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  Preface



I have always believed that places remember more than people realize.

Long before I began writing historical fiction, I found myself drawn toward old hotels. Not simply because of their architecture or elegance, but because they seemed to preserve emotional residue in ways ordinary buildings did not. A grand hotel witnesses arrivals, departures, celebrations, betrayals, affairs, political negotiations, disappearances, quiet grief, and private fears. Thousands of lives pass through the same hallways, yet traces of those lives remain behind long after the guests themselves are forgotten.

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

Each novel in the series stands alone, yet every story returns to the same central idea: buildings become witnesses. Across America’s grand hotels, hidden corridors, forgotten rooms, and aging lobbies, history settles into the walls and waits quietly for someone willing to notice it.

The journey through this series has carried readers from the Hamptons to Spokane, from Denver to New York, from Honolulu to Austin. In The Baker House Invitation, a wealthy 1915 wedding conceals a death buried beneath silence and privilege. Lottie’s Waltz explores long-hidden violence inside the historic Driskill Hotel. The Snow Globe at The Davenport Hotel follows a fragile object tied to a mystery stretching back to 1947. In The Jefferson Hotel Mirror, reflections become fragments of a murder the past refuses to release.

Other novels descend into wartime secrets, financial corruption, political fear, betrayal, and loss. Yet no matter the location, the hotel itself always becomes part of the mystery.

This novel may be the most emotionally difficult story I have written in the series.

The Thirteenth Floor was inspired by the real-life 1939 deaths connected to Chicago’s historic Congress Plaza Hotel. During my research into the hotel’s history, I became fascinated not only by the tragedy itself, but by the historical moment surrounding it. The summer of 1939 existed in a strange and terrible space between worlds. Europe stood on the edge of catastrophe. Refugees fled occupied territories carrying hidden wealth, fractured identities, and unbearable uncertainty. Meanwhile, America still attempted to convince itself that distance provided safety.

I wanted this novel to explore what fear looked like before the Second World War fully began. Not battlefield fear, but quieter fear. Bureaucratic fear. Surveillance. Financial pressure. The fear of realizing that even escape may not truly free you.

The Congress Plaza Hotel became the perfect setting for that emotional landscape. Behind its grand public spaces existed another hidden world of service corridors, switchboards, stairwells, and unseen movement. The building itself seemed uniquely suited to a story about secrecy, observation, and psychological claustrophobia.

While this novel is fictionalized, it is deeply grounded in historical research involving refugee networks, prewar financial investigations, hotel operations, immigration realities, and the growing reach of authoritarian influence beyond Europe’s borders. My goal was not simply to recreate history, but to capture the emotional atmosphere of people living through a moment when the world still hoped disaster might somehow be avoided.

This series continues to grow from my original vision: real hotels, real historical foundations, and fictional mysteries shaped by the lingering weight of memory.

Because sometimes buildings are more than settings.

Sometimes they are witnesses.

And sometimes the lobby still remembers.




-Scott Hamele







  Prologue
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The Boys in the Hallway

Present Day  - Congress Plaza Hotel - Chicago - 2025




The woman standing at the front desk looked pale beneath the lobby chandeliers. Not irritated or angry, but deeply frightened.

Rain tapped softly against the tall windows overlooking Michigan Avenue while late-night traffic hissed across wet pavement outside the old Congress Plaza Hotel. The lobby carried that familiar mixture of polished wood, old carpet, and lingering cigarette smoke trapped somewhere deep inside the building’s age.

The young desk clerk looked up from his monitor.

“Good evening, ma’am. How can I help you?”

The woman glanced once toward the elevators before leaning closer to the desk.

“We’d really like another room,” she said quietly. “Another floor if possible.”

“Of course.” The clerk maintained his practiced smile. “Is something wrong with the room?”

For a moment she looked embarrassed answering.

“At first I thought it was just an old hotel being noisy,” she admitted. “Pipes. Elevators. People in the hallway.”

The clerk nodded politely.

“But around two in the morning…” Her voice trailed slightly. “My husband and I both woke up because we heard children laughing outside the door.”

Something in the clerk’s expression shifted almost invisibly.

“Children?” he asked carefully.

“Two little boys.” She folded her arms tightly. “Running back and forth down the hallway. Laughing.” Her eyes drifted toward the elevator corridor again. “It sounded close. Right outside the room.”

The businessman standing behind her in line slowly lowered his phone.

“My husband actually got irritated and went to open the door because he thought kids were running around unsupervised in the middle of the night.” She gave a nervous laugh that immediately disappeared. “But when he opened it…”

She stopped.

“There was nobody there?”

The woman nodded slowly.

“The hallway was completely empty.”

Rainwater slid down the dark windows behind her.

“We both heard it,” she said quickly, almost defensively. “That’s the part bothering me. If it had just been me…”

The clerk remained quiet.

She leaned even closer now, lowering her voice.

“Then maybe twenty minutes later I heard something else.” She swallowed. “A soft knocking sound inside the wall beside the bed.”

“Inside the wall?”

“Three knocks.” She tapped lightly against the counter. “Slow. Like somebody knocking from behind the plaster.”

The lobby suddenly seemed much larger and quieter around them.

“At that point I couldn’t sleep anymore, so I looked up some of the hotel stories online.” Her face tightened uneasily. “That’s when I found the articles about the woman and her children.”

Neither of them said the names aloud.

The old elevator doors opened behind her with a heavy metallic groan.

Still nobody stepped out.

“I know this place is famous for ghost stories,” she continued softly. “But there was one more thing.”

The clerk waited.

