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  Preface



There is something unsettling about walking through a grand hotel after midnight.

The chandeliers still glow. The carpets soften every footstep. Somewhere in the distance, glassware clinks behind a service door while elevators continue carrying strangers between floors that have witnessed generations of celebration, betrayal, ambition, and grief. Even in silence, these buildings never feel empty. They feel observant.

That feeling became the foundation for the Echoes in the Lobby: Historic Hotel Mysteries of America’s Hidden Past series.

Across America’s grand hotels, historic inns, and storied estates, the past rarely disappears. It settles into the walls, lingers in guest ledgers, and waits patiently for someone curious enough to notice what others overlook.

The Echoes in the Lobby novels are standalone historical fiction mysteries set inside real properties where celebrations, negotiations, performances, and private tragedies once unfolded. Each book tells a complete story and can be read in any order. While the settings and eras change, every novel returns to a single idea: the past leaves pressure inside certain rooms.

From a 1915 Hamptons estate guarding the truth behind a society wedding, to a 1932 Hudson Valley inn where grief and art intertwine, to the elegance of Austin’s legendary Driskill Hotel and the postwar glow of Spokane’s Davenport, the series travels through America’s architectural memory. Other stories move through Richmond’s Jefferson Hotel during the volatile politics of the 1920s, the hidden corridors of New York’s St. Regis, and the elegant but uneasy rooms of Savannah’s Hotel De Soto.

Within these buildings, clues survive in unexpected forms. A framed wedding invitation disappears. A forgotten roll of film reveals a sixty-year secret. A waltz composition carries echoes of a long-ago murder. A snow globe surfaces with initials carved underneath. A hotel mirror reflects fragments of a story never meant to be told. Even a chessboard can quietly map a path toward buried truth.

Blending mystery, lost love, betrayal, and subtle mysticism, the series explores how memory attaches itself to place and how the past often returns through quiet, persistent echoes.

Because sometimes buildings are more than settings.

They are witnesses.

And sometimes the lobby still remembers.

Sweet Brass Willy at the Empire Room may be the most personal entry in the series for me because it explores not only memory inside a building, but memory inside music itself.

The Palmer House in Chicago has always fascinated me. Few American hotels carried the same combination of glamour, political influence, celebrity culture, and hidden labor that existed beneath its ceilings during the 1940s. The Empire Room stood at the center of that world. Beneath chandeliers and cigarette smoke, some of the greatest entertainers in America performed for crowds seeking elegance, escape, and status during a period when the country itself remained deeply divided.

What interested me most was not simply who stood under the spotlight.

It was who stood just outside it.

This novel was inspired by the invisible workers, backstage musicians, porters, elevator operators, waiters, and service employees who helped sustain these grand institutions while often remaining excluded from the recognition surrounding them. Postwar Chicago was a city balancing beauty and brutality simultaneously. Bronzeville pulsed with extraordinary musical energy while downtown establishments carefully controlled who was permitted to belong inside their most prestigious rooms.

William “Sweet Brass Willy” Freeman emerged from that tension.

His story is fictional, but the emotional world surrounding him is grounded in real history, real places, and the complicated realities of postwar Chicago nightlife. The jazz culture, racial barriers, hotel hierarchy, organized crime influence, and social atmosphere surrounding the Palmer House all grew from extensive historical research. My goal was never to create nostalgia for the era, but to recreate its emotional truth honestly and respectfully.

At its heart, this is a story about dignity.

It is about fathers and sons.

It is about institutions protecting themselves through silence.

And it is about how music can sometimes carry memory farther than words ever could.

Thank you for stepping into the Empire Room.

The lights are low.

The orchestra is warming up.

And somewhere backstage, the past is still waiting to be heard.




-Scott Hamele
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The Man in the Alley

July 1946 - Palmer House, Chicago, Illinois




The Palmer House sweated through summer the way old men carried secrets.

By nine o’clock the lobby glowed beneath chandeliers and cigarette haze while Lake Michigan humidity crept through revolving doors in slow invisible waves. Women in satin gowns drifted past polished marble carrying perfume and damp evening air together. Men loosened dinner jackets beneath the collar while pretending not to. Somewhere above the lobby orchestra music rolled faintly through the ceilings like distant weather.

James “Jimmy” Freeman stood beside the service corridor outside the Empire Room with a silver tray balanced against one palm and listened to the horns warming up beyond the velvet doors.

Not the performance. Never that.

The tuning beforehand always carried more honesty.

Loose trumpet phrases wandered through the walls. A trombone muttered scales. Piano chords rose and disappeared beneath crowd noise and clinking silverware. Jimmy closed his eyes for half a second and felt the vibrations settle into his chest the way they had since he was a boy standing outside Bronzeville clubs too young to enter.

“Room’s packed already,” one waiter muttered while adjusting his bow tie. “Convention crowd from Detroit showed up early.”

Another man snorted. “Good. Means bigger tips.”

Steam hissed from pipes farther down the corridor. Kitchen boys hurried past carrying trays of lobster thermidor and steak plates slick with butter. Somebody cursed near the freight lift. Somebody laughed too loud. The whole hotel moved with choreographed urgency beneath the glamour upstairs.

Jimmy shifted his weight carefully. The old injury in his leg ached worse in heavy weather. Forty-eight years old and the damp still reached bone before rain ever arrived.

At the end of the corridor, Fritz Hegner inspected seating charts beneath a backstage work lamp. His tuxedo looked untouched by heat despite the hour. Silver hair combed perfectly back. Hands folded behind him with military precision.

Nothing escaped Fritz. Not a missing spoon. Not a drunk customer. Not a waiter carrying the wrong champagne toward the wrong table.

