supervisor.
“Am I going to have to repeat everything to this guy now?” he questioned her, jabbing a thumb in my direction.
I didn’t even let Cindy respond.
“You don’t have to, sir, but I certainly think it would make it easier to assist you.”
He looked over at me.              
“Are you going to be able to assist me?  Christ!  Can I at least find somebody here who can help me?”
“Sir,” I said calmly and confidently, “there’s no one in this hotel who could help you more. I assure you of that.”
“Cindy, I think there’s a guest who needs assistance at your station,” I dismissed her.
“Yes, Robert,” she said gratefully, beating a hasty retreat to help her staff.
“Alright,” the gamers president started, taking a deep breath, “for the third time, my name is Carl Crawford. I’m the president of the Midwest Gamer Association.  Rarely have I been met with greater, more widespread incompetence than I have here at your hotel.”
“I’m sorry to hear that, sir.  How can I assist you in remedying these issues and help re-gain your faith in our establishment?”
“Well, I’m not sure that you can, but I’ll certainly explain my concerns.”
“Very good, sir, please do,” I smiled on at him.
“First off, my room wasn’t cleaned yesterday,” he started.  “I called housekeeping three times and they still didn’t send anyone down to clean it.  Second, I was supposed to have all my meals here placed on the Gamer Association direct bill account, and I see here on my receipt,” as he held it up for me to see, “that they’ve been billed to my personal credit card!  Third, just look at these lines!” he nodded to the checkout lines.  “Is this what goes on here on a regular basis?  My guests are being treated like cattle, herded through these lines as they wait to check out of their rooms.  And finally, I didn’t even receive my wake-up call this morning, so it’s lucky I’m even down here to see this.  I barely made a meeting with our council board this morning before a movie screening, the location of which I found out at the last minute had been changed.  If I’d missed that, you’d have more trouble than you’d know what to do with, mister!”  
He took a breath, then continued.
“I can’t even imagine coming back here next year if this is the type of service you’re accustomed to providing.”
Several things struck me almost instantly as he spoke.  First off, we’d certainly dropped the ball on this one and I wasn’t going to pretend that we hadn’t, but it was my job to pick that ball back up and run with it in an effort to at least get this guy and his conventioneers to consider staying at the Lanigan again.               
The next thing was that his words about his almost missing the meeting this morning resonated with me on a deeper level than just his particular situation.  There was something about the murder that I couldn’t put my finger on but that had something to do with a meeting.  I made a mental note to check on it as soon as I was done with this character.
And finally, while it took me a minute with him not in his costume and wearing his beard, I realized that I knew this man.  And this was just what I needed to retain this valued convention.
With a slight smile that I just couldn’t hide, I said, “You’re the wizard.”
I could tell I’d caught him off guard, so I went on, “The wizard from the other day in the elevator…I mean the iron chariot,” I nodded.  “You asked for directions to the Sky Ballroom.”
Mr. Crawford seemed slightly embarrassed by the fact that I recalled his wizardly alter-ego.
“Uh…oh yeah…yeah, that’s right.  I remember you now,” his anger and aggression starting to fade a little.  “Yeah, thanks for your help on that,” he nodded.
“Did you find Agathor and defeat him and his minions?” I asked in honest curiosity.
“Oh, you remember that, huh?” he said, sounding a little embarrassed.  “Yes we did, but we lost a few fine warriors in the process.”
“Glad to hear of your victory,” I nodded.  “Sorry about the losses.”
Then he seemed to regain him composure, “But that’s neither here nor there,” he said, regrouping himself as well as some of his frustration.  “What are you going to do about these issues?
“I think that you should tell me, Mr. Crawford.”
“What!  What!” he said, apparently dumbfounded.  “Are you getting smart with me?”
“Not at all, sir,” I said calmly, “but I find that in situations such as this, it sometimes helps to inquire as to the guest’s own opinion about what would satisfy him or her most.  You obviously have your room and food charges covered.  I doubt you’d be interested in a complimentary stay with us, at least not until you and your group hopefully return next year.  So I’d like to know what would resolve this situation most satisfactorily in your mind.”
He seemed somewhat unsure of what to say.  I could tell that he was frustrated and wanted to blow off a little steam, and he probably wanted to look like a big-wig in front of his followers.
“Well, I guess, well…” he stumbled, “I’m not exactly sure.  But I want something!  This type of service is unacceptable, and I won’t stand for it.”
“Certainly sir, I completely understand, and I agree with you,” I nodded sympathetically.  “I wouldn’t stand for it either if I were you.”
Then it hit me.
I looked around and then leaned in close, speaking confidentially to him over the din of his convention members.
“Mr. Crawford, I think I have just the thing,” I smiled.
He looked intrigued but didn’t say anything.
“It won’t make the aforementioned issues disappear, but I think it could certainly put a bandage on the damage they’ve done, and I hope it shows you just how far the Lanigan is willing to go to ensure your fine convention considers our hotel for its meeting needs next year.”
“I’m willing to listen,” he said.
“Better yet,” I said, pointing to the door that accessed the back office, “if you’d meet me at that door right over there, I’ll show you what I’m talking about.”
A long minute later, we were on our way to the back office lounge.
I could see Jay curiously peeking out from inside his office as I led Mr. Crawford along.
Mr. Crawford stopped just inside the lounge’s doorway, thunderstruck by what he saw.
“Wow!  Nice games!” he said; mouth agape.
“Just got ‘em last week,” I nodded.  “How ‘bout we make a deal.  My sincerest apologies on behalf of the entire Lanigan Hotel and its staff for the issues you’ve encountered, and these arcade games,” I swept my hand before me like Monty Hall on Let’s Make a Deal.
I noticed Jay lurking in the doorway behind us, face frozen in horror as I spoke the words, shaking his head “no” to me, but I paid him no heed.  He’d deferred to me on this one, and I was handling the situation as I saw fit.  Mr. Crawford was already heading for the racing game.  
“In exchange,” I held up a finger, and he paused, “I ask for your assurance that you’ll allow us a second opportunity next year to serve your convention and prove that we are indeed the world class hotel that we claim to be.” 