“A little after three, I woke up because I thought someone was standing near the window.” She stared toward the marble floor as she spoke. “Not moving. Just standing there.”

The businessman behind her quietly stepped away from the line.

“When I sat up, there was nobody there.” She paused. “But I could still hear something in the hallway.”

“What was that?”

The woman looked directly at him.

“A yo-yo.”

The clerk blinked once.

“It sounded like somebody slowly bouncing a wooden yo-yo against the wall outside the room.” Her voice had become almost a whisper now. “Back and forth. Over and over.”

Silence settled across the front desk.

Finally the clerk cleared his throat gently.

“What floor are you currently staying on?”

The woman exhaled shakily.

“The thirteenth.”

For the first time since she approached the desk, the clerk’s professional expression disappeared entirely.

Not surprise.

Recognition.

He slowly reached for another room ledger beside the computer terminal.

“Yes, ma’am,” he said quietly. “I think we can move you somewhere else tonight.”

Eighty-six years earlier, another family had stood in the same hallway.








  
  
  Chapter 1
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The Wall Behind the Pantry

Late July 1939 - The Congress Plaza Hotel - Chicago, Illinois




The boys were asleep when Adele Langer opened her eyes. She thought of her husband Karl, and wished he was there, lying next to her. 

For several seconds she did not move.

Room 1311 held the trapped heat of the day, though the windows had been cracked open before midnight. The curtains lifted faintly in the damp lake air, then settled again. Beyond the glass, Grant Park lay dark beneath a thin wash of city light, and farther beyond it Lake Michigan was only a blacker darkness against the sky.

Chicago had not gone quiet.

Streetcars still ground along Michigan Avenue. Automobiles passed below with a wet hiss over pavement left damp by evening rain. Somewhere deep inside the Congress Plaza, an elevator chain rattled upward through the shaft, strained, stopped, then released the dull clatter of a gate several floors below.

Adele listened.

Not to the city.

To the hallway.

Tommy slept sprawled sideways across the nearer bed, one arm flung over the blanket as though surrender had overtaken him mid-battle. Misha lay curled toward the wall, knees drawn close, one hand gripping the sheet near his chin. Even sleeping, he looked as if he were bracing himself against bad news.

Adele turned her head slowly toward the door.

No footsteps. No knock. No soft scrape of a shoe against carpet.

Still, she knew she would not sleep again.

She sat up carefully, every movement measured so the bed frame would not complain. Her house coat hung over the chair beside the washstand. She reached for it in the darkness, slid her arms into the sleeves, then stood barefoot on the carpet while the room settled around her.

The key lay beneath her folded handkerchief.

Not the room key.

The other one.

The small brass key Patrick had given her without asking what it would open or why she needed to move through parts of the hotel no guest was meant to see. Adele had almost refused it. Refusal would have been cleaner. Safer for him. Safer for everyone.

But safety had become a word people used when they wanted to avoid admitting what had already been lost.

She picked up the key and held it in her palm until the metal warmed against her skin.

The package was already gone.

That was what she told herself.

The jewelry case, the wrapped certificates, the smaller envelope containing Karl’s careful numbers, all of it had been hidden inside the wall behind the housekeeping pantry two nights earlier. She had pushed the bundle past the old support beam herself. She had replaced the loose panel and pressed the warped plaster flat until it looked ordinary again.

Then Otto Weissmann had been waiting outside the pantry.

Not rushing.

Not shouting.

Simply standing there in his gray suit, calm as a man who had never needed to hurry because time itself had agreed to serve him.

Mrs. Langer, he had said.

Adele closed her hand around the key.

The memory did not fade with repetition. It sharpened. The way he had glanced toward the pantry door. The way he had spoken about hidden spaces and walls as though he already understood everything she had tried to conceal. The way he had left without searching, which frightened her more than if he had forced the door open then and there.

He had wanted her to know he could wait.

That was why she had to check.

She crossed to the boys first.

Tommy’s mouth had fallen slightly open. A damp curl stuck to his forehead. He had asked after supper whether Papa would bring back Canadian money from Toronto, and whether Canadian coins looked different from American ones. Adele had told him perhaps. That had satisfied him for almost three minutes before he asked whether trains in Canada sounded the same as trains in Prague.

Misha had not asked anything.

Adele bent and touched his hair lightly.

His eyes opened at once.

She froze.

“Mama?” he whispered.

“I’m here.”

“Are you going away?”

“No.” The lie came too quickly. She softened her voice. “Only to the hall. I’ll be back before you wake properly.”

He watched her in the dimness.

Children knew when words had been arranged to keep them from the truth. They might not understand the truth itself, but they understood the shape of concealment.

“Is the bad man outside?”

Adele’s throat tightened.

“No.”

Misha did not believe her.

She kissed his forehead anyway. “Sleep.”

He closed his eyes because he was obedient, not because he was comforted.

Adele stood a moment longer beside the bed. Then she crossed to the door, slipped the key into her pocket, and eased the latch open.

The corridor waited beyond.

Dim yellow sconces threw weak pools of light against the patterned wallpaper. The long runner down the hall looked darker at night, almost black where the shadows gathered near the bends. Every closed door seemed to be listening.

Adele stepped out and pulled the door shut behind her until the latch barely clicked.

She stood still.

Nothing moved.

The thirteenth floor no longer resembled a guest floor after midnight. Daylight gave the Congress Plaza manners. The lobby below could still pretend to be polished and respectable, with brass elevators, marble floors, and bellmen who knew when to smile. But above the public rooms, after the music had thinned and the dinner guests had gone upstairs, the hotel became something older and less certain.

A structure of hidden corridors.