One of the younger busboys nearly collided with a cocktail server turning the corner. Fritz spoke without raising his voice.

“Slow down before you embarrass yourself.”

The boy straightened immediately. “Yes, Mr. Hegner.”

Fritz adjusted a table card by less than an inch.

Jimmy watched him a moment. Twenty years inside the Palmer House had taught him how authority worked downtown. Men like Fritz never shouted because they never needed to.

Beyond the doors the audience applauded as the orchestra took the stage.

Jimmy heard Raymond Johnston testing a muted trumpet phrase above the others. Clean tone. Confident. White musicians downtown rarely acknowledged him beyond polite nods, but Raymond always lingered when Jimmy carried instrument cases backstage. Asked questions about valve oil. Mouthpieces. Arrangements. Small things that suggested respect without risking too much publicly.

The Empire Room doors opened briefly and amber light spilled across the corridor. Jimmy caught a glimpse inside.

Crystal glasses.

Women laughing behind long cigarette holders.

White tablecloths glowing beneath chandeliers.

The room looked less like a nightclub than a ceremony.

Then the doors closed again.

A porter beside Jimmy followed his stare. “Still thinking about that bandstand?”

Jimmy smiled faintly. “Ain’t illegal to think.”

“Depends who catches you.”

The porter moved on before Jimmy could answer.

From farther backstage came the scrape of a chair and a burst of irritated Italian-accented shouting. Several employees immediately avoided looking toward the lounge entrance.

One of the bartenders muttered under his breath. “Bruno’s feeling his liquor tonight.”

Jimmy felt tension tighten quietly through the corridor.

Antonio Bruno emerged from the backstage lounge holding a whiskey glass low against his stomach. Expensive charcoal suit. Tie loosened. Face flushed unevenly beneath thinning dark hair. The left side of his forehead carried the faint pale scar everybody downtown pretended not to notice.

He walked with the unstable confidence of a man accustomed to rooms rearranging themselves around him.

They still did.

Mostly.

A cocktail waitress stepped aside quickly as Bruno approached. Fritz lifted his eyes from the seating charts but did not move.

“Your floor captain’s seating people like cattle tonight,” Bruno said. “I had to wait ten damn minutes for another drink.”

“The room is very busy this evening,” Fritz replied.

“That supposed to impress me?”

“No, Mr. Bruno.”

Bruno stared at him another moment, disappointed by the lack of resistance.

Then his eyes drifted toward Jimmy.

Recognition flickered slowly.

Not friendship. Not even familiarity exactly. More the vague memory of a face repeatedly seen in service corridors over many years.

Bruno pointed lazily with the whiskey glass. “You still carrying bags around this place?”

Jimmy kept his voice even. “Pays the rent.”

“Barely.”

A few nearby staff members suddenly found reasons to keep moving.

Bruno smirked at his own remark, though the expression faded quickly. Liquor had begun softening the edges of his control.

“You used to play somewhere,” he said suddenly. “South Side club. Couple years before the war.”

Jimmy said nothing.

Bruno squinted harder as if forcing memory through fog.

“Cozy Cabin maybe.”

“Club DeLisa sometimes.”

“Yeah.” Bruno nodded slowly. “That’s right. You had a horn.”

Jimmy could smell whiskey from three feet away.

Still smooth underneath, though. Expensive rye. Not the cheap kind.

Bruno tilted his head toward the ballroom doors. “Funny thing about this room. Everybody wants inside till they realize the joint ain’t really built for them.”

Silence settled carefully through the corridor.

Fritz spoke before Jimmy could.

“The show is beginning, Mr. Bruno.”

Bruno looked annoyed again. “I know what time it is.”

But he wandered back toward the ballroom entrance anyway, pausing only long enough to finish the whiskey in one swallow.

Jimmy watched the doors close behind him.

The bartender exhaled quietly. “That guy used to scare people.”

“Still does,” another man said.

“Not like before.”

Fritz resumed studying his seating charts.

“Less conversation,” he said calmly. “More work.”

The orchestra burst fully into its opening number beyond the walls. Applause followed. The corridor immediately resumed motion.

Jimmy lifted the tray again and headed toward the service entrance leading beside the ballroom floor. As he passed the backstage mirror room he caught sight of himself briefly in the glass.

White porter jacket.

Gray beginning near the temples.

Tired eyes.

A man who spent half his life inches from places he was never meant to belong.

He moved on before the thought settled too deeply.




By midnight the Empire Room smelled of champagne, wool coats, cigarette smoke, and exhaustion.

The convention crowd had grown louder with liquor. Waiters weaved through tables carrying bourbon highballs and oysters Rockefeller while dancers crowded the polished floor beneath the chandeliers. Outside, thunder rolled somewhere over the lake though no rain had fallen yet.

Jimmy leaned against the backstage wall beside stacked supply crates and rubbed his knee carefully.

Raymond stepped through the curtain carrying his trumpet.

“You look worse than I feel,” Raymond said.

Jimmy smiled faintly. “That band still got another set in it?”

“Barely.” Raymond loosened his collar. “Drummer’s half asleep already.”

From nearby dressing rooms came Lucille Baptiste’s low warm laughter. She emerged moments later wearing a dark satin gown beneath a lightweight summer coat draped across her shoulders. Even after performing two full sets she carried herself with composed elegance.

“You boys hiding back here?” she asked.

“Recovering,” Raymond said.

Lucille glanced toward Jimmy’s hands. “You bring your horn tonight?”

Jimmy hesitated.

Then nodded toward the small locker beside the wall.

“Maybe.”

“Maybe means yes.”

“I got work.”

“You always got work.”

Lucille’s voice carried no accusation. That almost made it worse.

Raymond leaned against the wall beside him. “Play something after closing.”

