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The Hotel Mandolin
 

 

Chapter One



 
Cassie Breslin felt a restlessness stirring in her bones. She wasn’t a

young woman anymore, forty-eight, two years from fifty. And she wasn’t an
old woman, not yet, although in some ways it felt that way as though life
should have settled now into its familiar pattern, a paradigm for what the rest
of her years might look like. That’s what her mind told her, but her skin, her
bones, her blood, and yes of course her heart, which spoke to her more
clearly than any tangible thought, told her differently — told her that
something was out there, something beyond the walls of this house.

She sunk down into one of the pale blue armchairs facing the fireplace
feeling a bit deflated. It was frustrating and intangible; and she wondered
quite distinctly if this feeling was something simply concocted out of a tired
mind.

“So you’re sure you’ll be all right while I’m gone?”
Smiling, she glanced up across the den to Elise standing in the doorway.

“Yes of course,” she answered with as much summed up animation as she
could muster.

She rose from the chair and crossed to her dark-haired sister who had
not moved. Elise was staring at her or rather staring through her with an
expression that conveyed that she was not pleased with what she saw. “Why
are you so unhappy Cassie?” she asked softly.

She allowed the false smile to drop from her face to be replaced by the
pensiveness she felt. “It’s not unhappy Elise. It’s restlessness. Maybe I need to
find another job just to get out of the house.”

“I wish you’d come with me.”
“To Southern France?” she laughed. “I think I’d just hold you back right

now.”
“That’s not why.” Elise said flatly. “Something is keeping you here.”
Cassie stared at her a bit blankly, not really understanding but again

feeling that intangible tug as though there was something, something to do.
“Timing I think.”

Elise nodded slowly, “Yes I can see that. Be careful Cassandra, be
wary.”

She laughed softly, “Shouldn’t I be saying that to you? After all I’ll be
home, what could happen to me here?”

 
“What did the police find?”
Peter Norfleet shook his head, “Nothing out of the ordinary. Ruled it a

suicide, overdose of anti-depressants she was taking.”



Max Gravier unpredictably prowled the small hotel room touching
things briefly — the curtains, the espresso colored dresser, even the walls —
caught up in some deep exploration that Peter didn’t really understand. But
he’d spent some years in acquaintance with the man and had noted that this
was how he gleaned his information. “But the parents—“

“The parents aren’t satisfied. They claim she had plans to attend
graduate school at Tulane, had a scholarship, too much to look forward to.”

Again he began to slowly canvas the room. Peter knew it was a long
shot bringing in Max at this point. The room had been cleaned, even occupied
by a few guests since the suicide. The Hotel Mandolin was a prestigious
establishment in New Orleans and had been so since the turn of the century.
So it was easy enough for them to hush up the fact that there had recently
been a suicide in one of their rooms. “It’s difficult,” Max whispered, almost to
himself.

“Anything you pick up,” Peter muttered sinking down onto the queen
sized bed. It wasn’t the nicest room in the hotel, just a middle of the road one.
Years ago he’d stayed in a suite with his ex-wife, quite luxurious, quite
impressive. He held back a deep sigh somewhere in the vicinity of his chest;
he hated these cases, so much emotion and upset from the parents, just
wanting some sort of thread, anything to cling to that might make sense out
of senselessness. Unfortunately all his years on the police force had taught
him quite succinctly that too often the world left us hanging with that feeling
of desolation and no magic answer to ease the despair.

Max paused staring out the window shaking his head. “There’s some
impediment here.”

“Here specifically?” Peter asked.
“Hard to say, something with the hotel I think. Does it have a history?”
“A history?”
“A history of paranormal activity?” Max said pointedly.

The business offices of The Hotel Mandolin were located beneath the
main lobby of the establishment. Peter and Max took an elevator down for
two purposes: to return the key to room 503, the hotel room where Janie
Tyler had taken her own life; and to quiz Peter ’s connection here — John
Mcginty. McGinty was one of the assistant managers and evidently someone
who owed his friend Peter Norfleet a favor. Evidently, it was a dangerous
thing to owe a private investigator a favor, because sooner or later it would
be collected on.