Listening walls.

Rooms within rooms.

Adele began walking.

She passed the elevator bank without looking toward it. The brass doors reflected a pale version of her face, thin and hollowed by sleeplessness. She turned instead toward the narrow service door near the end of the hall.

Patrick had shown her the route once in daylight, speaking lightly, as if offering a harmless hotel curiosity. Staff uses those corridors mostly. You can get halfway across the building without ever seeing the lobby.

At the time Tommy had been delighted by the idea.

Now Adele understood that hidden routes were useful only until someone else learned them too.

The service door opened with a low complaint.

She slipped inside.

Heat pressed closer immediately. The service passage smelled of dust, bleach, old linen, and warm pipes. Bare bulbs glowed behind wire cages along the ceiling, leaving long stretches of shadow between them. The elegance of the hotel ended here. Behind the walls, the Congress Plaza was concrete, plaster, machinery, wire, water, and air trapped in dead passages.

Adele moved carefully.

Her slippers made almost no sound, but every small shift seemed too loud. A pipe ticked overhead. Somewhere below, an elevator motor groaned. Farther away, laughter rose briefly from one of the lounges, then dissolved before it could become human.

She stopped at the first intersection.

Listened.

Nothing.

Still, she felt him.

Not close, perhaps. Not visible. But present in the shape of her fear. Otto had entered the hotel so completely that even empty corridors now seemed to contain him. He did not need to stand in front of her anymore. He had become a possibility at every turn.

That was worse.

Back in Prague, fear had begun this way.

Not with violence at first. Not for people like them. It had begun with altered routines. Voices lowered in cafés. Names removed from office doors. Men who stopped telephoning directly. Women who said certain things only while water ran in the sink.

Then came the notices.

Then the disappearances.

Then soldiers at railway compartments pretending paperwork was neutral.

By the time danger announced itself plainly, everyone had already learned to doubt their own alarm.

Adele turned left.

The corridor narrowed near the laundry alcove. A cart stood abandoned beside the wall, half full of folded sheets. She passed it, then the service elevator, then the storage room with the cracked brass plate.

The housekeeping pantry waited beyond the next turn.

Its door was closed.

Adele stopped several feet away.

For a moment she could see Otto there again, standing calmly near the stairwell entrance with his hat brim low and his gloves in one hand. You still believe this concerns only money. It does not.

Her fingers tightened around the key in her pocket.

She crossed to the pantry door and tested the knob.

Locked.

Good.

She took out the key and opened it.

The room smelled exactly as it had before. Damp plaster. Dust. Bleach. Old wood. Shelves lined the walls with folded towels, cleaning bottles, replacement bulbs, and linen bundles tied with twine. One bulb hung overhead, flickering faintly with an uneven buzz.

Adele closed the door behind her but did not lock it.

Locking it would trap her.

She stood in the center of the pantry and listened.

No footsteps outside.

No turning knob.

No patient voice saying her name.

She crossed to the rear wall.

The loose panel sat low behind a stack of unused linen bins. At first glance it looked no different from the rest of the wall. Faded floral paper. Warped plaster. Water damage near the baseboard. A repair no one had bothered making properly because no guest would ever see it.

Ordinary.

The most dangerous things now depended upon looking ordinary.

Adele crouched.

Her fingernails found the edge more quickly this time. She eased the panel outward, stopping twice when old plaster gave a soft dry crack. Dust lifted into the air and drifted across her hands.

The cavity opened.

Darkness waited inside.

For one terrible second she did not reach in.

If the space was empty, something inside her would have to break quietly, because there would be no time for anything louder.

She slid her hand past the beam.

Her fingers touched cloth.

A sound escaped her before she could stop it.

Not relief exactly.

Something smaller. Weaker.

The bundle remained there.

She felt the hard corner of the jewelry case through the wrapping. The envelope beside it. The firm edge of the packet Karl had warned could never fall into the wrong hands. It had not been moved. Or if it had, whoever moved it had replaced it with cruel precision.

Adele withdrew her hand slowly.

She should have closed the wall then.

She did not.

Instead she sat back on her heels, staring into the darkness between the walls.

Karl would have called this precaution. He would have said it in the calm voice he used when fear needed to be managed rather than obeyed. He still believed in procedures, in stamped papers, in the power of the right office to correct the wrong one. Even now, in Toronto, he was probably convincing himself that movement could save them.

Toronto to Chicago.

Chicago to Canada.

Canada to citizenship.

Citizenship to safety.

Adele pressed one dusty hand against her mouth.

She wanted to believe in that chain because Karl believed in it. Because Tommy believed his father could solve anything involving trains and documents. Because Misha had already begun to understand that adults were frightened, and she needed him not to understand too much more.

But Otto understood something Karl did not.

Fear did not obey borders.

It crossed oceans inside luggage, followed names through hotel registries, waited in corridors wearing good shoes.

A faint sound touched the pantry door.

Adele went still.

The bulb overhead buzzed.

She listened so hard the silence seemed to press against her ears.

Another sound came.

Not a knock.

Not the pipes.

Fabric brushing wood.

Someone was outside.

Adele reached forward and pushed the panel back into place with shaking hands. The plaster caught once before settling. She pressed the edge flat, then stood too quickly and nearly lost her balance against the shelving unit.

The sound came again.

A soft scrape.

Then silence.

Her eyes moved to the door.

She should wait.

She should hide.

She should not open it.

But waiting had its own terror, and Adele had spent too many nights letting unseen men decide when she could breathe.

She crossed the pantry and placed her hand on the knob.

Opened the door.

The service corridor was empty.