Jimmy looked toward the ballroom doors automatically.

“Fritz’ll skin us alive.”

“He ain’t deaf,” Raymond said. “Man knows music when he hears it.”

Jimmy almost laughed at that.

From inside the ballroom came another burst of applause followed by muted trumpet lines drifting through the curtains. Raymond listened a second, then winced.

“Kid upstairs is rushing the tempo again.”

“Maybe audience too drunk to notice.”

“That room notices everything.”

Lucille lit a cigarette slowly. “Not everything.”

Her eyes lingered briefly on Jimmy before she looked away again.

The statement settled between them heavier than conversation.

Down the corridor a freight elevator chain rattled sharply. Kitchen workers shouted over steam and dishwater. The hotel continued breathing around them through hidden machinery and invisible labor.

Jimmy stared toward the ballroom entrance again.

Not bitterness exactly.

Something quieter.

A grief carried too long to remain sharp.

“I used to think if I kept showing up long enough,” he said softly, “eventually somebody’d let me up there.”

Neither Raymond nor Lucille answered immediately.

Finally Raymond said, “You’re better than half the men getting paid tonight.”

Jimmy smiled without humor. “That ain’t the same thing.”

From farther down the corridor came the sound of raised voices again.

Bruno.

Even drunker now.

A waitress hurried past muttering, “Lord help whoever serves that table next.”

Lucille rolled smoke slowly from her mouth. “That man keeps looking at you.”

Jimmy shrugged. “He looks at everybody.”

“No,” she said quietly. “Not like that.”

* * *

The final set ended a little after one-thirty in the morning.

Applause rolled through the Empire Room while waiters cleared glasses and cigarette trays with practiced speed. Wealthy couples drifted toward the exits beneath chandeliers softened by haze and fatigue. Somewhere near the front entrance a woman laughed too loudly at something not especially funny.

Jimmy carried folded linens toward the backstage service station while thunder growled again over downtown.

Rain soon.

He could smell it already beneath the hot pavement and cigar smoke.

Fritz stood near the ballroom entrance overseeing closing procedures with the same expression he wore at opening. The man seemed immune to exhaustion.

“Table sixteen still waiting on coats,” he said to a bell captain.

“Yes, Mr. Hegner.”

“Champagne inventory before anyone leaves.”

“Yes, Mr. Hegner.”

Then his eyes shifted briefly toward Jimmy.

Not cold exactly.

Measured.

“You are off shift now,” Fritz said.

Jimmy paused. “Thought I’d help finish breakdown.”

“That can survive without you tonight.”

Jimmy studied him a moment.

Fritz adjusted one cufflink carefully. “The room is closed. You may stay a few minutes if you wish.”

Which, translated from Fritz, bordered on generosity.

Jimmy gave the smallest nod. “Appreciate it.”

Fritz moved away without replying.

Raymond appeared from backstage carrying his trumpet case beneath one arm. “Told you.”

“You sure he ain’t dying?”

“Probably. Just too disciplined to mention it.”

Lucille laughed softly from behind them. She had changed into a cream blouse and dark skirt, though traces of stage makeup still lingered beneath the backstage bulbs.

The room emptied gradually around them.

Kitchen noise dulled.

Elevator chains rattled somewhere deeper in the hotel.

Outside the ballroom doors, the Palmer House continued operating through the night, but the Empire Room itself entered that strange hour between performance and silence where it almost felt honest.

Raymond opened his case first.

“You start,” Jimmy said.

“No chance.”

Lucille leaned against the piano near the wall. “Man spent twenty years carrying trays in this building. Least you can do is let him have first note.”

Jimmy hesitated longer this time.

Then crossed slowly toward his locker.

Inside sat the old trumpet case, cracked along one edge where the leather had dried years earlier. He lifted it carefully, almost ceremonially, and carried it toward the dim ballroom.

Several remaining employees paused subtly when they realized what he was doing.

A dishwasher lingering near the service doors stopped stacking glasses.

Two waiters remained beside the curtain instead of leaving.

Even the bartender stayed.

Jimmy opened the case.

Brass caught the backstage light softly.

He lifted the trumpet with familiar care and pressed the valves once beneath his fingertips. Smooth from years of use. Oil and memory worn into the metal together.

For a moment nobody spoke.

Then Raymond nodded toward the ballroom.

“Go ahead.”

Jimmy stepped onto the empty edge of the bandstand.

The Empire Room looked different without customers, larger, sadder somehow.

White tablecloths half-cleared.

Chairs pushed unevenly back.

Smoke lingering beneath chandeliers like low fog.

He remembered carrying luggage through this hotel in 1919 when the lobby still smelled of coal heat and cigar ash from another generation entirely. Remembered hearing orchestras upstairs while management directed colored staff through side corridors and freight entrances.

Always nearby.

Never central.

Jimmy raised the trumpet slowly.

The first note came low and restrained.

Not performance.

Conversation.

The sound drifted through the ballroom with startling warmth, rolling softly beneath the chandeliers and empty glasses. Raymond listened without moving. Lucille lowered her cigarette halfway to the ashtray and forgot to finish the gesture.

Jimmy closed his eyes.

Another phrase followed.

Then another.

Blues folded into jazz. South Side rhythm wrapped inside downtown elegance that had never fully wanted it. The room seemed to tighten around the music itself.

A waiter near the curtain whispered, “Jesus.”

Nobody answered him.

Jimmy played quietly at first, almost cautiously, but something loosened after the second chorus. The trumpet lifted higher. Cleaner. Years of restraint bleeding through polished brass into the empty ballroom.

Raymond smiled despite himself.

“That old man still got lungs,” the bartender muttered.

Lucille moved closer to the stage. “Hush.”

