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      January 11, 1938. St. Paul, Minnesota.

       

      A lot of private investigator work had to, by its very nature, take place after dark. So Dorothy Lundegaard liked to open up the office in the morning on her own and let her brother sleep in another hour or two without him worrying about missing any potential, much-needed clients.

      It was handy that the one-room apartment that they shared was just a flight of steep, uneven stairs up from his office. She could throw on her clothes in the dark, then creep down those steps in her stockinged-feet, shoes in hand, to start the coffee before using the little mirror behind the coat rack to arrange her brown hair neatly.

      Then she had to go out to fetch the paper. That was the only hardship in any of it. Because as many times as she had complained to the people at the paper, every time with them whole-heartedly agreeing that what she and her brother paid for delivery meant delivery through the mail slot in their office door, the paperboy always just chucked it into the alley from the main street beyond. It seldom cleared the overflowing trash cans that stood outside the restaurant's kitchen door, let alone beyond the restaurant to their office stoop.

      In the summer, this was irritating because of the smells that emanated from those trash cans. For the life of her, Dottie didn't understand how a restaurant who had nothing with cabbage in it on their menu could throw so much of it away. And always in such a rotted state.

      But things weren't much better now, in the middle of January. Granted, the deep chill of the last week had definitely precluded any food smells. The air had been so frigid it would have frozen the inside of her nose if she hadn't kept her wool scarf up over it. Which was good for avoiding odor, but bad for just about anything else.

      Just a short trip to the end of the alley and back would leave her huddled, still in her coat, as close as she could get to the radiator, a mug of that hot if not particularly good coffee clutched in her numb hands.

      The best she could do was try to be quick. So after starting the coffee and brushing out her hair, she bundled up in her coat, hat, scarf and gloves and scurried out into the early gray morning.

      The temperature was below freezing, but nowhere near as bad as it had been the weekend before. There hadn't been a blizzard or even any actual snowfall, but the temperature had dropped below zero. Especially at night, it was dangerous to be out longer than absolutely necessary.

      And Dottie's coat was old, worn, and even when new had not been the warmest.

      She wanted to run for the paper, but the alley was a treacherous terrain of frozen puddles and even more treacherous patches of black ice. So she picked her way carefully out towards the sidewalk, snatched up the paper, then picked her way back to the office door.

      Not so bad. She wouldn't have had a problem even if her scarf had slipped down from over her nose. But not a delight, either.

      Dottie set the newspaper on the desk that was technically her brother's, although she was the one who spent most of her time sitting behind it. Then she hovered close to the radiator, holding out the sides of her coat like a tent to contain the warmth.

      She didn't hear the outside door open and close behind her, even though she had left the door between the office and the corridor outside open. So she jumped at the sound of knuckles rapping briskly on the doorframe of the open door.

      "Knock-knock?" a woman's voice called.

      "We're not quite open yet," Dottie said. The coffee wasn't even ready yet. It was not quite seven, and the time posted on the door said eight. But a client was a client, even if still only a potential one, so she kept her tone cheerful.

      "I know. I'd say this a social call, but I'm afraid that would be fibbing a bit."

      Dottie was smiling even before she turned to see her friend Evelyn Dawson standing in the doorway. She was dressed, as always, to the nines, in an elegant suit of deep green. Her shoes and her purse were of green leather and had matching patterns tooled into them, and her warm wool coat had an even warmer fur collar that snuggled around her neck up to her earlobes.

      "You have a job for us?" Dottie asked as she hurried to hang her own coat and then Evelyn's on the coatrack by the door. "I hope it's not another troublesome family matter plaguing you. Would you like some coffee?"

      Evelyn glanced quickly at the coffee percolating on the little cooker behind Dottie, then quickly away again. "No, thank you, Dottie."

      Dottie didn't blame her. She had probably finished a cup of the finest, freshest roasted coffee at home before venturing out to this decidedly less fashionable part of town. But she appreciated that Evelyn didn't say so.

      "I'm afraid it may be a troublesome family matter, although thankfully mine is not the family in question," Evelyn went on as she smoothed her skirt before sitting on the chair positioned in front of the desk. Dottie poured herself a cup of coffee before taking her own place behind the desk.

      "Go on," she said, then blew the steam off the surface of the liquid before taking a small sip. Bitter, but not burnt. She would take it, and try not to wish too much for a little bit of cream. Their icebox upstairs was quite empty.

      "The client is a friend of my father's. Another businessman. A property developer, actually. He is, especially by the standards of today, quite well off," Evelyn said.

      Which was good news to Dottie. Lately, her brother had taken entirely too many jobs where they were paid in promises to return the favor someday. Promises didn't fill the icebox. Or pay the rent.