Weak bulbs hummed behind wire cages. Pipes ran along the ceiling. The laundry cart sat where it had been before, motionless beneath its pile of folded sheets. At the far end, the stairwell door stood closed.

No Otto.

No Patrick.

No one.

Adele stepped out and pulled the pantry door behind her.

The key shook once before she got it into the lock.

As she turned it, a whisper of movement came from the far intersection.

She looked up.

A figure stood at the end of the corridor.

Not close enough to touch.

Close enough to be certain.

A man in a gray suit, partly hidden where the light failed before the stairwell. His hat brim shadowed his face, but she no longer needed to see his face. The stillness was enough. The patience. The way he occupied the corridor as though he had been there before she arrived and would remain after she left.

Adele did not speak.

Neither did Otto.

The locked pantry door stood between them in meaning only. He knew that. She knew that. The walls knew it too.

Then Otto lifted one gloved hand to the brim of his hat.

Not greeting.

Acknowledgment.

Adele turned and walked away.

She did not run. Running would tell him too much. Running would tell herself too much. She walked through the service passage with her spine rigid and her hands cold despite the heat. At the next turn she expected him behind her. At the service elevator she expected his voice. At the guest corridor she expected a hand to close around her arm.

Nothing came.

That was his cruelty.

He allowed her to return.

Room 1311 appeared at the far end of the hall like a place remembered from a safer life. Adele fumbled the room key once, then again, before forcing herself to slow down. The lock opened. She stepped inside and shut the door.

Only then did she breathe.

The boys were still in bed.

Tommy had rolled onto his back. Misha was awake.

Adele saw it immediately.

His eyes were open in the dark.

“You went farther than the hall,” he whispered.

She crossed to him and sat on the edge of the bed.

“Yes.”

“Was he there?”

Adele looked toward the door.

The corridor beyond it remained silent.

“I don’t know.”

Misha stared at her. “You do know.”

The words struck her harder than they should have.

She reached for him, and this time he let her pull him close. His body was hot from sleep and summer air. He smelled faintly of soap, sweat, and the starch of hotel sheets. For a moment she held him with both arms, too tightly perhaps, but he did not complain.

“Papa is coming soon,” she said.

Misha did not answer.

Tommy stirred on the other bed. “Is it morning?”

“Not yet,” Adele whispered.

“Is Papa here?”

“No, darling.”

Tommy’s eyes opened halfway. “Tomorrow?”

Adele closed her eyes.

Soon had become a word she used when the truth had no shape she could bear.

“Soon,” she said.

Tommy accepted this and drifted back toward sleep, but Misha remained awake against her shoulder.

Outside the window, Chicago moved through the humid night with careless confidence. Headlights slid along Michigan Avenue. Somewhere, a streetcar bell rang. The city did not know them. It did not know about the wall behind the pantry, or the envelopes hidden inside it, or the man in the gray suit waiting in service corridors while families slept.

That was exile’s final insult.

The world continued.

Adele eased Misha back onto the pillow and smoothed his hair from his forehead. He caught her wrist before she could stand.

“Don’t go again.”

She looked down at him.

“I won’t.”

This time she intended to keep the promise.

She crossed to the chair near the window and sat facing the door.

The room darkened and lightened as clouds moved across the moon. The curtains lifted. The pipes clicked behind the walls. Every so often the elevator machinery stirred deep inside the hotel, a hidden heart continuing its mechanical labor.

Adele remained awake.

She thought of Prague.

She thought of Karl in Toronto.

She thought of the locked box and the bonds and the numbers hidden behind plaster.

She thought of Otto waiting in the corridor, not because he had failed to find what he wanted, but because he wanted her to understand that hiding something was not the same as saving it.

Near dawn, footsteps paused outside Room 1311.

Adele rose silently.

The boys slept behind her.

One floorboard creaked beyond the door.

Then nothing.

She stood in the center of the room, hands at her sides, listening until the footsteps moved on.

Only after they faded did she understand the truth that had been waiting for her all night.

The wall had not protected them.

The hotel had not protected them.

Even distance would not protect them once Karl returned believing the next train, the next office, the next stamped paper might finally make them safe.

Adele looked toward the boys.

Misha’s hand still gripped the sheet.

Tommy slept with one foot outside the blanket.

They were so small beneath the wide shadows of the room that the sight nearly undid her.

By morning the Congress Plaza would resume its performance of normal life. Coffee would be poured downstairs. Bellmen would carry luggage. The lobby would shine. Guests would complain about heat, ask for newspapers, check watches, and speak of Europe as though it were a distant problem belonging to other people.

But inside Room 1311, Adele had already crossed into the future.

She had seen enough of it to know it was coming.

And somewhere beyond the door, beyond the corridors and switchboards and service stairs, the hotel kept its secrets inside the walls.








  
  
  Chapter 2
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Arrival in America

July 8-10, 1939 - New York Harbor to Chicago




The ship emerged from Atlantic fog shortly after dawn.

Adele stood at the outer rail with Misha pressed against her coat and Tommy pushing between adults for a better view. The harbor smelled of salt, smoke, and engine oil. Ahead, the Statue of Liberty appeared in pieces through the gray morning. Torch. Crown. Shoulder. Green against cloud.

Tommy pointed first. “Mama, look.”

“I see it.”

Passengers fell quiet around them. Some removed hats. Others stared without expression, too exhausted for ceremony. A woman nearby began crying softly into a handkerchief while her husband kept his eyes fixed toward shore.

Karl stood beside Adele with one hand resting on the boys’ luggage trunk. His coat was wrinkled from travel, but his eyes remained alert.