Mr. Crawford barely hesitated.  “Yeah, sure,” he said, not even looking at me.  He was fixated on the games, looking them over, caressing them, inspecting them.  “I’ll have the meeting planner speak with your sales and marketing department before he departs this morning to discuss rooms and rates for next year.”  He sat down in the racing game and fingered the coin slots in the fronts of the machines.
“Do they take quarters?”
“They can be set either way, to accept quarters or to offer free plays.  I’ll provide the keys necessary to unlock the fronts.  Right inside there’s a marked switch on the control panel that allows you to adjust the setting.”
Mr. Crawford chuckled and said half to himself, “I’ll put them in my basement.  When I have friends over, I’ll set them to accept quarters, and when their gone, I’ll switch them back over to free play for my personal use.”  He paused and then looked over at me, “But how will I get them there.  I drive a small car.  There’s no way I can haul these back with me.”
“Don’t worry.  The hotel will have them delivered to your home or wherever you’d like them sent,” Mr. Crawford. 
I paused, watching him, already knowing the answer to my next question.  “Will this be enough to put the unfortunate issues you’ve experienced behind us?” I asked.
I turned and gave Jay behind me an evil grin.  He just rolled his eyes, put his hand over his stomach, and staggered away.
“Yes, yes, definitely.  Thank you,” Mr. Crawford said excitedly.  “I see that you’re running a stand-up operation here after all.  Your customer service is top notch.  No reason at all why we shouldn’t book here next year.  In fact, I thought the rates were quit reasonable and I just love having restaurants here inside the hotel that are so convenient and don’t leave our group members wandering around downtown in search of food.”
He stood from the racing game to walk over and vigorously shake my hand.  Then I led him back out to the lobby where we said our goodbyes. In the process, I was sure to take an address and contact number to get in touch with him regarding delivery of the games.
I then went back to my office, picked up the phone, and dialed Diana Massa in the sales office.
“Good morning, sales and marketing, this is Diana,” she answered as required.  I could tell she was peeved though.
“Good morning, Diana, this is Robert down at the front desk.”
“Oh my god, Robert, you’ll never know the trouble I’m in with the gamers.  Someone down there decided to change their movie review to another room and Mr. Crawford is livid.  In fact I think he’s down there right now, and…”
But I cut her short.
“It’s all settled Diana, and Mr. Crawford is a happy man, believe me.  In fact, you should be expecting a call from their meeting planner to discuss arrangements for booking next year’s convention.”
“Really,” she said, sounding slightly doubtful.
“Yes, and make a note, Mr. Crawford felt the room rates were a good deal this year, so you might want to push next year’s rates a little higher.  That ought to help you out on your commission.”
“Oh wow!  Thank you, Robert!”  
Oh how the tunes had changed this morning.  
“Thank you so much,” Diana sang like a canary on her perch.
“Sure thing, Diana.  Have a great day.”
“You too, Robert.  You and your staff do such a great job, keep up the good work.  I know you guys are swamped down there today, so please let me know if there’s anything I can do to help.”
“Thanks, Diana,” I smiled as I hung up the phone.  
First it was someone “down here” who had screwed up her convention, but after we’d fixed everything, it was, we do “such a great job.”  That was sales.  First to point fingers and quickest to change their tune once you solved their problems for them.  But they were good people all the same, just not much backbone.  They were too used to spoiling clients.  Like overindulgent parents, they could never say “no.”
I hung up the phone and sat thinking for a minute.  I was pondering what Mr. Crawford had said about how he almost missed his meeting.
“THAT’S IT!” I said aloud, pounding my fist down on the desk.  I picked up the phone again and immediately dialed Detective Marino’s cell.
I tapped my fingers impatiently on the desk as it rang.  While I waited for him to answer, I began pulling up the room status histories for the R & T VIPs.  The first one was for Alfred Svetski.  It came up as “checked out.”
“Crap,” I hissed.
I pulled up the room reservation for Henrick Jaharlsburg as the phone went to voicemail and Detective Marino’s voice instructed me to leave a brief message.  His room had also checked out.
“Crap, crap, crap!” I hissed.
The beep on the other end of the line indicated that it was time for my message.
“Marino,” I said hurriedly.  “Robert Haze.  Call me back asap, or better yet, get your tail over here.  I know who did it!  I know who murdered Doddsman!” 
I hung up and moved on to quickly check the next two reservations for John Polaski and Paul Gerhardt.  They had both departed as well.  
I glanced at the checkout times on each of the last two reservations.  They were listed as 11:37 a.m. and 11:40 a.m. respectively.
I looked at the time on my computer.  It was 11:43 a.m.
I shot out of my desk chair, taking a quick glance at the name of the desk agent who had checked the rooms out before rushing out to the front desk.  I found the desk agent, Sarah.  She was in the middle of checking out a guest, but I interrupted.
“Sorry, Sarah, but I’ve got to know, did you just check out a group of four middle-aged gentleman?”
She looked confused and slightly perturbed at the interruption.  The guest didn’t look too pleased either, but I didn’t let that deter me.
Sarah nodded an affirmative to my question.
“Did they say anything about where they were going?” I asked her.
Again she nodded, “Yes, they asked about transportation.  Three of them needed cabs to their corporate office, so I directed them to the main entrance and told them to ask one of the doormen to hail them cabs.  
“And the fourth?” I asked anxiously.
“He was headed for the airport,” she frowned.  “He was complaining, saying something about wanting to get to a conference in South America ahead of time, and that all the extra days here had set him back on his schedule.  I told him that he could take a cab or have a limo drop him there, but he said the limo would take too long.  He wanted to be there right away, so I said he should probably catch a cab.”  
She paused, looking at me curiously.  “They might still be down there if you need to catch them.  It was just a couple minutes ago.”
“Do you remember which one was going to South America?” I almost shot the words at her.  
She looked at her computer screen and made a few clicks with her mouse. 
