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      The sun danced through the autumn-colored trees that lined Summit Avenue, its speckled light almost too warm, especially for late September. The grass on the lawns of the palatial homes was still a vivid green, and the gentle breeze made a rustling music through the branches of the trees as it sent a smattering of golden leaves spinning down all around Dorothy Lundegaard as she passed by on the sidewalk. She could smell the crisp scent of those leaves and the stronger musty dryness of garden flowers yet to be cut back and covered up before winter.

      In short, it was a gorgeous day.

      Which only irritated Dottie. Because her day was not going well at all. She longed for a windstorm with lots of hail to batter the whole world down, if just to better match her mood.

      She stopped her walk—more of an angry march, really—and forced herself to take a deep breath.

      She hadn't even wanted that job anyway, she reminded herself. After waiting for more than a year for her time as her aunt's companion to finally come to an end, her freedom was still a new thing to her. Trapping herself in the same dull work again was anathema to her.

      And yet, she and her brother needed the money. His detective business barely brought in enough clients to pay the rent. As much as she wanted to help with his work, what he needed most from her wasn't for her to be his junior detective.

      He needed cash.

      Dottie was willing to do just about anything to keep his business afloat. Even if it meant fetching shawls and pouring tea and reading the dullest tomes in the world to some woman so old that napping and wakefulness were states she constantly cycled through, always most alert when Dottie's attention drifted elsewhere, if even for just a moment.

      No, as much as she would have liked to bring in a paycheck to help out, she wasn't really very sorry that she was heading home without having whiled away an endless afternoon in dull company first.

      But it would've been nice to have been asked to stay. Or at least not so severely dressed down by that old battleship of a woman before being sent on her way.

      Dottie had just returned from the East Coast. She knew very well that her clothing was fashionable enough for St. Paul society, no matter what that bitter old woman had said. She could only imagine how that woman would've reacted if she had shown up in her more usual clothing. The trousers alone would've put her in an apoplexy.

      Dottie took another deep breath, but before she could carry on with her walk, she heard the door to the house nearest her open with a bang.

      On impulse, Dottie jumped off the sidewalk to hide behind a tree. Then she peeked around to see two men strong-arming a gray-haired woman out of the house. One man was older, almost completely bald, tall and thin, his nose up in the air as if the situation he currently found himself in was exquisitely distasteful, and he was in a hurry to end it. By his uniform, Dottie took him for a butler.

      The other, younger man was dressed more like a footman. He seemed to relish twisting the poor woman's arm as he hustled her off the porch, then shoved her towards the front walk.

      The woman had gone from being sandwiched between the two men to sprawled out on the walk too quickly for Dottie to get a good look at her. Her steel gray hair was pulled back into a functional knot at the back of her neck, and her shoes would most kindly be described as sturdy.

      But it was her dress that screamed to Dottie that this woman did not belong on Summit Avenue. She would say it was decades out of fashion, only she was certain such a shapeless thing had never been in fashion. It was faded to a color that just barely hinted at being blue, although the trim around the neckline was newer.

      She could imagine this woman sewing on that crude lace herself, trying to breathe fresh life into her one nice dress. And she felt a pang as the woman got back to her feet because the grass stains down the back of it were likely never going to come out again. The amount of scrubbing required would be the end of that dress.

      "Please, I just need a minute of her time," the woman said. "I've come all this way. Don't you have children, sir?"

      The butler hesitated, as if considering her words. But the footman just loudly scoffed.

      "She's not worth another minute of your time, Jenkins," he said to the butler. But her words clearly moved the older man. The footman scoffed again and walked back into the house, dusting his hands off as if touching the woman had sullied them.

      "Perhaps you should retain a lawyer, ma'am," Jenkins said. "Your lawyer should speak to Mrs. Hoff's lawyers. That is the proper way to go about this."

      "But how can I afford a lawyer?" the woman asked. "James left us with nothing."

      "I am sorry," he said, although he didn't sound apologetic at all. Then he went inside and shut the door with a very final click.

      The woman stared up at the door for a long moment, and Dottie sensed she was wrestling with the urge to go up there and knock once more.

      But she didn't. Instead, she turned around and immediately locked eyes with Dottie. Her face flushed a deep crimson, and she started to hurry away. But rather than following the sidewalk, she stepped out into the street. A car swerved to avoid her, the driver laying into the horn the entire time.

      If the woman had looked shaken before, she looked on the verge of fainting away now, pale and unsteady on her feet.

      Dottie took her by the arm and lead her out of the road. "You look like you're having a very bad day," she said, patting the woman's arm. "Worse than I am. There's a park just a little further down the way I was going. Why don't we go sit on a bench and you can catch your breath?"