Always listening.

Always calculating.

Adele had once loved that quality in him. Now she sometimes wondered whether it had carried them safely across Europe or merely deeper into danger.



Ellis Island smelled of wet wool, disinfectant, cigarettes, and overheated bodies.

Lines bent through metal railings beneath high ceilings crowded with echoes. Officials called instructions. Stamps struck desks. Papers passed from hand to hand with terrible importance.

Name.

Origin.

Occupation.

Sponsor.

Destination.

Whether anyone intended to become a public charge.

Karl answered calmly. Textile exporter. Temporary arrangements. Family proceeding to Chicago. Business matters in Toronto. Financial support secured.

That last sentence changed the clerk’s manner.

Money made fear respectable.

Tommy watched harbor trains moving beyond the windows. “Are those American trains?”

“Yes,” Karl said.

“Are Chicago trains bigger?”

“Everything in Chicago is bigger, according to Americans.”

Tommy smiled, then looked between his parents as if remembering. The smile faded.

“You’re still not coming with us?”

The clerk pretended not to hear.

Karl lowered himself slightly so both boys could see his face. “Not on this train. I go north first. Toronto. Then I come to Chicago.”

“How many days?” Tommy asked.

“A handful.”

“That’s not a real number.”

“No,” Karl said gently. “It isn’t. But it is a small one.”

Misha clung to Adele’s skirt. “What if you can’t find us?”

Karl touched the boy’s cheek with two fingers. “I will always find you.”

The stamp came down.

Approved.

The sound should have felt like deliverance. Instead Adele felt only the beginning of another separation.



Rain threatened beyond the harbor while they waited near a ferry corridor with their luggage gathered around them like a fragile wall.

Karl smoked beside the window. Tommy sat stiffly on a bench, turning his wooden toy train over in his hands. Misha leaned against Adele, quiet and watchful.

“We’ll separate here,” Adele said.

Karl nodded. “Only briefly.”

“You said that in Prague.”

“I know.”

Below them, tugboats crossed the harbor with slow determination.

Karl lowered his voice. “Toronto must be secured before restrictions spread further. Once the approvals are complete, I’ll bring you there. The boys will go to school. We begin again.”

“You speak as though beginning again is a matter of paperwork.”

“Right now, it is.”

Adele looked at the boys. Tommy was pretending not to listen. Misha was not pretending at all.

Karl stepped closer. “Do not discuss financial matters with anyone. Not hotel clerks. Not refugee offices. Not other refugees.”

“You have said this already.”

“I need you to remember it when I am not standing beside you.”

That silenced her.

A conductor’s call echoed from the rail platforms.

Chicago passengers.

Karl placed a folded envelope inside Adele’s handbag. “Keep this hidden.”

She did not open it. “More paper?”

“Paper decides everything now.”

She hated him for being right.



The rail terminal smelled of coal smoke, coffee, rain, and machine oil.

Porters moved brass luggage carts through crowds of travelers. Steam drifted beneath hanging clocks. Conductors called destinations while families said hurried goodbyes in several languages.

Karl stood with Adele and the boys near the Pullman steps.

Tommy had not spoken for nearly ten minutes.

Misha held Karl’s hand with both of his.

The conductor checked their tickets. “Chicago boarding.”

The words made everything final.

Karl adjusted Tommy’s collar. “You remember what I told you?”

“Take care of Mama.”

“And your brother.”

Tommy swallowed hard. “Misha cries too much.”

“So do you,” Karl said softly.

The boy gave a broken little smile.

Misha threw himself into Karl’s arms. Karl held him tightly, eyes shut for one brief second before control returned.

“You come soon,” Misha whispered.

“I promise.”

The whistle sounded. Steam rolled along the platform.

Adele looked at Karl. There were too many things to say, and none of them could be said in front of the children.

“Don’t trust anyone too quickly,” she told him.

His expression tightened. “You either.”

The train lurched.

Tommy and Misha pressed their faces to the window as Karl walked beside the moving car with one hand raised. Calm. Controlled. Trying not to let them see fear.

Then smoke swallowed him.

Only then did Adele sit.

The Pullman carried them west without him.
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By evening, New York had vanished into darkness behind them.

The railcar hummed with movement and low conversation. Ceiling fans stirred warm air scented with tobacco, upholstery dust, and hot metal. A porter moved through the aisle with coffee and blankets.

Tommy pressed against the window, watching scattered lights slide past.

“It never ends,” he whispered.

“No,” Adele said. “It seems not.”

Misha sat beside her beneath the berth curtain, one hand still closed around Karl’s handkerchief.

“When will Papa sleep?” he asked.

“On his train.”

“Is Toronto far?”

“Far enough.”

“Farther than Chicago?”

She hesitated. “In another direction.”

That answer seemed to trouble him more.

Across the aisle, a young couple from Vienna spoke quietly about relatives in St. Louis. The husband said American newspapers still believed Europe might avoid war. Nobody answered him.

The silence was answer enough.

Tommy finally climbed down from the window. “Papa said Chicago has elevators.”

“Many.”

“And trains?”

“Many.”

“And he will come there?”

Adele looked at him carefully. “Yes.”

“You believe him?”

“I believe your father will try harder than any man alive.”

Tommy studied her, old enough to know that was not quite the same thing. Then he nodded and returned to the window.

Later, after the porter converted the compartment into sleeping berths, Adele lay awake listening to the rhythm of the rails. Somewhere farther down the car, a radio carried news through static.

Germany.

Poland.

Negotiations.

Deadlines.

Every sentence sounded temporary.