“I’m really sorry about this,” I said to the waiting guest.
She just shrugged.
“It was the Gerhardt guy,” Sarah said.
“That’s what I thought,” I said.  “Thanks.”
I turned and bolted from the desk, making it through the back office and down the stairs to the hotel’s main entrance in seconds flat.
I did a quick scan of the foyer area, looking though the sea of guests getting themselves and their luggage organized for departure.  Seeing no group of middle-aged men there, I grabbed the nearest bell captain, a young Hispanic man named Felix who’d been at the hotel for nearly a year.
“You see a group of middle-aged guys looking for a cab come through here?”
“All morning,” he laughed.
“No, I mean like in the last five minutes or so…a group of four…three going to an office and one to the airport.”
“Oh yeah,” he nodded.  “They just went out about a minute ago,” he pointed outside.  “You should be able to catch them. I sent old Benny out with their bags.  You know how quick he moves,” he said with a sarcastic snort.
Benny was a long-time member of the Lanigan staff and was the senior bellman with over 45 years on the job.  He showed every minute of those hard years hauling luggage.
“Thanks,” I called to Felix as I made my way outside.
The sky was a bright blue and the morning sun temporarily blinded me as I stepped through the Lanigan’s front doors.  Being inside all the time – and the lack of sunshine the past week’s weather patterns had produced – had me flinching, covering my eyes with a hand as I gave them a few seconds to adjust.
Blinking like crazy, and squinting my eyes into narrow slits, I scanned the long line of cabs that stretched before me along Monroe Street.  Cabs were coming, going, sitting, honking.  Guests were getting in, new arrivals were getting out, luggage was being loaded, stacked and stashed, and the entire scene was one of organized chaos.
Finally, I located my party at the far end of the line.  Benny was waddling away from the group with an empty bell cart and working on pocketing a few dollar bills.  A cabby was slamming the trunk shut and moving around to the front of the car to get inside. I could see the salt-and-peppered head of Paul Gerhardt climbing into the back seat.  
I dashed down the block after the cab, shouting for somebody to “Stop that cab!”  It was like something out of a movie.  I was halfway to Gerhardt’s cab as it began to pull away from the curb and round the corner, but I kept yelling, and I kept running.
I turned the corner and could see the cab easing out into the main flow of traffic.  It slid between two of the elevated train supports that dotted the street as it moved out into the center lane.
I was starting to loose pace with the cab.  And between all the yelling and running, I found that I was starting to feel a little lightheaded from lack of oxygen.  
Then something amazing happened.
As I staggered onward, someone responded to my pleas to stop the cab.  Not only did they respond, but they actually did something about it.  But it wasn’t just anyone…it was a long haired man in a trench coat.  He stepped out from the darkness of a recessed doorway.  It was Charlie!
He must have been hanging out in one of the doorways of the building across the street, heard the commotion, and out of all the pedestrians, guests, businessmen and women, passers-by, tourists, and gawkers, my homeless friend was the only one to take action.  In fact, he actually ran out into the street and stopped dead, right in front of the cab, standing there, hands on hips like some kind of tattered and torn superhero.
The cab slammed on its breaks, tires squealing as it came to a stop just inches from where Charlie stood.  Its horn blasted as Charlie looked back and forth from the cab to me, unsure as to what to do next.  But the cab wasn’t going to wait for him to make up his mind.
Probably assuming Charlie was just some crazy homeless guy looking for a quick buck, the cab driver nudged the cab forward, making a hard right while softly pushing Charlie out of the way.
The delay had given me enough time to gain some ground but not enough to make it all the way to the cab.  I was just passing the hotel’s side entrance when I heard a familiar voice.
It was Kristen.
“My god, Robert.  What’s going on?”
She and Tommy were standing at the entrance, open mouthed, watching this craziness unfold.  Tommy had his bike with him, leaned up against the side of the hotel.
I stopped, bending over, hands on knees, gasping for breath as the cab started on its way again.
“No time to explain,” I shook my head.  “Tommy…can you follow that cab?” I heaved.  “The police are on their way.  Just call me with the cab’s location until they can have their squad cars pick it up.”
“Yeah, no problem,” he said, pulling his bike off the wall and hopping on.
“The detective is on his way!” I shouted as he rode away after the cab.  “I hope,” I breathed to myself.
I saw Tommy pull something from his jacket.  Moments later my phone jingled. It was Tommy.
“I’ll keep an open line with you until the cops pick up the trail,” he said, as I saw the cab – with Tommy in hot pursuit close behind – round the corner and disappear from sight.
“Thanks,” I said.
I took a few more breaths and then straightened up, still panting.
“What’s going on, Robert?” Kristen asked, her face confused and full of concern.
I shook my head, swallowing hard, and holding up a finger for her to wait.
“Out of shape,” I gasp.
At that moment a black town car pulled up on the street beside me, its window down.  It was Detective Marino.  He had the same question as Kristen.  I pointed up the street.
“Your killer…he just took off.  I’ve got…my bike courier…Tommy, after him.  Gerhardt’s trying to make…an international flight to South America.  Gotta catch him.”
Detective Marino looked incredulous.
I held up my phone for him to see.
“My bike guy…he’s on the other line,” I handed him the phone.
The detective took it, looked at the number on its face, then held it to his ear.
“Detective Marino,” he said loudly. “With whom am I speaking?”
He waited.
“I see.  I’ll call in your location.”
He jotted something on a notepad as he spoke.
“A car should pick them up shortly.  Please break off your pursuit.”
He picked up a radio from the dash.  “All units, we’ve got a cab, Illinois license plate NUAL-139 entering the Eisenhower Expressway heading west, please respond.”
He tossed my phone to me out the open car window, threw his car into drive and gunned it out into traffic, a siren blaring and red and blue lights flashing on from inside the vehicle.
I was left standing there, still breathing hard, a group of curious onlookers grouping around me.
I just looked at Kristen.  “Hopefully they get him.”  Then I smiled at her, “Sorry about interrupting your date.”
“Yeah right,” she gave me a wry half smile.
 