Jimmy shifted into a melody none of them recognized immediately. Something unfinished. Personal. Notes carrying grief beneath technique.

The hotel sounds faded around them.

No silverware.

No freight lifts.

No steam pipes.

Just trumpet echoing through the room Jimmy had dreamed about most of his adult life.

Near the ballroom entrance Fritz stood motionless in the shadows.

No one had seen him arrive.

His expression revealed almost nothing, but he did not interrupt.

That alone changed the air in the room.

Jimmy saw him eventually.

For half a heartbeat the music nearly faltered.

Then continued.

Fritz remained beside the doorway with hands folded behind his back while the final phrases drifted beneath the chandeliers. The melody softened gradually into silence so complete the room itself seemed reluctant to breathe afterward.

Nobody moved.

Then Raymond gave one quiet clap.

Lucille followed.

A few employees joined in awkwardly before stopping again, embarrassed by their own emotion.

Jimmy lowered the trumpet slowly.

The old ache returned immediately to his knee. His shoulder. His age.

Reality stepping back into place.

Fritz approached the bandstand with measured steps.

For one dangerous second Jimmy thought the man might reprimand everybody present.

Instead Fritz looked across the empty tables and said quietly, “You should all go home before sunrise.”

That was all.

But he looked directly at Jimmy when he said it.

And there was something in his eyes that had not been there earlier.

Recognition perhaps.

Or regret.

Fritz turned away before either possibility settled long enough to name.

The staff began dispersing carefully after that, conversation returning in subdued murmurs. Raymond packed his trumpet without speaking for nearly a minute.

Finally he said, “You know what the trouble is?”

Jimmy slid the trumpet gently back into its case. “What’s that?”

“You played that room like you belonged in it.”

Jimmy smiled faintly. “Maybe I forgot myself.”

“No,” Lucille said softly. “Maybe everybody else did.”

The remark hung there uneasily.

Because all of them understood the danger hidden inside it.




The storm finally broke after two-thirty.

Rain hammered State Street hard enough to blur the neon outside the hotel windows while the remaining staff filtered through service corridors toward freight exits and employee lockers. Thunder rattled somewhere over the lakefront.

Jimmy buttoned his coat slowly beside the basement corridor mirror.

His trumpet case rested near his shoes.

From farther down the hall came the scrape of crates and tired voices from kitchen workers ending shift. The hotel smelled now of wet wool, floor polish, steam heat, and stale whiskey left behind by rich customers upstairs.

He reached automatically into his pocket for cigarettes.

Empty.

“Damn.”

“You still smoking those awful things?”

Jimmy turned.

Lucille stood beneath the service light holding her umbrella closed against one shoulder.

“Doctor’d quit if he heard your lungs tonight,” she said.

Jimmy chuckled quietly. “Doctor can’t afford Empire Room tickets.”

She studied him a moment longer than casual conversation required.

“That piece you played,” she said. “What was it?”

“Nothing finished.”

“Felt finished.”

Jimmy looked toward the service hallway leading outside.

“Been working on it awhile.”

“For this room?”

He did not answer immediately.

Rain pounded harder beyond the loading doors.

Finally he said, “Man spends enough years carrying trays around someplace, eventually he starts hearing arrangements in his head.”

Lucille smiled sadly. “You oughta write them down before somebody else steals them.”

Jimmy tapped the trumpet case lightly. “Maybe I did.”

Something passed across her expression then. Concern perhaps.

“Take it easy heading home tonight,” she said quietly. “Downtown feels wrong lately.”

Jimmy glanced toward her. “Wrong how?”

“Like people are watching too carefully.”

Before he could answer, raised voices echoed faintly from another corridor.

Bruno again.

Even through the walls his anger sounded sloppy now. Unfocused.

A bottle shattered somewhere.

Lucille exhaled smoke through her nose. “That man’s gonna get himself buried.”

“Not tonight,” Jimmy said.

But he wasn’t fully certain.

The shouting dulled again after a moment.

Lucille opened her umbrella near the exit doors. “You heading South Side?”

“Yeah.”

“You need a ride?”

Jimmy shook his head. “Train’ll still be running.”

She looked unconvinced.

Then stepped closer and squeezed his forearm briefly.

“Room heard you tonight,” she said.

Not applause.

Not praise.

Something deeper.

Jimmy watched her disappear into the rain through the loading entrance before lifting his trumpet case again.

The hallway had grown quieter now.

Too quiet.

Only distant pipes and rainfall remained.

At the far end near the service ledger desk, one of the younger porters signed out for the evening and nodded toward Jimmy.

“Night, Jimmy.”

“Night.”

The porter hesitated.

Then lowered his voice.

“Bruno asked about you earlier.”

Jimmy stopped.

“What kind of asking?”

“Just drunk talk mostly.” The boy shrugged uneasily. “Said he remembered you from DeLisa. Said you used to mouth off too much.”

Jimmy gave a tired smile. “Everybody mouthed off in DeLisa.”

“Yeah.” The porter looked toward the corridor Bruno had disappeared into earlier. “Still. Keep your nose clean tonight.”

Jimmy nodded once.

The boy hurried off toward the freight lift.

Alone again, Jimmy signed the service ledger beside the loading entrance.

His name settled into the page among dozens of invisible workers moving through invisible hours beneath the city’s elegance.

Then he stepped outside.

Rain hit immediately. Warm and heavy.

The alley behind the Palmer House gleamed beneath flickering service lights and neon reflections from Wabash. Garbage cans overflowed near the loading dock. Water rushed along the curb carrying cigarette butts and grease toward the storm drains.

Jimmy adjusted his collar and started south toward the elevated tracks.

Thunder rolled overhead.

Halfway down the alley he heard footsteps behind him.

Not close.

