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      After dropping the fifth stitch in as many minutes, Dorothy Lundegaard remembered just why it was she hated knitting. During her year as her grandaunt's companion, she had endured lesson after lesson without ever improving. Her grandaunt's arthritis had been so bad by that point that her hands were more like talons, knobby knuckles, with fingers trapped in a permanent curl. But she had done things with those hands that Dottie's lithe young fingers just hadn't been able to replicate.

      Dottie held up the few inches of scarf she had knitted so far. The tension was uneven, and she had dropped two stitches she hadn't noticed. Her scarf was getting narrower row by row.

      With a sigh, Dottie slid the work off the needle and pulled it all apart, winding the yarn back on the ball to start again.

      It had seemed like a good idea at the time. A Christmas gift for her brother that wouldn't cost her anything, since she had found the needles and the yarn stuffed into the bottom of the box she had never unpacked after she returned home. It would be a nice color on him, and Minnesota winters being what they are, extra scarves were always welcome.

      If only she had any talent for it.

      Once all the yarn was back on the ball, Dottie stood up and stretched her back. She had been sitting in that office chair for more than an hour without moving. As much as she had never liked her grandaunt's furnishings—far too floral for Dottie's tastes—they had at least been comfortable. Then she opened the thermos that was sitting on top of the filing cabinets. The coffee inside had gone cold despite the insulation and was surely bitter by now, but she poured it into her mug, anyway.

      She'd have to go up to the room upstairs and fire up the cooking ring if she wanted water for tea. And that sounded like a lot of work for a beverage she didn't particularly enjoy. She'd take bitter, cold coffee any day. Or so she reminded herself when the first drink had her grimacing.

      "Excuse me? Is this the office of Lundegaard Investigations?" someone picked just that minute to ask.

      Dottie swallowed down the coffee as she turned away from the filing cabinet to face the doorway. A man hovered there uncertainly, a worn hat in his hands. His suit, too, had seen better days. But his appearance was neat otherwise. Not a drunk or a degenerate, just a man a little down on his luck.

      Which described pretty much everyone she knew since the Depression hit so many years ago.

      "It is," Dottie said brightly. "I'm Dorothy Lundegaard."

      "You're a private investigator?" he asked, running a nervous hand over the few sparse hairs that still covered his scalp.

      "My brother has the license. I just help out," Dottie told him.

      "Your brother? But what about James?" the man said.

      "I'm sorry. My father passed in 1935. Did you know him?" she asked.

      "Three years. It's been that long?" the man said, but mostly to himself. Or to the stack of what appeared to be postcards in his hands.

      "He was only sixty-five, but his heart just gave out," Dottie said.

      "I'm sorry to hear that," the man said. "I mean, my condolences. You are his daughter?"

      "That's right," Dottie said. "You have something in your hands. Is it something I can help you with?"

      "I was really expecting to talk to James," the man said. He was still half-in and half-out the door, shifting his weight back and forth as if he couldn't make up his mind.

      Then the wind outside picked up, driving icy snow against the door at the end of the hall behind him. It was a nasty storm out there, and Dottie spared a moment to pity her brother, out there somewhere still trying to get home. He wasn't late yet, but she had a hunch he would be.

      "I tell you what, why don't you tell me everything, and when my brother John gets back, I'll bring him up to speed. He ran Lundegaard Investigations with my father for a few years before my father passed. I promise you, he is a very good P.I."

      The man hesitated, but only for a moment more. Then he slid hastily into the seat across the desk from Dottie. She sat down as well, catching herself just in time before taking another drink from that mug. She carefully set it out of reach, then folded her hands on the desk and gave the man her most welcoming smile.

      "It sounds like my father was doing a job for you once before, but since I'm not familiar with it, would you like to start at the beginning?"

      "Of course," the man said, looking down at the stack of postcards in his hands. But then he looked up again, still clutching them tight but not mentioning them at all. "My name is Charles Meyer. But I'm not the one who hired your father in the first place. That was my mother. And it was in late 1893."

      "Oh, my," Dottie said, reaching for a pad of paper and a pencil. She could tell she was going to want to take good notes for when she told all this to John. "But how can that be? My father would've only been twenty-three at the time. And he was a policeman then, not a private investigator yet."

      "That's correct," Charles said. "He told my mother once that our case was one of the reasons he decided to leave the force and run his own investigations business. Some things take more time than the police force can afford to give. And he wanted to use his own time on those causes. So they wouldn't be lost causes."

      For a second, Dottie thought Charles was going to break down into tears. But he blinked hard twice, then went on. "It's about my sister, you see. She disappeared when she was sixteen. We were at the World's Columbian Exposition."