 
 
CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
Kristen got to go on her date after all, only it wasn’t with Tommy, it was with me.  And it wasn’t to Grant Park; it was down to police headquarters to help me explain things to Detective Marino.  I guess I really didn’t need her to help me, but I asked her to come along just in case.  I think that deep down I was still a little jealous about her going out with Tommy and was looking for any reason to delay their rendezvous.
It was about an hour after he’d taken off in pursuit of Gerhardt’s cab when Detective Marino came back to find me in my office with Kristen.  I’d already explained everything to her and placed a call to Tom regarding what was going on, but he was busy with breakfast and not to be disturbed.
Kristen and I headed to the station to fill in the gaps for the detective.  I was slightly surprised when we arrived at the detective division of police headquarters.  I guess I’d imagined an “office” style environment for the detective, but it was more like a desk with two uncomfortable metal chairs in front of it, splayed out among a sea of similar desks and chairs in a sprawling call center style layout.  The only thing missing were the thin dividers forming the desk spaces into cubicles.  The whole place was noisy and chaotic.  And I thought the front desk at the hotel was bad.  Here, a phone was ringing somewhere almost constantly.  Detectives were leading people into and out of desk chairs.  Friendly banter was going back and forth between desks.  Curse words were used openly and with vigor.  Stacks of paperwork were formed into tiny Leaning Tower of Pisa-style piles atop desks. Open boxes of donuts (mostly empty) lay scattered between the stacks of paperwork. Styrofoam cups of coffee sat precipitously on edges of desks or perched perilously atop the stacks of paperwork, apparently just waiting for the slightest jolt, jounce or jiggle to send their contents cascading all over the place.  I wondered how anyone could get anything done here, let alone solve crimes.  
Now I understood why Detective Marino seemed so at ease in my office.  He probably thought I had it made in the shade.  After seeing this, maybe I did.
“Have a seat,” he said to us, gesturing to the two metal chairs before his desk.  I pulled Kristen’s out for her and waited for her to sit, then sat myself.
“Get you some coffee?” he asked.  “We don’t have much else in the way of beverages unless you want to hit the soda machine down the hall,” he added, reaching out to pick up and shake a bowl full of coins at us.
“I’m good,” Kristen said.
“No thanks,” I shook my head.
Kristen had time to change out of her kitty-cat Halloween costume before her planned outing with Tommy (much to Tommy’s chagrin I’m sure).  I couldn’t say that she looked any less attractive in tight blue jeans, brown leather knee-high boots, a black chenille scarf, a red wool coat, and a matching red beret from under which her bright blonde ponytail dangled.  I had to admit, I liked the beret.  It was a touch that added a little European flair to her outfit and was something I didn’t see much in women’s fashion these days.
The detective sat down in his desk chair, pulling it up behind him so that he could lean forward toward us on his elbows from across the desk.
“Alright, Haze, what do you have?  How do we pin this on Gerhardt?  You’d better have something damn good, because he’s hopping mad about missing his flight, which by the way, he had cleared with the department.”
The revelation that Gerhardt had told the police he was leaving made me a little nervous about my theory, but I was pretty sure I had him dead to rights.  I took a deep breath before beginning.
“Okay,” I said, “I think it’s all going to come down to the written statement you have from Gerhardt regarding the morning of the murder.  Do you have that handy?” I asked the detective.
He nodded, leaning over in his chair to pull open a side desk drawer.  He removed a brown file folder and laid it out on his desk, leafing through the papers inside while I continued.
“Well, as I recall, Gerhardt mentioned he had a meeting scheduled with Doddsman the morning before Doddsman was done in, right?”  
Detective Marino found Gerhardt’s statement in the file and pulled it out.  I watched as he scanned it with a finger, reading.  Then he nodded.
“That’s right,” he said.  “Gerhardt said he met with Doddsman Friday morning at around seven.”
“Right,” I went on.  “Well, it establishes that Doddsman was still alive at that time and that he was killed later Friday morning…but he wasn’t…he was already dead.  The meeting was also the reason why Doddsman called for his dry cleaning to be delivered that Friday at around 2 a.m.”
“His dry cleaning?” the detective frowned.  “What’s that have to do with anything?  We already knew Doddsman had called down for his clothing.  He’d made a couple calls to the hotel operators in the communications department early Friday morning.”  
He scanned his paperwork.  “Yeah, he made a call at 1:53 a.m. to the operator about getting his clothes and another at 2:10 a.m. about the same thing since his clothing hadn’t arrived yet.  So what?”
“So,” I went on, “Doddsman never got his clothes.”
“Didn’t get his clothes?” the detective blinked.  “Seemed like he had everything there in his room to me…but now that you mention it…”  He thought for a moment and then pounded his fist on the desk in frustration, “Damn!  I should have caught it.  There wasn’t any trace of a dry cleaning receipt, the plastic clothes cover or wire hangers that typically accompany such a delivery.”
He sat staring down at his desk, shaking his head.  “I never realized that he didn’t receive the delivery.”  He paused, thinking, and then said, “But why not?” 
“Ah, well that’s the question isn’t it?” I nodded.  “I didn’t realize that he hadn’t received the delivery either…at least not until late last night,” I went on.  “And Gerhardt didn’t realize it either; otherwise he would have changed his story.  
You see, Anthony, our housekeeping runner who was supposed to deliver the clothes, told me last night that Doddsman never answered the door when he attempted the delivery at 2:29 a.m. Friday morning, so he just hung them outside on the room’s door handle.  Later in the morning at around eight, one of the room attendants found the clothing still hanging there and brought it upstairs.  She logged the clothes back into our valet laundry department, but they got stashed in the back along with some other items and forgotten about.  It just so happened that last night, Anthony remembered the dry cleaning and mentioned it to me.  Its true relevance to the case didn’t click until a guest mentioned almost missing a meeting this morning.  That’s when I remembered Doddsman and Gerhardt’s supposed meeting Friday morning.”
The detective looked confused and I didn’t blame him.  Gerhardt probably would have had us all fooled had it not been for Doddsman’s dry cleaning.
