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      Dorothy Lundegaard wasn't exactly pretending to be her brother when she poured herself a cup of his thick, dark coffee, put on his hat, and sat behind his desk. Even in the slacks and sturdy shoes that would've put her grand-aunt in hysterics if she'd seen them, no one was going to mistake her for her much taller and broader shouldered brother. But sitting with the hat drawn low over her eyes, watching the traffic she could just glimpse passing by on the street at the end of the alley the officer door opened out into, the taste of the coffee that flirted with the edge of being too bitter lingering on her tongue, the smell of the garbage in the alley from the restaurant next door just starting to warm in the morning sun competing with the staleness of some client's cigar that lingered in the air of the office, it just felt like where she belonged.

      Nothing like the last year she'd spent in the close confines of her grand-aunt's manor, always dressed up in frippery even though they never went out and never saw visitors and kept the curtains drawn tight because the sun was too much for the old lady's eyes. A year of bland food and weak tea and quiet conversation about nothing at all, as the smell of dust and moldy books was slowly overwhelmed by the undeniable odor of sickness and finally death. It had been a very long year, but now Dottie felt born again.

      Everything was a little too bright, and a lot too loud, but she loved it.

      She heard the sound of his whistling and knew her brother John had turned off the street to come down the alley, although she couldn't see him yet. But rather than slinking guiltily away, she sat back in his chair, pushing the hat back on her head and taking another long drink of coffee that she was still savoring when he came in the door and tossed the morning papers onto the desk.

      "Dottie, please tell me you haven't been touching my stuff," he said. She made her most innocent face, but his eyes moved pointedly up to the hat.

      "You never wear this one," she said. "I can tell by the band. Your others have much more extensive staining from your sweat and hair oil. And this style is from at least three years ago."

      "Thanks," he said. He had just hung up the hat he had been wearing out and run a hand through his thick brown curls. Dottie caught him giving that hand a quick examination before noticing her watching. He thrust his hand behind his back. "Keep it if you like, but I told you yesterday I don't need your help down here. I still can't find anything since you moved everything around to suit your whims."

      "I alphabetized your files," Dottie said. "But if you want to call that whimsical…" She shrugged and took another drink of coffee.

      "If you're that bored, you could always scrub the apartment," he suggested.

      "How about I take your calls and you scrub the apartment?" she said. "You're the one that filthed it up."

      "First of all, I told you it was like that when I moved in," he said, holding up a finger.

      "Months ago. You've had plenty of time to deal with it yourself since, and I'm not your maid just because I'm home now," she said.

      "Second of all," he said, holding up a second finger and pressing on as if she hadn't spoken, "I know you are bored. You're not the sitting around idle type."

      "I had quite enough of that this last year, yes," Dottie agreed.

      "Yes," John said, flushing red and looking away. "I'm sure it was awful for you. An awful year. There's absolutely no hurry for you to decide what comes next. But," he said, extending three fingers this time and pressing them down on the newspapers, "when I'm done with these papers, I'll bring them upstairs and you can look through the jobs for hire. See if there's anything suitable."

      "Shop girl?" Dottie suggested coyly. "Switchboard operator? Ooh, lady's companion?"

      "Come on, Dottie," he said, flushing again. "I said suitable. For you. I mean, you'd make someone a smashing secretary."

      She knew he felt guilty because she'd just given up a year of her life to tend to their father's maiden aunt. But she had volunteered to do that and didn't regret it. Even when the old biddy had died and it had turned out that she had been living beyond her means and there was no inheritance, Dottie hadn't regretted it. The old lady had mellowed with age and hadn't been such bad company.

      But John remembered their grand-aunt from the summer they had spent at her house when they were kids. Back when she had been in her prime, both in terms of her health and her fiery temper. That summer had been truly awful, with far too many rules for two such rambunctious kids to be expected to abide by.

      Dottie supposed she ought to tell her brother that the last year hadn't been at all like that. But if thinking it had been softened him up a little, surely holding back on the truth wasn't exactly like lying.

      "I think I'd be a great help here," she said, sweeping her hands over his gleaming desktop. She had polished the wood herself just the other morning.

      "I can't afford a secretary," he said.

      "I meant as a partner," she said.

      "Definitely not that," he said. "Anyway, I promise you'd be bored. I've already told you it's not like in those detective stories you pore over. I don't look for clues or solve cases. I mostly just follow people around. Boring."

      Dottie was about to argue that point when the phone rang, a loud jangle that echoed through the small office. She lunged for the receiver, but her brother snatched it out of her grasp with a warning glare. She massaged her assaulted hand and watched her brother's face carefully.

