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Chapter one
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John knew he must face the day, he couldn’t let his Inga down. He pushed himself up to sitting and heaved his legs off to the side of the bed, letting gravity take over for his feet to finally plunk onto the wood flooring. His slippers were right there and without moving too much, he flexed his toes and worked his foot until the first one slipped onto his right foot. He did the same with the other foot. All set, now he could stand. First he must wrestle with the knowledge that his Inga waited for him, just as she always did in the morning. He could almost smell the bacon frying and hear her call out that the pancakes were ready. Yesterday it was eggs, sunny side up, his favorite. The toast must be warm with peanut butter, and she always had apple jelly or orange marmalade. How many more years until he could kiss her again, he wondered, before pushing himself up to standing with a “heave-ho!”

Out in the kitchen, he stood before the cabinet with his favorite picture of his late wife and greeted her with a smile and a, “Good morning, honeybunch!” Next on his agenda, he rearranged the rose printed sealed vase that held her ashes, and he said, “Honey, I miss you.” At night he’d remember to say the Lord’s Prayer with her just like they’d always done together before closing their eyes.

As he stood in front of the stove, contemplating whether or not to fry the morning bacon or just have a bowl of oatmeal, the phone rang.

“Doggonit! I thought I could make it through one day without that woman pestering me!” John tried to ignore the ring as he began to dig out a cooking pot, but it wouldn’t stop. Reluctantly, he answered.

“Hello.”

“I thought you’d never answer. I almost came round to make sure you’re not dead!” Frances said. “Good grief. You almost gave me a heart attack.” He could picture her clutching her chest. “I’ve got breakfast and a favor to ask of you.”

“What are you having?” John reached for the coffee pot and frowned. He’d forgotten to dump out yesterday’s brew. “Got fresh coffee? Enough for a thermos full?”

“Get over here, you old buzzard.” Frances slammed down the phone in disgust. She called to Leif, “John’s coming by. Get yourself dressed and put that phone and all your stuff away. He’ll make something out of you, if it’s the last thing I do.”

“Grandma, I don’t care much for John, he’s so ornery and has an attitude.” Leif appeared in the kitchen. “I don’t care that he’s my grandpa.”

“You should! Now go look in the mirror for once in your life and comb that mop on the top of your head and wash your face. Better yet, take a quick shower. You stink. Hurry it up!”

“Grandma, you’re mean sometimes.” Leif walked from the room.

“Just wait. I’m only getting started. Now git!”

Frances turned back to the stove to begin breakfast. The bacon started sizzling as the doorbell dinged and the door opened.

“I’m here,” John said, entering. “I’ve got something for you.” He walked in and set his thermos on the countertop before handing over a small butter dish. “I thought you might like this dish seeing as you two were such good friends.” John looked around the room. “Where’s he hiding?”

“He’s in the shower. Can’t you hear the water running?” She rearranged the bacon strips. “You’re gonna take him with you this morning.”

“I am? Why?”

“Punishment.” Frances began to whip up the pancake batter. “Get the syrup out, don’t just stand there.”

“Good Lord. What did I ever do to deserve this?” He went to the refrigerator and removed the butter and syrup for the table. “Anything else?”

“Yes. Pour yourself a cup of coffee. Fill up the thermos.”

“Yes, ma’am.” John filled it and placed the thermos near where he planned to sit. After, he poured two cups full and set them on the table. He took a sip from his full coffee cup. “Good and hot. Very good.”

“Bacon’s done.” She set the plate of hot bacon on the table in front of John. “Don’t eat it all up, there’s three of us, remember?” She flipped the pancakes and dashed toward the bathroom door. “Hurry up in there! We’re ready to eat.”

“Okay, Grandma. I get the message.” Leif got dressed and walked out to the kitchen and sat beside his grandma. “Sure smells good.”

“You got it made, kid,” John said, cutting up his pile of three pancakes. He took a bite. “Mighty good.”

“What’s up?” Leif said, dishing up his plate of four pancakes and most of the bacon. He glanced from John to his grandma. “I was planning to get in touch with my mom today.” He thought the statement might wake up the two old people he was forced to be around for the summer.

“You see, Leif, you’re going to spend time with your grandpa this summer,” Frances said. “You’ll be with him every day, helping to remove graffiti and learn something about the forest and the trees plus help to keep the pathways clean from garbage since there’s so many people who visit the park on any one day.”

“Grandma? You’ve got to be kidding? All day long with this old man?” Leif glared at one and then the other. “He hates me! My grandpa hates me.” He pushed his chair back as if to leave. “I won’t.”

“Sit down, young man,” John growled. “Your dad was a brilliant man. A soldier who fought bravely in Iraq, and you’re going to listen to me.” John leaned over the table and stared at him. “Down! Now!”

“Yes, sir.”

“You call me Grandpa, not Old Man.” John bit into his forkful of pancakes. “Beginning now.”