“Okay,” I said, “try to stick with me here.”
“I’ll try,” Detective Marino said, looking a little doubtful.
I pulled the folded up housekeeping documents I’d made copies of the other night – along with a few notes – from my jacket pocket and smoothed them out on the detective’s desk.
“Doddsman must have realized he needed a fresh suit for his meeting with Gerhardt and called our communications department for his clothing Friday morning at 1:53 a.m.  Getting no immediate response, he called again at 2:10 a.m.  This means that he was still alive at that time.”
The detective nodded for me to continue.  
“It took Anthony a while longer to get down there since he was busy with other guest calls as he often is, even at two in the morning.  He finally made it down to Doddsman’s room with the clothes at 2:29 a.m. according to his runner’s log.  He saw the privacy sign and knocked softly on the door, but Doddsman didn’t answer.  He didn’t answer because he was already dead.  This means Doddsman was killed sometime between 2:10 a.m. – his last phone call to the operator regarding his laundry – and 2:29 a.m. when Anthony made his delivery, a good time for a murder in most cases.  But the killer hadn’t counted on one thing, the dry cleaning delivery.  And with Anthony in a hurry to be on his way, and even though it was against hotel policy, he left the clothes hanging on the door, assuming that Doddsman was in the bathroom or whatever and that he would retrieve them momentarily.”
I looked at the detective.  “With me so far?” I asked.
He nodded silently.
“It’s a wonder that Anthony didn’t see Gerhardt leaving Doddsman’s room because it had to be close to when he killed Doddsman.  He couldn’t have killed him after this time since as Gerhardt left the room, he would have seen the dry cleaning hanging on the door handle and placed it inside the room to cover his tracks, making everyone think Doddsman was still alive at that time.  So we know the murder couldn’t have occurred after the dry cleaning delivery time of 2:29 a.m. Friday morning.”
The detective waited for me to continue.
“So the clothes hung there on the door handle for the rest of the night until the room attendant assigned to clean Doddsman’s room arrived at around eight that morning.  There she found the clothes and took them upstairs.  
“And that’s when she must have seen the privacy sign,” the detective interjected.
“Exactly,” I nodded.  “The privacy sign was placed there by Gerhardt after he killed Doddsman to waylay anyone else entering the room for as long as possible.”
The detective nodded agreement, so I went on.  
“Okay, so the room attendant arrives at about eight, sees the clothes, and takes them back upstairs to valet laundry where they were logged in at 8:04 a.m.  At 8:17 a.m. we have Doddsman’s key swiping an entry to the room.  But since we know Doddsman was already dead, this was obviously Gerhardt who must have taken the key from Doddsman after killing him, using it to re-enter the room to make it look as though Doddsman had attended his meeting with him, come back to his room, and then was killed, thereby establishing Gerhardt’s alibi.  He had made the phone call from his room at 8:18 a.m. and was confirmed to have been in meetings for the rest of the day.
The dry cleaning being the only clue to indicate that Doddsman had been killed earlier having been taken by the room attendant just before Gerhardt arrived, he would have had no knowledge of its ever being there.  Bad luck for him, good luck for us.   
Once inside, Gerhardt replaced the room key in Doddsman’s wallet to make it look as if Doddsman had returned to his room after the meeting and then was killed.  Since their supposed meeting was private and with no knowledge of the dry cleaning, Gerhardt would have no reason to believe the alibi about his meeting with Doddsman would be challenged.”
“But why didn’t the room attendant mention the clothes?” the detective frowned.
“Do you know how many rooms those ladies clean each day?  She probably just forgot.  Did you ask her?” I said, an eyebrow raised.
The detective shifted uncomfortably in his chair.  “Of course not,” he mumbled. “I didn’t even know about them.”
“Well then,” I shrugged.  “So Gerhardt likely used the back stairwells to make his trips back and forth between his room and Doddsman’s since those areas aren’t surveyed by security cameras.
Later that morning, when Gerhardt replaced the key, he could be back in his room three floors below and on his phone by 8:18 a.m., less than two minutes later, to bolster his alibi.  As you said detective, it’s hard to murder someone, get back to your room and make a phone call in under two minutes.  Well, Gerhardt didn’t have to.  He’d already killed Doddsman, so the hard part was over.  He just had to pop into Doddsman’s room, replace the key, hustle back downstairs and into his own room, pick up his phone, and dial the operator.”
The detective nodded.  “Okay…but why?  Why would Gerhardt want to kill Doddsman?” the detective said.
I shrugged, “How should I know.”
The detective gestured to me with his hands out in front of him. “I thought you had this all figured out.”
“I did…I mean…I do.  I mean, I know how he did it.  Why he did it, well, that’s up to you guys.  Doddsman was the company controller, right?”
The detective nodded.
“Well, I know the Lanigan’s controller doesn’t have many friends in the hotel.  You know, being the budget creator, keeper, and enforcer, there are plenty of reasons for people not to like him.  I’d start there.”
The detective looked at me with those intense eyes.  I just smiled back at him, “I mean; I can’t do everything for you guys.”
The detective gave a little snort.
“I certainly think you’ve got the ball rolling for us, Haze.  You still got the dry cleaning?”
“It’s in my office,” I nodded.
“That why you were asking me the other day what we did with Doddsman’s stuff?”
“I guess,” I said.  “I didn’t have it figured out right then and there, but something was gnawing at me. I just couldn’t put my finger on it.”
The detective laughed aloud and slapped the desk with his hands.  “Ha!  Join the club.  Now you know how I feel all the time.”
He stood up and reached a hand out across the desk.
“You done good,” he smiled as we stood and shook hands.  “Maybe you should consider a career change.  We could use another good brain around here…” he said looking around him, “…one that isn’t loaded up on donuts and stale coffee yet.”
“Thanks,” I said, “but I think I’ll stick to hotels.”
“I don’t blame you,” he grinned, giving a quick glance over at Kristen.  “I’ll have someone pick up Doddsman’s stuff this afternoon.”
He gestured to the copied reports I’d brought along.  “Mind if I keep these?” he asked.
“Not at all,” I said, standing.  “Keep us updated on how the case against Gerhardt goes, will you?”
“Sure thing,” he said.
“And let us know if you need anymore help,” I called back flippantly over my shoulder as we made our way out though the chaos of the detective’s department.
 