Max closed his eyes trying to clear his mind as they descended from the
fifth floor. His head was aching. It was odd that he had spent his whole life in
New Orleans but had never crossed the threshold of this historic and quite
posh New Orleans establishment. It lie on Carondelet St. right in the heart of
the business district and had been reputed to have housed presidents,
governors, and a whole array of politicians over the years. However, for
some reason he had perhaps unconsciously avoided it, and now it was
becoming clear as to why. His head continued to throb from the barrage of
heavy energies that seemed to swirl about the place. Clearly, as the old
saying went, “Everything that glitters isn’t gold—“

“All right?” Peter asked him.
His eyes flickered open. “Yes, your hotel is giving me a headache.”
He nodded, “Yeah, I’m not too fond of it as well, although I couldn’t tell

you exactly why.”
Max smiled. His friend Peter Norfleet was a mass of contradictions. He

thought at times that was why they’d hit it off so well. He was well into
middle age and an avid history buff, particularly of the city. He appeared
sedate, laid back but had rough edges that could slice like a knife if you got
too close. He had a razor sharp memory of facts, almost photographic, was
quite possibly the best at his job he’d ever seen but didn’t seem to
particularly enjoy it. And beyond all of this he had instincts, instincts that Max
suspected were psychic in nature but that was a thought which Peter Norfleet
refused to entertain. In his mind he was still a cop, would always be just a cop,
who didn’t have his badge anymore.

“So your friend John McGinty, would you call him trustworthy?”
“No, not especially.”

Nervous, that was how Max sized up John McGinty, trying to retain his
veneer of smoothness but deep down exceedingly jumpy. “I don’t know if I
really understand your question.” He responded from behind his moderately
sized, mahogany finished desk. McGinty was only one of the assistant
mangers of the hotel and his office reflected just that, not too big — in truth a
bit on the smallish side, the desk itself taking up a large balance of the room.
He seemed to be somewhere around Max’s age, early thirties, well-groomed,
oily black, short hair in a navy blue suit.

Peter glanced at Max to repose the question that he’d offered
concerning paranormal activity in the hotel. “Ghosts, psychic activity, moving
objects, sightings, weird occurrences.”



McGinty’s eyes widened, “Of course we have weird occurrences but
that’s just the overflow from the French Quarter crowd.”

“So that’s a NO?” Max asked feeling less than diplomatic. He couldn’t
help it. This place was getting to him.

“Well gentleman there will always be stories about places as old as this
one. You know The Hotel Mandolin goes back to the 1880s, and there have
been deaths here, mobsters in the twenties. But you know people’s
imaginations. Can we close the book on this suicide, sad affair, but nothing
really to it, don’t you think?”

Max glanced to Peter who was eying him without expression.
Sometimes he really played it way too close to the vest. “I’d like to try one
more thing. I have a friend who might be able to help.”

Peter said, “Yes John, we’ll need to see the room again. How about
holding out on more guests there for a few more days?”

McGinty grimaced. Max could read him loud and clear. He wanted this
business over with. “I can give you two days gentleman, that’s all. Keep the
key but get it back to me on Friday.”

Peter nodded, “Good enough.” And then he left the room abruptly
leaving Max to do nothing but follow him.

 
“Barbequing? It’s November.”
“Your Aunt likes barbeque, and she’ll be gone for three weeks.”
“It’s cold.”
“Bundle up Jared. Besides you can do it early.”
“It’s already three.”
Cassie sighed with exaggerated exasperation. It was getting difficult to

get anyone to do anything for her these days. Even though she’d moved back
home her daughter Caroline was gone nearly all the time, and Jared her
youngest was following the same path. She wondered dismally why she was
keeping this big house at all. Luckily, her late husband had left enough
savings and investments to take care of her financially, but she was beginning
to feel a bit like a ghost bashing around in this place all alone most of the
time. “Fine, I’ll do it myself.”