      "Lundegaard Investigations," he said. "Yes, that's right. I'm his son." Pause. "Yes, Mr. Morissen, I do remember meeting you."

      Dottie caught his eye and raised her eyebrows. He gave her a quick nod before turning away to listen. Yes, that Mr. Morissen, his nod had said. The Mr. Morissen who made millions in lumber in his younger days and held onto his fortune even when the rest of the U.S. dropped into the Great Depression. The one with the enormous house on Summit Avenue that looked like he'd accidentally hired two different architects from very different aesthetic schools and just let them compete with each other until the monstrosity was done. That Mr. Morissen.

      He had owed their father a favor over some business that was never spoken about when Dottie was in the room. But their father was two years dead now. So what would Mr. Morissen, lumbar baron millionaire, want with her brother?

      "Yes, I understand," John said. "Complete discretion, of course. I quite agree. I will watch for him. Yes, sir. Yes, sir. Goodbye."

      He set the receiver back on the cradle and just stared off into space, sitting on the edge of the desk with his back to Dottie as if he'd quite forgotten she was there.

      "What's going on?" Dottie asked.

      "You should probably go upstairs," he said. "This is a dangerous business."

      "I'm guessing it's not a cheating spouse," she said.

      "No, and you heard me just now promise complete discretion," he said.

      "Who's more discreet than me?" she asked.

      "Do you want a list?" he countered. Dottie just crossed her arms and slumped down into the chair. It wasn't a particularly comfortable chair, but she had no intention of moving until she had the full story.

      Then they heard the unmistakable sound of footsteps coming up the alley and splashing through the puddle that always sat under the drainpipe next to the door to the restaurant's kitchen.

      "Go," John hissed, trying to shoo her up the stairs to the apartment with little sweeping gestures of his hands. Like she was some kind of goose with an aversion to fluttering motions.

      When he saw her settle deeper into the chair, he changed tactics and ran to the door to meet the visitor there. But the young man was already coming in the doorway. He had the compact, hard-muscled form of a dockworker, hair slicked back save a single dark curl that had escaped to hang loose over one temple. His suit was shiny and new but not tailored properly, although given his short legs and wide shoulders, Dottie was sure he'd be a tough one to fit. The shoes also should be shiny and new—she recognized the style as being this season—but clearly the puddle behind the restaurant hadn't been the first he'd slopped through.

      But the oddest thing about him was the bag in his hand. It was clearly crafted from a fine leather and the stitching was immaculate, but being a girl's schoolbag, it didn't fit with him at all.

      "You John Lundegaard?" he asked her brother.

      "Yes," John said, still trying to move out the door to talk to the man outside, but the man in the suit easily slipped past him.

      "Not in the street, fella," he said to John, then pulled up quick when he saw Dottie sitting behind the desk. "Morning."

      "Good morning," Dottie said. Then, on impulse, she held out her hands, and the man handed her the girl's schoolbag.

      "This isn't going to be enough," John said, catching the man's elbow and trying to draw him outside, but the man twisted out of his grip and shot him a warning look. "My client will not pay without proof that she is unharmed."

      Dottie set the bag down on top of the newspapers and turned the metal clasp. For a moment, the bag could contain anything at all. A ransom, piles of stolen jewelry, blackmail photographs.

      Or, less interestingly, a stack of schoolbooks, some neatly arranged papers, and a red sweater that had been wadded into a ball before being stuffed deep inside.

      "This is phase one," the man in the suit said. "You tell your client to get the money together and await our phone call. Once we know he has the cash, we'll let him speak to his daughter. Briefly. And remember we're watching you, so no funny stuff."

      Dottie looked through the stack of books. Most were schoolbooks—mathematics, geography and the like—but on top was a very worn copy of Nathaniel Hawthorne's A Wonder-Book for Girls and Boys. The one with illustrations by Arthur Rackham. She had grown up reading the same edition when she was a child. She had always loved the Greek myths.

      She set the books aside to unwad the red sweater. "John," she said, interrupting whatever he had been murmuring to the man in the suit. John looked back at her and she held up the sweater. A little girl's sweater, probably hand-knit by some loving older relative. But the bottom half was missing, the last row hanging in twisted loops, a single thread ending in a frayed taper, as if someone had pulled the yarn apart rather than cutting it with something sharp.

      "She did that herself, see?" the man said. "Crazy kid. That's why we took it away from her. The kid's just fine."

      "She better be," John said. There was a dark menace to his voice that Dottie had never heard before, but the man in the suit just scoffed.

      "Get the money and wait for the call," he said as he headed for the door. "And don't do anything stupid."

      "Kidnapping, I take it?" Dottie said as she put the things back inside the bookbag.

      "She was walking to school this morning, and they just snatched her up off the sidewalk
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