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      Dottie Lundegaard sipped her coffee and eyed the egg and two strips of bacon her brother John had left on his plate. He had eaten most of his breakfast in barely five minutes, and what he had left was still hot on the plate. The bacon, in particular, was calling to her, its salty aroma thick in the air. She nibbled at her second slice of buttered toast and watched as her brother tugged his fedora down over his eyes and buttoned up his coat before walking out of the diner. He had, of course, forgotten his gloves again, and when he passed the window she was sitting at he had thrust his hands deeply into his pockets against the cold November air.

      He gave her a little nod as he went by, and she turned to watch until he disappeared around the corner.

      Then she set her coffee aside and dragged his plate across the table to her, quickly spooning the remaining egg onto her still-warm toast before taking her first bite of bacon.

      She should really talk to him about ordering so much more food than he could ever eat. Their finances were so tight, they really couldn't ignore the waste. Not if they wanted Lundegaard Investigations to keep up with the rent on the office and the tiny apartment above it that they shared.

      But she never did bring it up. She told herself he was sensitive to how he ran the business, the business he still hadn't said she could be a part of even after months of her helping out with the filing and phones and assorted errands.

      And that was true. He wouldn't take it well, her mentioning money.

      But on the other hand, if she always stayed behind in the diner to finish off his food, it was hardly wasteful, was it? There were a lot of days where breakfast was her only hot meal of the day. She could never do that if all she was eating was buttered toast.

      Dottie used the last of her crust to sop up the remains of the yolk on the plate, then drained what was left of her black coffee. She added a nickel to the scattering of quarters and dimes John had left on the table because she knew he always tipped too little. Then she, too, headed out into the cold wind. But where John had been off with a long list of places to go and things to do to fill his day, she was just going to unlock the office door and wait at the desk, hoping for a call to answer.

      She had hoped they'd get at least one big job in November. It didn't have to be anything huge. She wasn't praying for riches or fame. But one extra paying gig would be enough for them to afford to go to a nice restaurant for Thanksgiving.

      Not that she didn't love the diner, and they ate there every day so it kind of felt like a home of sorts. But after spending the last Thanksgiving several states apart—and the Thanksgiving before that so freshly grieving their father, neither felt like celebrating—she was hoping this year would be better.

      The diner was between Kellogg and Fourth Street, not a bad location, close to the courthouse and the train station. But as Dottie slanted down her own fedora, a hand-me-down from her brother she hadn't so much been given as acquired for herself, her steps were uphill, away from the river. Not necessarily into a bad neighborhood, but a decidedly less successful one. The restaurant on the corner two blocks up did a brisk business, but one that even in the early morning hours felt like it was still enjoying the repeal of Prohibition a bit too exuberantly. She and her brother had only once set foot inside before deciding the walk to the diner wasn't such a long one, really.

      The alley beside that restaurant smelled of cabbage, always. It was like that restaurant boiled great pots of it only to dump it into the cans in the alley where it sat steaming under the lids that were always left ajar. In November, this was just tolerable. And it was still possible to smell other things coming out of the restaurant, like overcooked beef and stale beer.

      Dottie really wasn't looking forward to making this walk in August. But hoping for a move of office was too much. Better to focus on her hopes for a nice Thanksgiving instead. August was a long way away.

      Dottie fished her keys out of her coat pocket and unlocked the door. She picked up the slightly damp newspaper that was on the tiled floor under the mail slot, then went into the narrow hallway before opening the second door that led into the office itself. She hung her coat and hat on the rack behind the door and settled into the chair behind the desk.

      Then she looked at the telephone as if she could will it to ring.

      But she only indulged in that for a moment before opening the newspaper with a sigh and turning to the job listings. She had been on dozens of job interviews since moving back home, and none of them had been successful ones. She knew that was mostly her fault. She wasn't trying too hard to please anybody. Not because she thought she was too good for the work, but because all she really wanted to do was to help her brother with his private eye business.

      Even when her father had still been alive, there hadn't been quite enough work for both him and his son. Without his pension, they wouldn't have been able to keep up on the rent. John on his own had limped along month to month, but Dottie knew that her sudden return was a burden on him he couldn't afford.

      Unless he suddenly started getting a lot more work, enough to justify keeping her on as his secretary, she was going to have to go back to the only thing she was really qualified to do. The very last thing she ever wanted to do again.

      Be a companion to some doddering old lady.

      Which maybe wasn't fair to her now deceased grand-aunt, who had been far lovelier in her old age than she had ever been when Dottie had been a young child too rambunctious for a maiden aunt's unpracticed patience. The year Dottie had spent with her in Boston had been long and lonely, away from all of her friends and from her brother, but she didn't regret it. Even when her grand-aunt had finally passed away, leaving nothing for anyone despite always giving off airs of being wealthy, Dottie didn't regret it.

      But she wasn't anxious to repeat it either, and particularly not for anyone who wasn't family.

      Still, if she had given in earlier, she might've been able to afford to treat her brother to a Thanksgiving dinner at a restaurant slightly more upscale than their diner. But it was too late now. And it wasn't like she could even fix him anything herself. She knew how to cook, but his little apartment over the office had no kitchen, only a hotplate that wasn't good for anything more complicated than toasted cheese sandwiches.