Measured.

He slowed slightly without turning.

The footsteps slowed too.

A freight truck rattled somewhere nearby. Rain hammered metal fire escapes overhead.

Jimmy tightened his grip on the trumpet case.

“Who’s there?”

Only rain answered at first.

Then movement.

A figure stepping from shadow near the brick wall.

Another farther back beside stacked crates.

Jimmy’s stomach tightened.

Couldn’t see faces clearly through the rain and alley light.

One man wore a dark hat pulled low.

The other broader through the shoulders.

“You got nerve,” one voice muttered.

Jimmy stepped backward instinctively. “You boys looking for trouble, find somebody else.”

The broader man moved closer.

Rainwater dripped from the brim of his hat.

“We just wanna talk.”

“Nobody comes in alleys to talk.”

The first blow landed before Jimmy fully saw it coming.

Pain burst along his jaw and sent him crashing sideways against wet brick. The trumpet case slipped from his hand and struck pavement hard enough to split open slightly.

Jimmy swung back instinctively. Years of loading luggage and fighting through South Side streets had left strength in him despite age.

His fist connected once.

A grunt.

Then another strike drove into his ribs.

Jimmy staggered.

Rain blurred everything.

The alley light flickered overhead.

“Hold him.”

Hands grabbed his coat.

Jimmy shoved backward violently, slamming one attacker into garbage cans. Metal crashed through the alley.

For one desperate second he almost broke free.

Then something hard struck the side of his head.

White light exploded behind his eyes.

He dropped to one knee against the wet pavement.

The trumpet case lay open nearby beneath the rain.

Brass glimmered weakly under the alley light.

One of the men cursed. “Jesus Christ, finish it.”

Jimmy tried to rise.

Another blow drove him flat onto the concrete.

Thunder cracked overhead at the exact same moment.

Then only rain.

Heavy.

Constant.

The men backed away quickly after that.

One bent briefly near the body.

Something metallic slipped loose onto the pavement beside the pooling water.

A cufflink.

Neither man noticed.

Footsteps disappeared into darkness.

Rain continued washing the alley clean.

The trumpet rested half outside its broken case.

One valve still humming faintly from impact.




Naomi Freeman had just extinguished the apartment lamp when the knock came at the door.

Not loud.

Careful.

Which frightened her more.

Outside, thunder rolled across Bronzeville while rain struck the windows in steady waves.

Naomi pulled her robe tighter and crossed the apartment slowly. Every instinct already knew something terrible waited on the other side before her hand even touched the knob.

When she opened the door, two uniformed officers stood beneath the hallway light with wet hats in their hands.

Neither met her eyes immediately.

And somewhere far downtown, beyond rain and darkness and the sleeping city, the Palmer House continued glowing against the storm.
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The Return Home 

July 1946 - Chicago




The train screamed against the rails long before Chicago appeared through the haze.

William “Willy” Freeman stood near the vestibule door with one hand wrapped around the leather strap of his duffel bag, shoulders rigid beneath an Army jacket that still smelled faintly of machine oil and rain. Around him, returning soldiers shifted impatiently beside civilians carrying paper parcels, hatboxes, and folded newspapers softened by sweat. Somebody farther down the car laughed too loudly. Somebody else coughed into a handkerchief without stopping.

Willy barely heard any of it.

The city had already entered his body through memory before it arrived through glass.

Chicago.

Smoke stacks. Lake wind. Elevated tracks rattling overhead like loose bolts in a tank hull. Bronzeville storefronts glowing after dark. Trumpets leaking from basement clubs while freight trucks rolled through wet alleyways behind downtown hotels.

Home.

At least it was supposed to be.

The conductor moved down the aisle calling Union Station in a tired voice. Several passengers immediately reached for luggage. A young sailor beside Willy grinned nervously and said, “Feels strange coming back, don’t it?”

Willy nodded once.

The sailor kept talking anyway. “My old lady thinks she’s meeting the same fella left two years ago. Joke’s on her.”

A few men nearby chuckled.

Willy looked out the window instead.

Rail yards spread beneath the morning haze. Coal smoke drifted above rows of boxcars. Factory rooftops shimmered under oppressive July heat already rising from the city streets. He felt sweat gathering beneath his collar despite the early hour.

Europe was gone now.

But his body had not learned it yet.

Even the grinding brakes reminded him of armored tracks screaming against frozen roads outside Bastogne. For a brief moment he smelled burning steel instead of locomotive smoke. Heard artillery instead of rail couplings.

Then the train slowed fully.

Chicago returned.

The platform outside erupted into motion before the cars fully stopped. Porters shouted directions. Families waved from behind iron barriers. Women in summer dresses pressed forward searching faces. Flashbulbs popped somewhere farther down the station where reporters clustered around returning officers.

Willy adjusted the duffel bag on his shoulder and stepped down into heat thick enough to taste.

Union Station roared around him.

Announcements echoed through vaulted ceilings blackened by decades of smoke. Children darted between adults. A Red Cap pushed a luggage cart through the crowd while muttering apologies nobody heard. The smell of coal dust mixed with perfume, cigar smoke, hot concrete, and coffee from the station lunch counter.

For a moment Willy simply stood still.

The city moved around him while he searched faces.

Then he saw Betty.

Elizabeth “Betty” Roe Freeman stood near one of the pillars gripping her purse with both hands as if she feared herself coming apart if she loosened them. Her floral summer dress shifted softly beneath the station breeze. Beside her stood Naomi, straighter than he remembered, though thinner now around the cheeks.

Neither woman waved.

That frightened him immediately.

Betty reached him first.

Her arms wrapped around him hard enough to force breath from his lungs. He felt her shoulders shake once before she buried her face against his jacket.