      "Thank you," the woman said.

      By the time they reached the park, she was much recovered, but still gratefully sank down on a bench under a shady tree. She smoothed her dress down over her knees primly, and Dottie felt a pang, remembering the grass stain that this woman still didn't realize was there.

      "My name is Dottie Lundegaard," she said, holding out her hand.

      "Gertrude Hoff," the woman said. She had a firm grip, and her hand was heavily calloused.

      "Hoff," Dottie said as she sat down beside her on the bench. "The woman you were visiting had the same name. Are you sisters?"

      "No," she said. "In fact, I've never met her."

      "Just a coincidence with the names, then?" Dottie asked.

      Gertrude shook her head. "No, I'm afraid not. No, we have the same name because she married my husband."

      "Your ex-husband?"

      Gertrude said nothing, just fidgeted with the hem of her dress, but her cheeks flushed even more darkly red than they had before.

      "Perhaps you had better tell me the whole story," Dottie said.

      "It's a private matter," Gertrude said.

      "I'm sure it is. That man back there suggested you get a lawyer."

      "I can't afford a lawyer."

      "No, they can be expensive," Dottie agreed. "But my brother is a private investigator. Perhaps he can help you with whatever predicament you're in?"

      "I don't see how he could," Gertrude said.

      "Nor do I, but then you've yet to tell me the entire story. Consultations, when he decides whether or not to take a case, that part is free."

      "Very well," Gertrude said. "Take me to your brother."

      Barely ten minutes later found them in her brother John's tiny office. Gertrude had accepted Dottie's offer of tea and was sipping at it nervously as she sat in the padded leather chair her brother kept for clients. He was sitting back in his own sturdy wooden chair on the far side of the desk, arms folded and face deeply skeptical. Dottie caught his eye and scowled at him fiercely, willing him to be kinder to this poor woman.

      "I'm not sure how I'll be able to help you," John said. "I can't really take the place of a lawyer. But go ahead and tell me your story and I'll see what I can do. Even if it's just recommending a lawyer who might be willing to take your case."

      Gertrude set the cup and saucer down on the desk and folded her hands on her lap. "My husband, James Hoff, has recently passed," she said.

      "James Hoff, of Hoff's Bakeries?" John asked.

      "Yes, although I had never heard of his business until I heard that he had died," she said primly.

      John shook his head as if to clear it. "Let's back up. Your husband ran a business which you didn't know the name of?"

      "Yes," Gertrude said, the hands on her lap twisting around each other. "You see, up until my cousin who lives in St. Paul called me after she saw his obituary in the paper, I had thought he was already dead."

      "Why would you think that?" John asked.

      "Because fifteen years ago, his truck was found in the Whitewater River. There were very bad floods that year. The sheriff told me that James must've thought he could cross safely, but that the rising waters overwhelmed him."

      "And they never found a body," John guessed.

      "No. The sheriff speculated that he had been washed out of the truck by the rushing water and carried away. Perhaps all the way to the Mississippi."

      "And you believed him?" Dottie asked as gently as she could.

      Gertrude squirmed in her chair. But then her hands clenched each other tightly, and she sat up straighter. "No, I didn't believe that James had been caught off guard. I believed he had driven into the water deliberately."

      "Suicide?" John asked.

      "The floods were going to wipe out our crops. Again. We had had a string of bad years, and I knew James was taking it hard. I'm not sure he ever much liked farming, and the failures were killing him. I could see it. So could everyone else in town, I'm sure. When the sheriff told me his version of events, I assumed he was just doing me a kindness."

      "He left you alone on a failing farm?" Dottie asked, not quite keeping the incredulity out of her tone.

      "No, not alone," Gertrude said. "We had three sons then, and a fourth he didn’t even know about was on the way."

      "He's become quite wealthy since leaving you," John said.

      "Yes, I suppose he has," Gertrude said. "But I don't really care about that."

      "Really?" John said skeptically.

      "Really," Gertrude said. "This new life of his, he built it together with his new wife."

      "The Mrs. Hoff who refused to see you," Dottie guessed.

      "Yes. I swear I'm not after a bit of his money," Gertrude said fiercely.

      "Then what are you here for?" John asked.

      Gertrude took a deep breath. "James died suddenly. But even so, he did leave a will of sorts behind. Just something he wrote up himself. He said he was leaving everything he owned to his surviving wife. That was exactly how he phrased it."

      "That's a hell of a thing to do, knowing as he did that he had two surviving wives," John said. Then he saw the dark flush of Gertrude's cheeks. "Pardon my choice of words."

      "The word that worries me is the other one," she said.

      "Everything?" Dottie said.

      "Including my farm," Gertrude said, raising her chin. "That
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