Jared frowned at her, with that particularly unique way her nineteen
year old son had mastered. “No Mom, I will put on my coat and barbeque out
in the cold to please Aunt Elise.” And then he turned and headed out the
kitchen to the back porch where she could hear the screen door slam a bit
loudly behind him. Off to prep the pit she surmised. Lovely, what she needed
to make today perfect was attitude.



“Mom,” Caroline seemed to come out of nowhere. Cassie hadn’t even
realized she was in the house.

“Oh hi dear, dinner will be around five. Jared is barbequing. Is Max
coming?”

Her daughter smiled a bit broadly, an action that put Cassie on alert. She
always knew when she was being handled particularly by her children. “Yes
and he’s bringing a friend.”

Cassie’s hands froze over the sink where she’d been cleaning lettuce
for a salad. “What did you say?” she said softly.

“He asked if he could bring someone, a friend of his. I told him it would
be fine.”

“Caroline! This is supposed to be a family dinner for your Aunt.”
“I know. It just seemed important. Something is going on. I could tell by

his voice. Max wouldn’t have asked unless there was some reason.”
Cassie sighed deeply. She just wasn’t at all in the mood to play the

hostess for strangers. She was too much out of sorts. “All right, all right, you
set the table Caroline and add a plate.”

“Thanks Mom.”
“Does Max’s friend have a name?”
“Peter Norfleet.”
She nodded begrudgingly, “Fine, I hope he likes barbeque.”
 
 
 

Chapter 2
 
Peter followed Max in his brown sedan feeling a bit wary; crashing

family celebrations was not his style. Even attending family celebrations
from time to time felt more than uncomfortable these days. But of course
that was the fringe benefit of being divorced, even being so for ten years did
not completely erase the awkwardness. His ex-wife was remarried with two
children from her new relationship. Fortunately, the new husband was cordial
with the old Dad, and he was always invited to significant events, birthdays,
graduation parties. Everyone was friendly though he couldn’t shake the
feeling that he was just the fifth wheel; he was the spare tire who had a flat
and wasn’t even carried in the car anymore, just discarded. But it wasn’t as
though he expected any different or was particularly depressed about it. Peter
Norfleet was a realistic man, not filled with expectations just one who took
life as it came.



“Maybe we shouldn’t just drop in on them like this.”
“No, I was invited.”
“But I wasn’t.”
And then Max had smiled with an odd gleam in his eyes. “It’s okay. You

are now.”
He wondered vaguely if he were dressed appropriately. He wore a dark

olive colored, sports jacket over khaki’s and a dark brown fedora his
daughter Jessie had given him last Christmas. It was his normal fare when he
was on a case, but now he was headed to a different event, a social event,
changing modes. Peter had hit fifty last year, a time at which one would think
a man should be settled in his own skin. As it was, however, the only thing
that seemed certain was that everything was always changing.

“Now I am asking for your discretion. This family is an unusual one,
very gifted but also highly private. They wouldn’t want anything to get out
about them in a public way.”

“Sort of like you.”
Max had nodded with a smile. “Yes, but let’s just say I’m very protective

of them.”
“Any one of them in particular?”
Max never called her his girlfriend. But several months earlier Peter

had become surreptitiously aware that Max Gravier was seeing someone,
seeing someone quite frequently. He had called to see if he wanted to come
over for a ball game or have a late dinner in the quarter and it was always
“No” that he was seeing Caroline tonight. Girlfriend? No, good friend.
Perhaps that designation had some significance in the realm of psychics that
he was unaware of, but he’d never mentioned that she had special “gifts” until
today in the lobby of The Hotel Mandolin.

“She might be able to help with Janie Tyler.” And then it became that
perhaps some other member of her family might aid them as well.

So Peter was somewhat intrigued yet desperate having hit one brick
wall after another with this case, and of course now he was attending a family
dinner.

Max pulled his SUV into a long arching driveway on the side of a
Victorian style home on the corner of Prytania Street. This was New
Orleans’s Garden district, quite a neighborhood and quite a lovely house. As
Peter stepped out of his car which he’d parked just behind Max’s he took a
deep breath and tried to shake off his crusty investigator demeanor to
become a bit more affable. That was if he could even remember how that
went.