“You made it home,” she whispered.

The words broke something loose inside him more dangerously than tears would have.

He held her carefully, almost uncertain she was real.

Naomi approached slower. Her expression remained composed, but her eyes carried exhaustion that had not existed when he left for Europe. She touched his cheek once with cool fingertips.

“You look older,” she said quietly.

“So do you.”

She gave him the faintest smile. “That’s what happens when people keep worrying over you.”

Willy glanced behind them instinctively. “Where’s Pop?”

Silence entered immediately.

Not dramatic silence.

Worse.

The kind people prepare ahead of time.

Betty lowered her eyes. Naomi looked toward the station floor as though reading something there she already knew by heart. Around them, the noise of Union Station continued without interruption. A boy laughed nearby. Somebody shouted for a taxi. A train whistle sounded somewhere deep in the terminal.

Willy felt the air narrow.

“What happened?” he asked.

Naomi answered carefully, each word controlled before it left her mouth. “We tried sending messages overseas, but the Army kept moving your unit around.”

His grip tightened on the duffel strap.

“Ma.”

Betty finally looked at him. Her eyes were swollen from recent crying despite the powder she had tried applying.

“Your daddy’s gone.”

The station seemed to tilt slightly beneath him.

Not from emotion at first.

From disbelief.

Gone belonged to Europe. Gone belonged to villages flattened overnight and tank crews swallowed by artillery smoke. Gone belonged to boys who vanished beside him in forests where snow turned black from fuel fires.

Not Chicago.

Not Jimmy Freeman.

Willy stared at Naomi. “How?”

Neither woman answered immediately.

That frightened him more than the words themselves.

A porter rolled luggage between them and muttered apologies before disappearing into the crowd. Somewhere above, pigeons fluttered through steel rafters.

Finally Naomi said, “We should get you home first.”

Willy did not move.

“How?”

“He was killed downtown.”

The words landed cleanly.

Too cleanly.

Killed downtown.

Not died.

Not passed.

Killed.

Betty touched his sleeve. “Please, Willy.”

He looked at her, then at Naomi again. He saw both women measuring him carefully, waiting for some reaction they feared. But the war had burned most immediate reactions out of him months ago. He simply nodded once.

“All right,” he said.

But inside, something cold had already begun turning.




The drive south through the city felt unreal.

Streetcars rattled along tracks slick with summer grime. Delivery trucks crawled through intersections while downtown office workers hurried beneath the growing heat. The city looked unchanged and completely foreign at the same time.

Willy sat beside the taxi window watching Chicago pass in fragments.

State Street storefronts.

Hotel awnings.

Boys selling newspapers.

White-capped vendors beside curbside carts.

A policeman directing traffic with exaggerated irritation.

He noticed things automatically the way soldiers learned to notice movement near hedgerows or broken windows in occupied towns. Which alleyways stayed shadowed. Which men watched too carefully. Which faces looked away too quickly.

The habit embarrassed him now.

Betty kept one hand folded quietly over his. Naomi sat across from them without speaking much. The silence between them no longer felt accidental. It felt exhausted from repetition.

Finally Willy asked, “When?”

“Three weeks ago,” Naomi said.

The number struck him harder than he expected.

Three weeks.

He had crossed oceans while Jimmy lay buried beneath Illinois soil.

“How’d they find him?”

“In an alley behind the Palmer House.”

The words made him turn from the window immediately.

“The hotel?”

Naomi nodded.

“Coming off shift.”

Willy stared at her. “Who did it?”

A bitter expression crossed Naomi’s face so quickly it nearly vanished. “Police said robbery.”

“But?”

“But your father still had money in his pocket.”

The taxi rolled beneath elevated tracks. Iron thunder echoed overhead.

Willy leaned back slowly.

Europe’s over, but this city ain’t.

Somebody had said that once on the troop ship home. He could not remember who.

Now the sentence returned with terrible clarity.

Betty squeezed his hand harder. “Don’t start carrying this already.”

“Carrying what?”

“That look.”

“What look?”

Neither woman answered.

Because they both knew exactly what she meant.

The same look he carried home from Europe.

The one that arrived before violence did.




Bronzeville greeted him with noise instead of silence.

Children shouted across stoops. Radios drifted from open apartment windows. Somewhere nearby, a trumpet practiced scales badly enough to make Willy almost smile. The smell of fried catfish and cigarette smoke floated through the humid afternoon while men in rolled shirtsleeves argued outside a storefront barbershop.

Life pressed tightly against the streets here.

Nothing like downtown.

Nothing polished.

Nothing pretending.

The taxi stopped outside the Freeman apartment building on South Parkway Boulevard. Several neighbors noticed immediately. Word traveled faster than streetcars in Bronzeville, especially when soldiers came home.

Mrs. Talley from downstairs crossed herself softly when she saw him. Old Mr. Jenkins removed his hat from beneath the shade tree near the curb.

“Boy made it back,” somebody murmured nearby.

Willy climbed from the cab slowly, suddenly aware of how visible the Bronze Star ribbon looked pinned above his pocket. He almost removed the jacket immediately despite the heat.

Betty noticed him touching it. “Leave it on.”

“It’s too hot.”

“Leave it on.”

Her voice carried more force than the sentence required.

Willy understood why a moment later.

People here needed proof somebody came home alive.

Naomi unlocked the apartment door while neighbors quietly offered greetings from the hallway. Inside, the rooms smelled faintly of coffee, starch, and furniture polish. Familiar. Stable. Human.

Then Willy saw Jimmy’s trumpet case beside the radio cabinet.

Everything inside him stopped again.

The leather handle remained cracked near the brass latch exactly the way he remembered. One corner still carried a burn mark from years earlier when Jimmy dropped a cigarette during rehearsal at Club DeLisa.