      "And this is a family matter?" Dottie asked.

      "Possibly," Evelyn said. "It is certainly a matter that the gentleman in question would like handled as discreetly as possible. But he is not opposed to police involvement. No, the trouble came when he reported the crime to the police and they refused to take the case."

      "Why?"

      "They claim no crime was committed," Evelyn said with a hint of a smile.

      "This certainly sounds interesting," Dottie said. "But I'm going to stop your story there for now. I have to go wake up John. Otherwise, you'll only end up telling it twice."

      "I'll wait," Evelyn said, settling her pocketbook across her lap. But then she added with a look of sincere sympathy, "I do hope he wasn't up so very late."

      "No, I don't believe so," Dottie said. But the truth was, she had no idea. Her corner of their apartment was only separated from the rest by a single curtain, but she was a very heavy sleeper. Even if her brother had come stumbling in drunk, which he would never do, she doubted it would wake her.

      Her brother John, on the other hand, was not a heavy sleeper. So after she ran back up the stairs, the soles of her shoes tapping loudly in the enclosed space this time, it wasn't entirely surprising to find him sitting up in bed, blinking tiredly as he waited for her to appear in the doorframe.

      "Case?" he grumbled as he scratched at his sleep-matted hair.

      "An intriguing case, for a man who is rich enough to pay," Dottie said. "Hurry down as quick as you can. Evelyn Dawson is waiting."

      At the sound of that name, her brother snapped awake, throwing back his blanket and reaching for the clothes he had left on the chair the night before.

      As quickly as he had been moving when she had been standing in the doorway, it still took several minutes for him to make his way down the stairs. But to judge by his appearance as he stepped into the office, he had put a little extra effort into washing up. His cheeks were still glowing red from the scrubbing, and he had transformed a chaotic mat of curls into a neatly combed-back style that was only showing a few signs of needing to be cut.

      "Good morning, Miss Dawson," he said with a little nod before accepting the cup of coffee Dottie poured for him with a murmur of thanks. Then he sat in the desk chair as Dottie took her usual position leaning against the filing cabinet. From there she could both watch the entire conversation happening around the desk and soak in all the best warmth the radiator was casting off.

      "Evelyn, please," Evelyn said to him. "You shared Thanksgiving with my family. Surely that puts us on a first name basis."

      "Evelyn," John said, then cleared his throat before taking another sip of the scalding coffee. Then he took a pad of paper and a pencil out of the desk drawer and wrote the date and Evelyn's name on the top of the page. "All right. I'm ready."

      "My father was called late last night by a friend of his, a man whose name you will certainly know, although I doubt your paths have ever crossed. George Hanson."

      Dottie sucked in a breath, but her brother just nodded and wrote that name down on his paper.

      But everyone in St. Paul knew the name of George Hanson. Not only was he a rich property developer, he had so many connections in the local government that the joke was he would actually have less power if he did what he always seemed on the verge of doing and actually ran for mayor.

      He was also rumored to have mob connections as well. Although if he was as close to Evelyn's father as he seemed to be, she doubted that could possibly be true. Mr. Dawson had struck Dottie as a very honorable man.

      "And what can we do for George Hanson?" John asked, looking up at Evelyn.

      "And why did the police say it wasn't a case for them?" Dottie put in.

      John shot a brief glance back at her over his shoulder, annoyed by her interruption. But he refrained from chastising her in front of her friend. And Dottie was used to ignoring those little looks, anyway.

      "Mr. Hanson has a fondness for expensive automobiles. He has more than a dozen, most parked in the garage at his property on White Bear Lake. But a few of the choicest models he keeps in the carriage house on his property on Summit Avenue. Among those is his most recent acquisition, a Cadillac Series 65 convertible."

      John nodded, scribbling more notes on his page than words Evelyn had spoken. He was already working on what his first steps would be, and they didn't even know what the crime was yet.

      "Last Saturday, that convertible went missing. There was nothing in its spot in the carriage house but the cover that was meant to be over it during the winter months. But it was only missing for a day. By Sunday morning, it was back where it had been on Friday. The tank was full of gasoline, and the entire car was sparkling clean. Under the cover, of course. It was like nothing ever happened."

      "So that's why the police refused to take the case?" John asked with a skeptical frown.

      Evelyn just shrugged. "That was his story."

      "Hm," John said, looking down at his notes as if the real answer laid there.

      "What are you thinking?" Dottie asked.

      "Mr. Hanson has children. Or rather, young adults?" John asked Evelyn.

      "His son is away at Harvard, but his daughter still lives at home. She's nineteen," Evelyn said.

      John glanced
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