      "But wasn't that in Chicago?" Dottie asked.

      "Yes, you're correct. Your father getting involved, it was just him doing a kindness for my mother, really. Your father was a good man," Charles said.

      "Yes, he was," Dottie agreed. "So your sixteen-year-old sister disappeared at the exposition, and my father was helping your mother find her again?"

      "Everyone else told my mother to give it up. That she had certainly been abducted and killed. But my mother never believed that. And after talking with her, your father didn't either," Charles said. "He followed every lead. Every break from work, he went to Chicago to look for clues. Of course, this was before you and your brother were born. By that time, all the trails had gone cold. But he still stopped by to see my mother from time to time, to let her know he hadn't forgotten. He was still working on the case. But after so many years, even she gave up hope. She always felt in her heart that my sister was still alive, but she gave up hope of ever finding her."

      "I'm so sorry," Dottie said.

      The man nodded, blinking again. Then he finally placed the stack of postcards on the desk in front of her. Dottie could see he was having trouble speaking and fixed her attention on the cards instead, giving him as much privacy as she could to pull himself together.

      But the postcards made that easy to do. They were engrossing. Every one of them was from a different town around the Midwest. And each of them had been postmarked and mailed, the stamps showing the same towns as the picture side depicted.

      But nothing was written on them, save what had to be Charles's mother's address.

      "I found those," Charles said. His voice was thick, but his eyes were still dry. "In my mother's things. She passed just after Thanksgiving."

      "I'm so sorry," Dottie said.

      He nodded, but sat a little further forward in his chair. "Those were in a cookie tin inside of a box filled with old clothes. Hidden, I think, years ago. I don't know if she was hiding them from me, or my little sister Helen. Helen was just a baby when Emma disappeared, and my mother never liked talking about Emma after that. Or she could've been hiding them from my father."

      "Your father is still alive?" Dottie asked, picking up her pencil again. "Why wasn't he the one who hired my father?"

      "Actually, he was my step-father, and Emma's. But Helen is his natural born daughter. I can't remember my birth father, so I've always just called my mother's husband my father. I'm not sure why he didn't hire your father. I guess my mother wanted to be the one to do it. But he was always supportive. Until he died two years ago."

      "It would be hard to say why these were hidden, then?" Dottie said, looking at the postcards again. "Or maybe they weren't hidden so much as kept out of view. If they mean what you think they mean, it might've been upsetting to see them."

      "So you agree? That those were from my sister?" Charles said eagerly.

      "It's far too early to say that," Dottie said diplomatically. "But I think it's clear your mother thought so. Don't you think?"

      "I do," he said. "I was hoping... Well, I'm not really in a position to hire your company to do anything extravagant. I can't afford to send you to Chicago or any of the places on these cards. But if there is something small you can do. I can afford a little."

      "My brother is more familiar with the cases left over from before my father passed," Dottie said. "I'll certainly speak to him about this just as soon as he's back in the office. Do you have a phone where we can reach you?"

      "No, but I'll leave you my address?"

      "Perfect," Dottie said.
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      The name Meyer rang no bells for John, but the minute Dottie mentioned the World's Columbian Exposition, he shot out of his chair and started tearing through the filing cabinets, all the way to the very back. He pulled out a battered old file and slapped it down on his desk.

      Now Dottie was sitting in the chair by the door. John had brought home hot turkey sandwiches from the diner as well as fresh coffee. His sat neglected at his elbow, but Dottie bit into hers while it was still hot, chewing while she watched her brother flip through loose pages all covered in their father's chicken-scratch writing.

      Dottie had no idea how John could make sense of any of it. Years of practice, probably.

      "Yes, I do remember this case," he said. He took a quick gulp of coffee as he scanned one of the pages. "Emma Meyer. The whole family was walking through the White City. Charles, ten at the time, was holding Emma's hand, but he let go. Distracted by a man selling ice cream. When he turned back around, his sister was gone. And no one ever saw her again."

      "Someone grabbed her in broad daylight?" Dottie asked around a mouthful of turkey.

      "Dad didn't think so," John said. "Or maybe at first he did, but as time went on, he was more and more convinced she had just run away."

      "But no one else thought so?" Dottie asked. "I mean, besides her mother."

      "Apparently not," John said. "The World's Columbian Exposition was a huge event. It brought in people from all over the world. And some of them just went missing. The worst of it was when the rumors about the Murder Castle started."

      "The Murder Castle?" Dottie asked, setting her sandwich aside. She was suddenly not remotely hungry.

      "Yellow journalism," John said. "I mean, there was a man who built a hotel. And he
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