Nobody had moved it.

Willy crossed the room slowly.

His fingertips rested against the worn leather.

For one dangerous second he expected Jimmy to walk in from another room laughing about something ridiculous. Complaining about downtown fools. Talking too loud while Naomi scolded him from the kitchen.

Instead there was only the apartment radiator ticking softly against the wall.

Betty disappeared quietly into the kitchen to give him space.

Naomi stood near the dining table watching her son carefully.

“He played two nights before it happened,” she said softly. “Cozy Cabin Inn. Said the crowd stayed till near morning.”

Willy nodded without looking away from the trumpet case.

“He still talking about the Empire Room?”

A strange expression crossed Naomi’s face.

“Always.”

The answer hurt more than he expected.

Willy finally crouched beside the case and opened it slowly.

The trumpet rested inside beneath faded velvet lining worn smooth by decades of use. Jimmy kept the brass polished better than most men polished church shoes. Even now the instrument caught afternoon light softly beneath the apartment window.

Willy lifted it carefully.

Warm memories arrived too quickly.

Jimmy teaching him scales beside open summer windows.

Jimmy laughing when Willy overblew high notes.

Jimmy saying breath mattered more than strength.

Jimmy swearing a horn carried every feeling a man tried hiding.

Willy swallowed hard and lowered the trumpet again before the memories buried him completely.

Behind him Naomi said quietly, “Your daddy deserved better than an alley.”

* * *

The apartment filled slowly after sunset.

Not formally.

Nobody announced themselves or knocked with ceremony. The neighborhood simply learned Willy Freeman had come home and responded the way Bronzeville always responded to grief. One quiet arrival at a time.

Aunties carrying pies wrapped in dish towels. Men smelling faintly of barbershop talc and whiskey. Children instructed to stay polite for once in their lives. Somebody brought collard greens. Somebody else arrived with bourbon hidden inside a paper sack despite Naomi pretending not to approve.

The rooms grew warm from bodies and conversation.

Willy sat near the front window still wearing his Army trousers while people offered condolences in carefully controlled voices. Several men shook his hand too firmly, as though strength itself might help.

“Your daddy was a good man.”

“He could make that horn sing.”

“Whole neighborhood heard about what happened.”

Nobody said murder too loudly.

Not with children nearby.

Not with police never far from Black neighborhoods even when they were nowhere useful.

Betty moved between kitchen and dining table carrying plates while sweat gathered near her collar despite the evening breeze drifting through open windows. Their little boy slept in the bedroom unaware his father had returned from war and his grandfather had vanished from the world almost simultaneously.

Willy watched her for a long moment.

Europe had frozen her in his memory at twenty-two. Standing beneath station lights waving goodbye while pretending not to cry.

Now she moved with the exhaustion of someone who had carried a household alone too long.

He hated the war suddenly for allowing time to continue without him.

Across the room Naomi listened while two older women discussed funeral arrangements already passed. Willy caught fragments without meaning to.

“Beautiful service.”

“Club musicians sent flowers.”

“Even folks downtown came.”

Downtown.

The word tightened something inside him again.

A knock sounded at the door.

Conversation shifted immediately.

Not fearful exactly.

Respectful.

Naomi crossed the apartment and opened it without surprise.

Theodore “Teddy” Roe entered wearing a dark summer suit despite the heat, fedora tucked beneath one arm. Two young grandchildren clung to his hands until he gently nudged them forward toward the apartment interior.

“There’s your Uncle Willy,” Teddy said softly.

The children stared up at Willy with shy curiosity. One little girl finally whispered, “Mama said you fought Hitler.”

A few adults laughed quietly.

Willy managed the faintest smile. “That’s what they tell me.”

Teddy crossed the room and embraced him briefly. No performance. No exaggerated masculinity. Just family.

“You made it home,” Teddy said.

“Looks that way.”

Teddy studied him carefully after stepping back. His expression revealed intelligence more than intimidation. Willy remembered people talking about Teddy Roe like weather systems moving through South Side politics. Powerful. Dangerous when necessary. Careful always.

But here, inside the apartment, he looked mostly tired.

The grandchildren quickly wandered toward the kitchen after Betty offered pie. Teddy loosened his tie slightly before sitting beside Willy near the window.

“You hear much yet?” he asked quietly.

“Only pieces.”

Teddy nodded once. “Probably for the best tonight.”

“That what everybody keeps saying?”

The older man glanced toward Naomi before lowering his voice further. “Your mother’s trying to get you through one evening before you start asking questions nobody likes answering.”

Willy looked at him steadily. “You got answers?”

“Some.”

“Police?”

Teddy gave a dry smile without humor. “Police got paperwork.”

Outside, summer thunder rolled faintly somewhere beyond the lakefront.

Willy leaned forward with forearms against his knees. “Pop have trouble with anybody?”

“Everybody has trouble with somebody in Chicago.”

“That ain’t what I asked.”

Teddy remained silent for several seconds.

Across the apartment Lucille had arrived unnoticed during the conversation. Elegant even in mourning black, she embraced Naomi near the dining table while several men immediately straightened their posture around her out of habit. Her voice carried low and warm through the room.

Willy recognized her instantly from childhood nights backstage at South Side clubs.

Jimmy used to call her the only singer who could make drunk men forget drinking.

Teddy finally said quietly, “Your daddy had pride.”

Willy looked at him sharply. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means some men don’t know when to stop pushing.”

Anger flickered beneath Willy’s exhaustion for the first time all day. “You saying this was his fault?”

“No.” Teddy’s voice remained calm. “I’m saying downtown people embarrass easy.”

The sentence hung heavily between them.