Caroline Breslin, a lovely young brunette in her mid-twenties, walked
out the front door heading toward Max. He was speaking to another man just
in front of his car. It was Sunday, so she knew Max had closed the bookstore
early and that he’d also had a mysterious meeting with his friend Peter
Norfleet, his current companion. But something was different, in his call to
her about bringing Peter with him to dinner. It was a bit out of character for
Max although in truth she’d only known him for just over three months; at
times though it really seemed much longer and at others as though they’d
met just yesterday.

Max smiled at her approach; his eyes also searching hers for an
explanation. It wasn’t like her to come outside to meet him, but there was a
palpable anxiety floating about the house on the inside that she felt the need
to escape.

“Caroline,” he murmured giving her a quick hug. “This is my friend
Peter Norfleet.”

She reached out and grasping his hand felt an odd surge of familiarity,
not unlike something that she’d forgotten. “Good to meet you Mr. Norfleet.”

“Please Peter.”
She smiled nodding, “Everything all right?” Max asked clearly picking

up on her nervousness.
“Yeah, I mean Mom seems a bit rattled. I think it’s Aunt Elise’s going

out of the country.” She shrugged, “I don’t think she trusts airplanes.”
Peter responded amiably, “Well I’m sure she’s not alone in that

opinion.”
Caroline continued to try to place the peculiar reaction she’d had to

him. Well at the very least he was good looking, just that might put her Mom
in a better mood; then again maybe not, hard to tell with Cassie Breslin.

“So who is this fellow Max is bringing to dinner?”
Cassie’s nerves were stretching tautly now. For some reason she was

regretting everything now, the dinner, the invitation. She would have
preferred to quietly let the day go by. “He’s a friend of Max. Caroline says
he’s a PI.”

“A private investigator! Do you really want a private investigator in
your house Cassie?”

She spun around feeling intently for the moment that she might want to
throw Elise’s barbeque in her face. “Well since I fenced the crown jewels I



feel pretty confident that he won’t slap on the handcuffs.”
“He’s a PI Mom, not a cop. He doesn’t arrest people,” Jared snickered a

bit at her expense.
“Mom, Max and Peter are here.” Caroline called from the den.
“Oh good, hide the contraband,” Cassie whispered hotly.
Elise grimaced for a moment. “Cassie, you need to calm down. How

about a glass of wine?”
Behind her Jared patted her shoulder. “Yeah take it easy Mom. I’m the

one barbequing in the freezing cold.”

Cassie leaned back in a chair at her pine wood dining room table and
sipped a glass of white Riesling wine. It was a long rectangle table that she
bought down at an arts and crafts fair down in Lafitte parish just three years
earlier. Originally this spacious room just off the kitchen had housed a rather
formal table, black oak that Allen had picked out for entertaining his business
acquaintances. He had been a regional manager at an oil company in the city
who had started as an engineer but had quickly worked himself up the
cooperate ladder; and naturally entertaining had become a key in that
particular equation although Cassie didn’t like it. She became accomplished
at it, but always felt a bit of an aversion to the people who routinely were
milling about her house. Although in those days she’d considered it more
Allen’s home, as was the dining table. So replacing it was an easy call
particularly when she spotted this one, simple, rustic, not in the least formal.
She’d even contracted the carpenter to create chairs for her, all made of pine.

She sat at the end of table feeling more relaxed. The barbeque had been
informal, everyone pitching in, even Mr. Norfleet, or Peter as he’d insisted
everyone call him. He was, well the only way Cassie could describe him,
mysterious or perhaps better said unexpected. He was a fairly tall man,
though not quite as tall as Caroline’s Max, dark haired, ever so slightly
unshaven though not to the degree that he was unkept. And with rather light
blue-grayish eyes that seemed filled with humor at one moment but strangely
intense and watchful the next. She’d asked herself if she thought him
handsome. Caroline had been quick to mention that he was just a bit older
than Cassie. Handsome? She didn’t know. She’d stopped thinking about men
that way for some time. But interesting? Intriguing? Most certainly.