 
              
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
To: allstaff.lanigan@sharedresorts.com
Subject: 11/24 M.O.D. Report
 
THE LANIGAN HOTEL
 
CHICAGO, IL
 
 
MANAGER ON DUTY REPORT
Friday, November 24th
 
HAPPY THANKSGIVING!!!
 
Weather: 33/24 Snow
Occupancy: 23%
Arrivals: 89                                                                                                                
Departures: 237
 
Event Resume:
 
	Boardwalk Café - (7 a.m. - 11 a.m.) - “Turkey Day Café Buffet” Event

 
	Navigator’s Club - (Noon - 1 p.m.) - Special guest “Tom Turkey”

 
	Lake Ballroom – (7 p.m. – midnight) – All staff Thanksgiving dinner

 
 
Note: Reminder to all staff, the annual employee Thanksgiving dinner will be held from 7 p.m. to midnight in the Lake Ballroom.  All non-scheduled staff members are invited to attend. Scheduled employees are invited for dinner and dancing only (no alcohol!).  Please check with department managers for approval and attendance times.
 
 
***
 
The slow season was coming on strong.  
While things at a downtown Chicago hotel never slowed down completely, they were typically a bit more restrained during the winter months.
Detective Marino and I were sitting in my office.  He looked relaxed, at peace, and I’m sure he was reveling in the quiet serenity of the space compared to his usual frantic surroundings.
The detective was off duty for the holiday and had made a stop by with a surprise bottle of whiskey.  We sat slouching, relaxed, sipping slowly from our tumblers.
“So you got him to confess, huh?” I said.
“Yep,” he nodded, inspecting his glass, turning it slowly in the light.  “Once we confronted him with the evidence you managed to churn up, he had trouble explaining himself out of his busted alibi.  Pair that with no return ticket for his trip to South America and the evidence was just too much.”
“How long did he get?”
“Life without parole.”
“Good,” I nodded.
I took a drink, the whiskey warming the cockles of my soul.
“Did he say why he did it?” I asked.
“You were on top of it again, professor,” the detective smiled at me through his glass.  “Old Gerhardt was embezzling money.  That’s why he was so hot to make that flight.  Doddsman found out that Gerhardt was cooking the books in the R & D department and funneling money from failed design projects he had supposedly worked on, into holding accounts.  He had a bunch of it stashed down in the Caymans and that was his next stop.  He was going to head up to Mexico from South America and charter a big yacht out of Acapulco.”
“Interesting,” I nodded.
The detective shrugged, “Yeah, I guess.”
He took another drink and held it a moment before swallowing.  
“Not really interesting enough to kill a man…in my opinion,” he said softly.
“How much did he have stashed?”
“A couple mil.” 
I thought about it for a minute and then said, “What’s your number?”
“Number?” the detective frowned.
“The number it’d take for you to knock off a co-worker and flee the country.”
He didn’t hesitate, “Don’t have one.  You couldn’t pay me enough to leave Chicago.  No other place in the world like it.  No other place I’d want to live at least.  Plus, what kind of question is that to ask a detective?  You really think I’d give you a number?”
“Thought it was worth a shot,” I laughed, pounding back that last of my whiskey and rising from my chair.
“What about you,” he asked, grinning.
“Ha!” I laughed loudly.  “You think I’d give my number to you.  A snowball’s chance in hell, detective.”
I set my glass down on my desk.
“Another murder rolls around in this place and you’ll be pointing the finger at me.”
The detective smiled.  “Nah, I don’t think so.  You’re too smart to get caught.”
“Thanks…I guess,” I said.  “You about ready to head over?”
Detective Marino finished his drink and stood, setting his glass on top of my mini-fridge.
“Sure,” he said.  “Lead the way.”
 