Willy thought about the Palmer House towering above State Street with all its chandeliers and polished brass. A palace built on service entrances and invisible labor.

Jimmy had worked there nearly thirty years.

And died behind it.

“You know who did it,” Willy said quietly.

Teddy did not answer directly.

“That hotel remembers everything,” he said instead.

Then he rose before Willy could press further.

The conversation moved elsewhere almost immediately as more neighbors arrived. Somebody turned on the radio softly near the kitchen. Children laughed down the hallway. Plates clinked together beneath overlapping voices.

But Willy barely heard any of it now.

Downtown people embarrass easy.

The sentence kept turning.




Later, after most visitors drifted home through the humid night, Lucille remained behind near the apartment window smoking carefully beside the screen.

“You got his eyes now,” she said to Willy.

He leaned against the dining table nursing untouched bourbon. “People keep saying I look different.”

“You do.”

“War.”

“No.” She exhaled smoke toward the darkness outside. “Grief.”

The word landed harder than expected.

Lucille glanced toward Jimmy’s trumpet case near the radio cabinet. “Your daddy loved that hotel more than he should’ve.”

“Why?”

“Because he thought eventually they’d hear him.”

Willy frowned slightly. “He ever get close?”

She smiled sadly. “Closer than they liked.”

Naomi emerged from the kitchen carrying coffee cups. “Lucille.”

“What?”

“You don’t gotta start tonight.”

Lucille accepted the warning without offense. “Boy deserves honesty.”

Naomi placed a cup in front of Willy before sitting carefully across from him. Fatigue settled visibly into her shoulders now that company had mostly gone.

“He argued with me for years about that place,” she admitted quietly. “Said things were changing downtown after the war. Said colored musicians wouldn’t stay hidden forever.”

“He wasn’t wrong.”

“No,” Naomi said. “But being right don’t always keep a man breathing.”

Silence followed.

Outside, rain finally began tapping against the apartment windows.

Willy stared into his coffee. “What exactly happened that night?”

Naomi exchanged a brief look with Lucille.

“He worked late,” Naomi said carefully. “After-hours cleaning near the Empire Room. Police said somebody jumped him behind the hotel.”

“Robbery.”

“That’s what they called it.”

“But not what you believe.”

“No.”

Lucille crushed her cigarette into an ashtray. “Jimmy knew too many people downtown. Heard too many things. Saw too many ugly men pretending elegance.”

“Anybody specific?”

Another hesitation.

Then Lucille said quietly, “Bruno was in the hotel that night.”

The name meant nothing immediately.

But the way both women avoided Willy’s eyes afterward meant it should.

“Who’s Bruno?”

Naomi answered first. “Nobody you need concerning yourself with tonight.”

“That ain’t an answer.”

“He’s connected,” Lucille said flatly. “Old nightclub muscle. Outfit people. Likes feeling important.”

“Police question him?”

Lucille laughed once under her breath.

That told Willy enough.

Rain thickened outside while distant thunder rolled above Bronzeville rooftops. Somewhere down the block a trumpet played brief wandering notes before stopping abruptly.

Finally Naomi rose from the table. “You need sleep.”

Willy looked at her. “You sleeping?”

“No.”

“Then why should I?”

She crossed the room and touched his shoulder gently. “Because you already survived one war.”

The sentence stayed with him long after the apartment quieted.




Near midnight Willy stepped onto the apartment building fire escape alone.

Rain cooled the city slightly but not enough to break the heat trapped inside brick walls and pavement. South Parkway glistened beneath streetlights while radios drifted softly through open windows across the neighborhood.

Chicago breathed differently at night.

Less pretending.

More truth.

He leaned against damp iron railing and looked north toward downtown where the faint glow of hotel lights blurred against low clouds.

The Palmer House stood somewhere inside that glow.

Jimmy spent most of his life there.

Thirty years carrying bags through marble corridors while white businessmen tipped him like furniture come alive. Thirty years listening to orchestras perform inside the Empire Room while he entered through service hallways smelling of bleach and steam pipes.

And somehow, after all that time, the hotel still let him die in an alley.

Willy closed his eyes briefly.

For one dangerous second he heard artillery again.

Saw burning snow near the German border.

Felt tank vibration beneath his boots while tracer rounds crossed darkness ahead.

A hand touched his arm softly.

Betty.

She stood beside him wearing a thin robe against the damp summer air. “Couldn’t sleep either?”

He shook his head.

She rested against the railing beside him. For a while neither spoke. The city handled conversation for them.

Finally she said quietly, “Don’t disappear from me.”

Willy looked at her.

“You came back from Europe different,” she continued. “I knew that before today. But now you got another look in your eyes.”

“What look?”

“The same one your daddy carried when somebody insulted him and he smiled instead of answering.”

Rainwater dripped steadily from the fire escape above them.

Willy stared toward downtown again. “Feels wrong.”

“What does?”

“Everything.”

Betty slipped her hand into his. “Then let it feel wrong awhile before you start trying to fix it.”

But even as she said it, both of them understood something already moving beneath the conversation.

Jimmy Freeman was dead.

And nobody downtown seemed eager to explain why.





OEBPS/images/a1da065c5d7dbae70ead84c0f3ee91ae_smallRaw.png





OEBPS/0ee00ecdaceb1871e30c85e4caa17f2f17fb9cdf_smallRaw.jpg
D)
A)rr <r> 0}

Swm BRASS Wu“[v

“EMIRE ROM

A HISTORICAL MYSTERY
JALL,

THE PALMER HOUSE

— SCOTT HAMELE —





OEBPS/images/8667bdc814eecb0edf18491d2c031b79_smallRaw.png
-
=

- %@ u.








OEBPS/images/54a5aedcc962f32198c04446a05c6085_smallRaw.png