      Dottie was till staring unseeing at the job listings when she was startled by a knock on the door. She had half a thought, wondering why her brother was knocking on his own door, then wondering if she had accidentally locked it behind her when she'd come in. But then she heard the doorknob turning and someone's heels clicking on the tiled floor of the hallway.

      "Hello?" a voice called. Dottie thought it sounded familiar, but then the woman in question was standing in her doorway, and she recognized her at once. She hadn't seen her in years, not since high school had ended, and they had never been particularly close friends, but her graduating class had barely been two dozen girls. She still remembered all their names, even this one, who had been far from the least memorable. "Evelyn Dawson! As I live and breathe! Wait, is it still Dawson?"

      "It is," Evelyn said, smiling brightly, as if relieved to be recognized so quickly. But somehow Dottie doubted anyone ever forgot Evelyn. Lots of girls dyed their hair to get the light blonde shade Evelyn had naturally, and they set it in rollers or used an iron to simulate her naturally soft waves. But as far as Dottie knew, no beauty secret in the world could recreate eyes of Evelyn's particular shade of blue. "I heard you were back in town. I'm sorry I haven't called sooner."

      "It's fine," Dottie assured her, but she was a bit puzzled why Evelyn was apologizing for that. They just hadn't been that close. Then a thought dawned on her. "You've stopped in during office hours. Is that a coincidence?"

      "I did hear you work here now," Evelyn admitted with a sheepish grin. "With your brother, right?"

      "Right," Dottie said briskly, not bothered at all by all the half-truths that contained. For the moment, she was working there. That was truth enough for now. "Is there something you need help with? My brother is very good, you know. Very discreet."

      "It's probably nothing. In fact, I'm sure it is. Yes, I'm just being silly," Evelyn said with a little laugh.

      "Why don't you tell me anyway," Dottie said, gesturing for Evelyn to sit down across from her. "It's just us girls. Nothing official. Just tell me what's happening, and we can decide together if you're just being silly or if you're having a moment of women's intuition."

      "All right," Evelyn agreed, settling into the chair. She carefully crossed her legs at the ankles and placed her handbag on her lap under her folded hands. The shoes, the bag, and Evelyn's hat all matched, being of the same reddish shade of what looked to be a buttery soft leather. Her coat was a rich navy blue, and Dottie recognized the design from the current fall fashion. She had forgotten that, despite being from a family wealthy enough to send her to the very finest private schools, Evelyn had opted to go to the same girls' school her mother had graduated from. She had never flaunted her economic status, but she didn't pretend not to be rich either.

      "I was going to start with what happened yesterday afternoon, but I think I have to go back further than that, if you don't mind?" Evelyn asked.

      "Whatever you think is best," Dottie assured her.

      "Right. I know we were never close during our schooldays, but my family has a certain notoriety. So I honestly don't know if what I'm going to tell you is old news to you or not."

      "We'll see, won't we?" Dottie said, setting aside the newspaper so she could lean over the desk to listen without getting ink all over the sleeves of her nicest blouse.

      "There were five sons in my father's family. My father is the oldest and inherited the running of all the businesses, but the next three of his brothers all operate different divisions as well as some separate projects of their own. They are all well off, and I guess you'd say pillars of the community here in St. Paul. All the brothers, that is, save the youngest. Robert Dawson. He was very much the black sheep of the family, always creating scandals."

      "I guess when they were happening, I wasn't really following such news," Dottie admitted with a frown. "I've never heard his name before. Honestly, I've only heard your family name spoken well of."

      "Yes," Evelyn said with a nervous laugh. "The scandals here are all old news, really. Robert left St. Paul in disgrace, but that was a long time ago. 1910, in fact."

      "Four years before either of us was born," Dottie said.

      "I suppose it's not strange you don't know about it," Evelyn said. "It's still whispered about in certain social circles." Her lips were still smiling nervously, but there was a sadness in her eyes. Apparently those whispers had been cruelly meant, and rendered loud enough to find their marks.

      "Is he back in town?" Dottie asked.

      "No. At least, I don't think so," Evelyn said. "No, the man who came to call at my father's house yesterday afternoon actually claimed to be his son."

      "Oh," Dottie said. She wracked her brain but could find no words to follow up with.

      "Yes," Evelyn said, as if agreeing to some unspoken remark on Dottie's part.

      "You're worried about another scandal?" Dottie asked.

      "I hadn't even thought of that," Evelyn said, putting her fingertips against her lips as if quietly appalled.

      "What were you thinking, then?" Dottie asked.

      "Well, I was hoping to hire your brother to look into this young man. Just to see if he is who he says he is," Evelyn said. "But this really has to be discreet. You see, my father has already accepted this young man as kin. But I'm not so sure. I guess I'm just hoping your brother can dig up something to reassure me, and we don't have to tell my father I ever had any doubts at all."

      "But you do have doubts," Dottie said.

      "Everything he said to us about my uncle Robert
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