***
 
The Lake Ballroom was jam-packed full of employees.  Dance music was pumping from giant speakers on the stage where a dj was mixing tunes.  The lights were dimmed, a huge buffet was prepared, and rows of tables were set for dinner.  A dance floor had been assembled near the stage, and a few employees were already dancing, though most were mingling, getting drinks from the open bar, and waiting until after dinner, when the combined buzz of alcohol and good food would get them in the mood to shake a leg.
There was an overall sense of good cheer in the air…or maybe it was just the booze.
I saw Tom at the end of the buffet line.  He was wearing a tall chef’s hat and had what appeared to be a tablecloth-sized apron on.  He held an electric knife in one hand and a long fork in the other and was in the process of taking a few hacks at carving the ceremonial first Thanksgiving turkey.  I could already see him stopping occasionally to pop big hunks of it into his mouth as staff began to line up for food. 
Since the hotel was slow, almost everyone from a variety of shifts and departments was able to attend tonight’s soiree.  The detective and I began to make our way through the crowd and over to the bar nearest us, the one that also appeared to have the shortest line.
It took us almost ten minutes to get there since we continued to run into various people as we threaded through the throngs of staff members.  I kept having to introduce the detective, and I was noticing he was getting some pretty good stares along the way…particularly from, though not limited to, staff members of the female persuasion.
Such hotel events were known for all kinds of wild hook-ups, romantic interludes, and general hanky-panky between staff, and the booze did little to restrain wandering eyes, hands, and libidos.
After meeting a couple room attendants, most of whom were decked out in snuggly fitting sequined dresses or super-tight skirts, the detective shouted in my ear over the din of the music and conversation, “Thanks for inviting me to this, Haze.”  Then he paused, smiling and said, “I never realized room attendants looked this good under those baggy uniforms.”
“I know,” I shouted back, “it’s a well kept industry secret.”
Next up on the introductory list was Marvin from Carlisle’s Whiskey Lounge.  He was clutching an orange peel-garnished martini glass containing what I assumed was a cosmopolitan or some version thereof.  Knowing Marvin, it was already his third or fourth of the evening.                 
“Well, well, well,” he eyed the detective hungrily.  “And who are you?”   
“Easy there, Marv,” I said, smiling.  “This is Detective Marino.”
“A detective,” Marvin fluttered, patting a hand to his breast.  “My, my.  Well, if you need to polish your trade, you’re more than welcome to do some investigatin’ on me a little later tonight.”
He gave a laugh as he dragged a finger across the detective’s shoulder and was on his way.  I just looked at the detective and laughed.  The detective did not look flattered, and I’m sure he was thankful none of the boys from the office were there to see the encounter.
We continued on our way to the bar, running into Bill from property operations next.
“They let you out of your cell again, Bill?” I laughed.
“It happens,” he shrugged.
I introduced him to the detective and explained how Bill was famous, being our resident movie star.
Sergeants Grakowski and Mitts – our friendly CPD cops and lunchroom regulars – had stopped in to pay a visit, and I assume grab some free eats; but they made a hasty retreat when they saw the detective, claiming they were just there to ensure room capacity limits weren’t being exceeded.
The detective looked at me after they left, “Yeah, right,” he said sarcastically.
And then of course, who should we meet standing in line for the bar with two drinks already in hand, but Jay.
“What are you doing?” I asked, after making introductions.
“I gotta get my drink on,” he grinned.  “It takes a few to get my engine fired up enough to head out on the dance floor.  Line’s so long, I get two drinks at a time and then head to the back of the line because I’ll be done with those by the time I get back up to the bar.”
“Fine reasoning,” the detective nodded.
“I thought so too,” Jay said, smiling proudly.
“Heard this guy gave away your arcade games,” the detective said, jabbing a thumb in my direction.
“Ah,” I moaned, slapping a hand against my forehead, “sore subject, Marino.”
“Another reason I’m drinking hard tonight,” Jason glared at me.  “It’s been almost a month and I’m still trying to kill the pain.”
“What do you want me to say?” I held my hands up in front of me in defense.  “They went to a good cause.”
“They were my babies!” Jason moaned.
Thankfully, my attention was drawn away by a hand on my arm.
It was Linda, the public space attendant who had given me the tour of the Triton Club.  
She was sporting a knee-length red cocktail dress with a slit up one side, and matching red high-heels that showcased legs that still had it after all these years. 
“I hope you’ll be saving a dance for me tonight, Mr. Haze,” she said, putting a hand on my arm and giving me a wink.
“Certainly, Ms. Linda.  It would be my pleasure.”
“And who is this fine piece of man?” she asked, turning her attention to the detective.
“Careful there,” I feigned a frown.  “You’re making me jealous.”
“Oh, nothing could come between us, sweetie, you know that.”
“Well then,” I said, “this is Detective Marino.  Detective, this is the young lady I told you about who helped us solve your murder case.”
“Pleased to make your acquaintance,” Linda said.  “I couldn’t believe it when Robert explained to me that the story I told him about the old Triton Club murder and my brother taking that dead man’s suit helped solve your case.”  
“Many thanks” the detective smiled, shaking Linda’s hand.
“Now if you’ll excuse me,” Linda smiled, “I must be on my way, but I’ll be seeing you,” she said, giving me another wink and a little wiggle, “out on the dance floor.”  
I bowed as she made her exit.
“Your woman on the side?” the detective grinned.
“Thirty years ago, she may have been,” I said, watching her weave her way gracefully through the maze of people.
The detective and I finally made it up to the bar and got our drinks.  As we turned, I spotted a table close by with a few seats still open.  Kristen and Tommy were there.  The detective and I made our way over and sat down next to them.