The train continued west through darkness while America unfolded around them, enormous enough to suggest safety and cold enough to suggest otherwise.



Chicago arrived in heat.

Union Station roared with whistles, steam, shouting porters, and announcements that vanished into the vaulted ceiling before Adele could fully understand them. Travelers hurried beneath massive clocks carrying newspapers, hatboxes, suitcases, and sleeping children.

Tommy froze on the platform.

“Good Lord,” he whispered.

Adele almost corrected him, then found she lacked the strength.

Misha stayed close, overwhelmed by the noise. The station smelled of coal smoke, coffee, machine grease, perfume, and damp summer clothing. Adele tightened her grip on both boys as porters rushed past with luggage carts.

“Congress Plaza?” one porter asked.

“Yes,” Adele said.

The word felt strange without Karl beside her.

The porter glanced at the boys. “Long haul from New York.”

“Very.”

“Your husband meeting you there?”

“In a few days.”

She heard how fragile it sounded.

Outside, Chicago struck her almost physically. Streetcars rattled past. Taxi horns barked. Elevated tracks thundered beyond the station district. Buildings rose in hard vertical lines through humid air, their windows flashing with late sun.

Tommy turned in circles.

“Mama, look at all of it.”

“Stay close.”

“But look.”

“I am looking.”

She was. Too much.

Every face, every doorway, every man who paused too long near the curb. Without Karl, the city did not feel open. It felt impossible to watch.

The motorcar carried them east through traffic toward Michigan Avenue. Tommy pressed against the window, exhausted wonder returning despite himself. Misha leaned into Adele’s side and whispered, “I don’t like it yet.”

“You don’t have to like it today.”

“When Papa comes, I might.”

Adele touched his hair. “Then we will wait for that.”



The Congress Plaza stood along Grant Park, large and illuminated against the evening sky.

Its stone face looked permanent. Respectable. American. The revolving doors opened into cooler air smelling of polished wood, cigarettes, coffee, perfume, and old carpet.

Inside, chandeliers glowed across marble floors. Ceiling fans turned lazily overhead. Guests crossed the lobby with shopping bags and evening newspapers. Somewhere deeper in the hotel, jazz drifted from a lounge beyond the elevators.

Tommy stared upward.

“It looks like a palace.”

A bellman approached with a tired but kind expression. Young. Broad-shouldered. Irish-American.

“Evening, ma’am. Long trip?”

“Yes,” Adele said.

He looked at the boys, then at the luggage. “We’ll get you settled.”

The desk clerk examined the papers beneath a shaded lamp. Adele noticed every pause, every turn of a page, every glance toward the children.

“One room temporarily?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“Mr. Langer arriving later?”

“In a few days.”

The clerk turned the registry toward her.

Adele signed carefully.

The act felt strangely permanent.

Tommy watched the brass keys appear. “What floor?”

The clerk smiled faintly. “Thirteenth.”

Misha frowned. “There shouldn’t be thirteen floors.”

The bellman glanced at Adele, then kindly looked away.

The elevator gate clattered shut behind them with mechanical finality. The car rose slowly through the building while floor numbers passed above the door. Tommy fought sleep to watch each one.

Misha leaned against Adele.

“Will Papa know the room?”

“Yes.”

“How?”

“We will wire him.”

“And he will come?”

“Yes.”

The elevator stopped with a soft jolt.

The hallway beyond stretched long and quiet beneath yellow sconces. Thick carpet swallowed their footsteps. Somewhere inside the walls, pipes clicked softly, as if the hotel were settling around them.

The bellman opened the door to Room 1311.

Fresh linens.

Heavy curtains.

Humid lake air drifting through a cracked window.

Tommy crossed to the glass immediately. Grant Park spread below in dark open bands broken by lamps and passing motorcars. Beyond it, Lake Michigan disappeared into blackness.

“It’s bigger than Prague,” he whispered.

“Most things here seem bigger,” Adele said.

Misha climbed onto the bed without removing his shoes.

The bellman set down the luggage. “Anything else this evening, ma’am?”

“No. Thank you.”

He paused at the door, noticing perhaps how alone she looked, though he was too polite to say so. “Front desk can send up coffee or sandwiches, if you need.”

“Thank you.”

After he left, the room grew quiet except for the distant traffic below Michigan Avenue.

The boys fell asleep almost immediately. Tommy sprawled across one bed, one sock half off. Misha curled inward beneath the blanket with Karl’s handkerchief still clutched in his fist.

Adele stood near the window.

Chicago moved below.

Streetcars. Headlights. Voices rising faintly from the sidewalk. Somewhere in the hotel, an elevator groaned upward through hidden machinery.

No railway officials.

No immigration clerks.

No ship engines.

No Karl.

She opened her handbag and touched the envelope he had given her in New York. She did not remove it.

For one brief moment, inside an American hotel room overlooking Grant Park, Adele tried to believe this was safety.

Then the building clicked softly around her, and the feeling passed.








  
  
  Chapter 3
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Room 1311

July 11, 1939 - Chicago




Morning sunlight spread across the tall lobby windows of the Congress Plaza Hotel and turned the marble floors pale gold beneath the movement of guests, bell carts, and traveling salesmen arriving off early trains. Ceiling fans rotated lazily overhead, stirring tobacco smoke and the smell of coffee drifting from the dining room beyond the registration desk. Somewhere deeper inside the building, silverware clattered against china.

Adele stood beside her luggage with one gloved hand resting lightly on Misha’s shoulder while Tommy stared upward at the chandeliers as if he had entered a palace.