So all was going well and despite her anxiety and despite Jared’s
histrionics about the barbequing he’d done a wonderful job: ribs, burgers,
chicken and even hot dogs. It was plenty of food that would last for days to



come although most of the time it seemed just her alone.
“Well this was a wonderful meal. Thank you to Jared the cook and

Cassie for making us all feel welcome,” Max declared.
Cassie smiled. Caroline looked at him delighted. Those two were

growing closer she could tell, and she felt comforted in that. He was a good
man.

“Yes, thank you all for the lovely send off for my trip,” Elisa echoed
graciously.

“We’ll miss you,” Cassie murmured to her sister sitting beside her.
Cassie’s eyes flickered again over to Max and she stopped. The anxiety

she’d felt earlier suddenly surged up again. “There is something I wanted to
mention,” he began.

She waited saying nothing just watching him; then her eyes passed over
Peter Norfleet beside him. He looked uncomfortable. “As you know Peter
here is a Private Investigator, and I have on occasion consulted on some of
his cases.”

Cassie took a sip of wine. It was an odd feeling that she was
experiencing; although her mind told her succinctly this was the beginning of
something, it felt very much like the aftermath.

“Are you working on a case now Peter?” Caroline asked.
“Yes, as a matter of fact Max and I had just returned from The Hotel

Mandolin.”
There seemed to be an indefinable pause for a moment. “What did you

say?” Elise asked with an edge in her voice.
“I’m investigating a suicide at The Hotel Mandolin.”
“Yes,” Max continued slowly, “I was hoping to ask for Caroline’s help,

but given the events of several months ago I thought perhaps we could all
discuss it.”

Cassie’s head had begun to reel. The mention of that place brought a
feeling of iciness to her blood. Slowly she placed the wine glass on the table.
“I’m afraid that’s impossible Max. I’m sorry Mr. Norfleet. We can’t help you.”

Caroline’s eyes widened at the suddenness of her emphatic
pronouncement. “Don’t you think that’s rather my decision Mom?”

“Caroline that hotel is a very difficult place,” Elise insisted.
“Yes, I’m sure, but if I could help.”
Then in a move that completely startled Cassie, Peter Norfleet stood

up. “I’m sorry. I certainly don’t want to cause problems in your family. We’ll
find another way,” he stated. “If you’ll excuse me, I don’t want to intrude any
further.”



As he rather quickly strode out of the room, Cassie felt profoundly as
though she’d been punched. And she did something that she had no
explanation for. She rose to her feet and followed him.

He was hurriedly moving toward the front door when Cassie Breslin
called from behind. “Please Mr. Norfleet, I didn’t mean that you should
leave.”

He stopped with surprise and turned around slowly. Cassie stood in
front of him eyes filled with distress. She was really quite lovely, blonde, hair
pulled up in a soft bun and those blue eyes. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I think Max
shouldn’t have brought this up at all. I ruined your lovely dinner.”

She looked at him intently as though trying to somehow make sense of
him. “No, it’s just.” She sighed a bit, “Has Max told you about us?”

“Sketchily, you’re all gifted, you’re all private. He’s crazy about your
daughter.”

“Yes I guess all of that’s true. Caroline has been through a difficult time
lately. I suppose I’m protective.”

“As you should be,” he said softly.
“And that hotel.”
“Yes, you mentioned that."
“It’s a difficult place. I went there once with my late husband. I don’t

think I slept a wink.”
He looked at her oddly, “That bad? I’m afraid I’m a bit thicker skinned

than Max. I didn’t pick up too much on my visits there.”
“Well,” she smiled at him in way that drew him in easily. “Be happy that

you didn’t. Your case, Max said it was a suicide.”
“Yes, just a bit younger than your Caroline. Her parents are devastated.

Just need to understand why and honestly I have nothing to give them.”
Those eyes, those lovely blue eyes seemed to overflow with

compassion. “Peter, will you come back in so all of us can talk this over?
Maybe there is some way we can try to help you.”

“Cassie, I really don’t want to intrude.”
“No, it feels like something we need to do.”
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