Kristen was all in a tizzy.  She’d been sulking around in a funk lately.  Her cat had died last week and she’d been in a fit of depression ever since.  She and Tommy had gone out a few times since I had ruined their first date, but I didn’t think things had gotten serious…until tonight.
She grabbed me by my arm as soon as we sat down.
“You’ll never guess what Tommy did for me,” she said excitedly.
“Took you for a ride on a bicycle built for two?” I said expectantly.
My sarcasm was lost on her.
“He got me a new kitty cat!” she squealed, clapping her hands together tightly.
“A little Persian one,” she went on.  “Oh, you should just see her.  She’s soooo cute!”
I gave Tommy the thumbs up.
“Maybe I can get some work out of her now,” I shouted across the table to him.
“That was my plan,” he laughed back.
I looked back to Kristen, who was decked out in a cocktail dress I’d rather not have to describe in order to avoid immediately falling in love with her.
“That’s great,” I nodded.  “I hope you two will be very happy.”
I decided not to clarify as to whether I was talking about Kristen and her new cat or Kristen and Tommy.  Instead, I excused the detective and myself to head over and attempt to squeeze into the buffet line to get a little food in us to counteract the liquor. 
Charlie, my homeless buddy, was there talking to Tom.  I could only imagine how that conversation was going or what it could even be about.  Knowing Tom, it had to be food based.
As long as occupancy allowed, the non-working staff were allowed rooms in the hotel for the night of the annual Thanksgiving event, so I’d offered Charlie a room in appreciation for his help in trying to waylay Gerhardt’s escape.  In the morning, I was planning to interview him to see if we couldn’t find him a position somewhere in the hotel.  I wanted to give him a chance to prove himself.
Tom was just finishing up his short stint as honorary turkey carver when the detective and I arrived.  And guess who was taking over?  Yep, it was my old pal Habeebee from the cafeteria.
“Oh man,” I groaned as he merrily accepted the carving knives from Tom.
“Good turkey,” he chortled.  “Good-good turkey.  Gobble-gobble.  Lots of gobble-gobble for you,” he pointed at me.
I wasn’t even going to argue.  Instead, I just held out my plate, conceding defeat, waiting for him to do his worst.  I was not to be disappointed.              
After we were through the deluge of meat, the detective leaned in close. “What’s wrong with that guy?” he stared wide-eyed at the heaping mound of turkey on his plate.  “I told him just a slice or two!  Didn’t he hear me?”
I nodded, “He heard you all right, but it doesn’t matter.  That’s just Habeebee,” I laughed, shaking my head.  “It takes all kinds in the hotel business.”
But tonight I didn’t care.  Even Habeebee couldn’t faze me.  I was feeling good.  I was with friends, and the detective’s good whiskey was working its brain-dulling, feel-good magic.
We loaded what little room there was left on our plates with gravy, mashed-potatoes, stuffing, and a little cranberry jelly, and then sat down to eat.
Several minutes into our meal, I saw Tom mount the stage.  Moments later, the music died, and the dj handed Tom a microphone.  Tom usually made a little speech while everyone was eating and before things got too wild.
As Tom prepared to speak, the roar of conversation gradually faded to soft chatter.  He cleared his throat and the crowd quieted.              
“Tonight I’d like to take the opportunity to thank everyone for another great year.  Your hard work and dedication has given the Lanigan, downtown Chicago’s leading hotel service scores once again this year, and I’m proud to say that by November, we’ve already surpassed revenue expectations.” 
There was silence as Tom paused for a moment, eying the crowd.  The employees knew what was coming.
“This means that everyone…I repeat, everyone, will be getting a bonus this year.”  A roar went up from the crowd as Tom stood beaming.  After a moment, the excitement subsided and Tom continued.
“I would also like to take tonight to announce that at the end of this year, I will be retiring as the general manager of the Lanigan Hotel,” he choked slightly on his words as he said the hotel’s name. 
There was dead silence.  
You could have heard a pin drop as employees looked from one another to Tom and back in stunned disbelief. 
“But fear not,” he perked up, holding up a finger, “I will not desert my post unmanned.”
At this point he turned in my direction and smiled; a twinkle in his eye.              
I sat in frozen silence.
The detective leaned over.  “Congrats Haze, looks like you just got promoted.”
I took a long drink of my cocktail and sat for a moment, collecting my thoughts, then managed a whispered, “Yeah, thanks…I guess.”
Tom beamed down at me.
“Will our manager on duty, Robert Haze please join me on stage?” he asked.
And with that, I rose from my seat to thunderous applause from the crowd and made my way up to take my place beside Tom.
 
 
 
**************
 
 
Be sure to look for the follow-up book in the M.O.D. Files series: The Case of the Linen Pressed Guest.
 
 
The Lanigan Hotel is known the world over for its five-star service, its lush amenities, and its prestigious position atop the list of the world’s most luxurious hotels.  Since its reconstruction following the Great Chicago Fire, it has hosted world leaders, top names in entertainment, and even royalty.  But that doesn’t mean this lauded landmark is immune to murder.
 
In the second installment in the M.O.D. Files series, Robert Haze is back as the jack-of-all-trades manager on duty of Chicago’s world renowned Lanigan Hotel.  On a slow day just before Christmas, Robert stumbles across a guest in a place where he shouldn’t be.  That’s not uncommon considering Robert’s job often puts him in contact with hundreds of guests each day in the 1800-plus room property…but most of the time, these guests aren’t dead.
 
As Detective John Marino of the Chicago Police Department arrives to handle the case, Robert looks to assist him in whatever way possible to solve what will become: The Case of the Linen Pressed Guest.
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