The boys had changed little from the exhaustion of the journey west. Their jackets remained wrinkled from the Pullman car. Tommy’s tie sat crooked beneath his collar. Misha leaned quietly against Adele’s side, still overwhelmed by noise, movement, and unfamiliar English echoing through the enormous lobby.

The hotel clerk behind the registration desk adjusted his sleeve garters and examined their paperwork beneath a brass desk lamp despite the daylight pouring through the windows.

“You’ll be staying with us how long, Mrs. Langer?”

“I’m not certain yet.”

The clerk nodded politely though his expression suggested he preferred certainty. He reviewed the sponsorship papers again while another guest behind them complained about delayed trunks arriving from Milwaukee.

Adele kept her face composed. That had become instinct now. Composure first. Fear afterward.

The clerk slid a registry book across the counter.

“Need your signature there, ma’am.”

The ledger looked impossibly large. Hundreds of names crowded the page in careful ink. Chicago businessmen. Traveling couples. Railroad representatives. Canadians. Names from New York, Detroit, Cleveland.

Evidence of movement everywhere.

She saw her name from the previous night still drying into the hotel’s permanent record.

The ink dried slowly in the humidity.

The clerk checked another document. “You’ve got two boys with you?”

“Yes.”

“We’ll put you in thirteen-eleven. Good park view from that side.”

The number struck her strangely though she could not have explained why. Merely fatigue, perhaps. Too little sleep. Too many train stations. Too many officials examining papers while speaking softly among themselves.

The clerk removed a brass key from the wall behind him.

“Bellman’ll take you upstairs shortly.”

Tommy tugged lightly at her sleeve. “Mama, look.”

Near the elevators stood a tall bellman in a dark uniform balancing luggage onto a brass cart with practiced ease. He could not have been much older than thirty. Dark hair neatly combed. Cap tilted slightly back from the heat. He noticed Tommy watching and offered the boy a brief smile.

Tommy smiled immediately in return.

Adele almost forgot how easily children trusted strangers.

The bellman finished securing the trunks and rolled the cart smoothly toward them.

“Morning, folks.” His accent carried the flat rough edges of Chicago. “Patrick Callahan. I’ll bring your things upstairs.”

Tommy stepped closer to the cart immediately.

“You work the elevators too?”

Patrick glanced down at him. “Sometimes. Mostly luggage and guest rooms.”

Tommy studied the polished brass rails with fascination. “Is this the biggest hotel in Chicago?”

Patrick laughed softly. “Depends who’s bragging. But it’s big enough to get lost in if you’re not careful.”

Misha tightened his grip on Adele’s hand.

Patrick noticed.

“No danger of that today,” he said gently. “I know all the corners.”

The elevator gates rattled open nearby with a metallic clatter that made Misha flinch. Tommy, meanwhile, looked delighted.

Patrick tipped his head toward the elevator operator. “Up to thirteen.”

The operator slid the gate closed.

As the elevator rose, Adele watched the lobby disappear beneath them through the narrow gap between brass latticework. The building seemed to unfold vertically forever. Floors passing one after another. Carpeted hallways. Brief glimpses of maids carrying linens. Men in summer suits stepping aside as the elevator climbed higher into quieter parts of the hotel.

Tommy pressed near the rail.

“Does it go all the way to the roof?”

“Not this one,” Patrick said. “Service elevator does.”

Tommy looked impressed by that distinction.

“You got hidden parts too?”

Patrick grinned faintly. “Every big hotel’s got hidden parts.”

Adele noticed the answer immediately unsettled Misha.

The elevator stopped at the thirteenth floor with a low mechanical shudder.

The hallway outside felt entirely different from the lobby below. Quieter. Narrower. The thick carpeting swallowed footsteps while weak yellow sconces cast soft pools of light against patterned wallpaper. Somewhere far off, plumbing knocked behind the walls.

Patrick led them down the corridor while pushing the luggage cart carefully over the carpet seams.

“Your room’s near the lake side,” he said. “Gets a breeze most evenings if the weather cooperates.”

Tommy peered toward the distant hallway windows. “Can you see the trains?”

“Some of them.”

That was enough to keep Tommy moving.

Patrick unlocked the door to Room 1311 and pushed it open.

Warm lakefront sunlight spilled across heavy curtains, polished furniture, and crisp white linens. Beyond the windows, Grant Park stretched green beneath the summer haze while Michigan Avenue traffic crawled steadily below.

For the first time since Prague, Adele saw the boys momentarily forget fear.

Tommy rushed immediately toward the windows.

Misha followed more cautiously.

Patrick wheeled the luggage inside. “Need anything brought up, you ring downstairs.”

Tommy pointed toward the lake. “Is that all water?”

“All Lake Michigan.”

“It looks like the ocean.”

“Feels like one too come winter.”

Tommy turned back toward him with complete seriousness. “Have you ever seen the Pacific Ocean?”

Patrick chuckled. “Can’t say I have.”

The boy seemed disappointed by this limitation.

Patrick crouched beside one of the trunks and reached into his pocket before standing again. “Tell you what.”

He produced a small wooden yo-yo painted red along the edges.

Tommy stared at it.

“You know how to use one?”

Tommy shook his head.

Patrick looped the string around his finger and sent the yo-yo downward. It spun smoothly near the carpet before returning neatly into his palm.
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Tommy’s expression transformed entirely.

“Gee.”

Patrick handed it over. “Careful near the windows unless you want Michigan Avenue getting itself a new souvenir.”

Even Adele smiled faintly at that.

Misha moved closer now, curiosity overcoming caution.

Patrick showed Tommy again how to release the string properly while the boy attempted awkward throws that sent the yo-yo bumping against his shoe.

“There you go,” Patrick said. “Just takes practice.”

The simple kindness unsettled Adele more than suspicion would have. Europe had taught her to distrust generosity that arrived too easily. Yet nothing in Patrick’s face suggested calculation. Only tired decency.

He straightened again.

“Well. Much obliged, folks.”

Adele reached into her purse for a tip.

Patrick accepted it politely but without lingering expectation.

Before leaving, he hesitated slightly near the doorway.

“If your boys want ice cream later, dining room serves it afternoons.”

Tommy looked immediately toward Adele.

Patrick smiled faintly and disappeared into the hallway.

The room fell quiet except for traffic drifting upward from Michigan Avenue and the steady clicking of the ceiling fan overhead.

Tommy attempted another throw with the yo-yo.

This time it almost returned correctly.

“Mama, did you see?”

“I saw.”

Misha sat carefully on the edge of one bed, studying the room with solemn concentration as if searching for something wrong with it.

Adele crossed toward the window.

Grant Park shimmered beneath the July heat. Streetcars crawled southward. Automobiles flashed in sunlight. Far beyond the rooftops, Lake Michigan stretched silver-blue beneath the haze.

America looked endless from this height.

For several minutes she allowed herself to imagine stability.

Only several.



The dining room buzzed softly beneath rotating ceiling fans while waitresses in pale uniforms carried trays between linen-covered tables. Coffee drifted heavily through the air alongside cigarette smoke and the smell of buttered toast.

Tommy had already finished most of his ice cream before Adele touched her soup.

Misha ate slowly beside her, still exhausted from travel and wary of unfamiliar surroundings. He kept glancing toward the entrance each time new guests entered.

Patrick moved through the room occasionally assisting with luggage deliveries or quietly speaking with servers. Tommy noticed him each time.

“There he is.”

Adele lowered her spoon. “Finish eating.”

Tommy obeyed reluctantly.

At a nearby table, two businessmen discussed Europe in low irritated voices.

“Germany’ll push into Poland before winter,” one muttered.

The other shrugged. “Europe’s always threatening war.”

“Not like this.”

Adele looked down immediately.

The soup had already gone cold.

A waiter refreshed her coffee without asking. She thanked him automatically.

Tommy continued practicing with the yo-yo beneath the tablecloth. Each successful return produced visible concentration and satisfaction.

Misha finally spoke quietly.

“Will Papa come here too?”

Adele paused.

“Yes.”

“When?”

“Soon.”

The answer sounded weaker each time she repeated it.

Tommy interrupted before silence settled again. “Patrick says there’s hidden hallways in the hotel.”

“That isn’t something we need to explore.”

“But he said there’s service elevators and stairways everywhere.”

“Mama doesn’t need you wandering.”

Tommy lowered the yo-yo reluctantly.

Outside the dining room windows, afternoon sunlight burned against Michigan Avenue while tourists crossed toward Grant Park carrying hats against the wind off the lake.

America kept moving whether anyone felt safe inside it or not.



Patrick found Tommy again near the lobby elevators later that afternoon trying unsuccessfully to make the yo-yo sleep properly.

“You’re snapping the string too hard.”

Tommy looked up immediately. “I almost had it.”

“Almost doesn’t count in yo-yos.”

Tommy handed it over with complete trust.

Patrick demonstrated again while guests passed around them dragging luggage across the marble floor. The boy watched every movement carefully.

“You got kids?” Tommy asked.

Patrick hesitated only briefly. “No.”

“You should. You’re good at this.”

Patrick laughed under his breath. “I’ll keep that advice in mind.”

Nearby, the assistant night manager, Harold Bennett, emerged from the registration office carrying paperwork beneath one arm, moving with restrained military stiffness, despite the summer heat. Gray touched the edges of his hair. His collar remained perfectly pressed.

He noticed Patrick lingering with the boy.

“Callahan.”

Patrick straightened immediately. “Sir.”

Bennett glanced toward Tommy, then toward the elevators. “Lobby trunks from the Milwaukee train just came in.”

“I’ll get them.”

Bennett gave Tommy a polite nod. “Afternoon, son.”

Tommy nodded back solemnly.

As Bennett disappeared toward the front desk, Patrick leaned closer slightly.

“He’s not as mean as he looks.”

Tommy whispered back, “He looks like a principal.”

Patrick nearly laughed aloud.

“Now that,” he said quietly, “is exactly right.”

Tommy grinned.

From the far side of the lobby, Adele watched them together while pretending to read a newspaper left abandoned near the seating area.

Patrick reminded her vaguely of men she had known before occupation altered everything. Ordinary men. Men whose concerns once involved wages, baseball, weather, and train schedules rather than borders and documents.

It frightened her how much she missed ordinary people.

A woman passed nearby wearing expensive perfume that lingered briefly in the air.

Elevator bells rang.

Telephones buzzed behind the registration desk.

The hotel seemed alive with systems constantly moving beneath its polished calm.

Watching.

Listening.

Recording.

The thought came suddenly enough to tighten her chest.

She folded the newspaper closed.

Across the lobby, Bennett spoke quietly with one of the desk clerks while examining registry cards. Guests arrived. Guests departed. Names entered ledgers. Room numbers assigned.

Everything documented.

Everything traceable.

Adele looked toward the elevators again.

For a brief instant she thought she saw a man near the far hallway watching her.

Dark suit. Motionless posture.

But another guest crossed between them, and when the view cleared, the figure was gone.

Perhaps there had been no one there at all.

Still, her pulse failed to settle afterward.



Night brought cooler air drifting through the partially opened windows of Room 1311.
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