“When you, Old Man, respect me by calling me your grandson,” Leif said. “It doesn’t count if you blurt it out right now because it’s not meaningful.”

“Okay, you two.” Frances stared at each of them. “That’s enough. The both of you are going to spend time together and that’s final. And, you’re going to love it.”

“Yes, ma’am,” John said, lowering his eyes. “I’ll be a good boy.”

“Finally, you’ve got it right,” Frances said, sipping her coffee. She turned to Leif. “You, pay attention to John. Your mother is having a terrible time and you know it. She can’t handle anything right now.”

“You know that she remarried and lost a baby, and that man left her,” John said. “She hasn’t gotten over her mother’s death, either, and neither have I, which is why she isn’t around. Then there’s your father who was killed in Iraq. She’ll never get over Gary’s death and neither will I. Do you know that his picture is hidden in her wallet? She told me that the last time I saw her. It pains her to be here.”

“I must remind her of my dad,” Leif softly said. “When can I see her?”

“Someday, we’ll go together to visit her or we’ll get her here,” John said. “In the meantime, you’re listening to what we have to say.”

“Well, okay, as long as I don’t have to call you Grandpa.”

“That’s fine, kid. We’ll get there eventually.” John sliced more of his pancake and ate. “Be ready every morning at nine, we’ll walk together down to the park.”

“No car?” Leif dived into his meal as if he hadn’t eaten anything for seventy-two hours. “I want a glass of juice or milk, Grandma.”

“Get it yourself,” John growled.

They watched as Leif stood up and poured a glass full of orange juice. To each other, they raised a brow.

“I’ve got sandwiches made. They’re right inside the refrigerator in a brown paper bag. It’ll get you through until midafternoon when you return home.”

“Okay, Grandma,” Leif said, still eating.

“Well, I must eat up and get going,” John said, taking his last bite. “It’s time to get down to the park before the gang bastards come and ruin the engine.”

“You mean for me to wipe all the graffiti from the engine,” Leif said, then finished drinking. “And you expect me to do the climbing to the top and wipe it all down, right?”

“Ja, most likely. You’re younger than me and I don’t have good legs,” John said. “You can do it really good without any difficulty.”

“How much you payin’ me?” Leif dished up the last of the pancakes, then poured syrup over them so it looked like a lake. “Huh?”

“Shame on you,” Frances said. “Talk that way? My goodness, you know better than that.”

“I do? Who taught me?”

“Here now, young man,” John said. “You can get up off you duff and come and help me out and learn something or stay back and become an idiot or bum for the rest of your life.”

“Who am I to you?” Leif said with a mouthful of food. “Who am I?” He shoved his plate back. “I’d like to know.”

“Tell you what, you tell me who I am.” John stood and looked at him. “I’m leaving. Thank you, Frances.” He took the sandwich bag, thermos, and walked out the door. When he opened the front door, he called, “Bring you fishing pole, if you come, but only if you want to.” He grumbled to himself as he walked away about the youth nowadays being lazy and good for nothing.

The six block long stretch to the Minnehaha Falls Park located in South Minneapolis never seemed to bother him. Walking amongst the old great-grandfather maple and oak trees was a blessing. The walk along the Minnehaha creek bed and hearing the water ripple and bounce across the rocks was music to his ears. He remembered fishing with his daughter when she was a little girl. Her first catch was a small perch that had to be let loose because it was the length of his index finger. She cried and cried, so he let her keep the next one and they ate it. So very many years ago. He flipped his cap up and down after brushing back the few hairs he had left on his head.

As he turned the corner and walked straight ahead to the stop lights, he thought of the years he’d ridden with his dad on the train to Chicago, Florida, and California. His dad had been an engineer for the Milwaukee Road. While on the train rides when he was a kid, he’d hear stories about the gangster Al Capone when they’d have the layover in Chicago. His dad taught him how to ride the “L” train around the city. When his daughter became old enough to travel with him, together they rode the “L” train.

At the park, John walked straight to the old Minnehaha Depot. 

“I wonder if Diane will make it today?” he wondered out loud.

The old steam engine, one of the first in Minnesota, sat out front. He stood with his hands on his hips and grinned. His heart went pitter-patter from the beauty and magnificence of the spectacle in front of him. The engine commanded adoration and reverence. It brought America together as a nation. The Gold Spike in Utah was the last nail pounded. It sewed the United States together, and the magnificent engine carried the world across the United States by bringing passengers from all different nations. The thirty-six states were at last united after the Civil War.

As John was about to sneak inside the building, he heard from behind, “Hey, Old Man! I’m here!” He looked around and saw Leif hurrying toward him. 

“Hurry-up, boy! The day’s beginning!”

Leif rushed to him, stopping by the depot’s door. “You can’t go in here, can you?”

“Shh! It’s a secret,” John said, setting his thermos down. “A nice old ranger came by and handed me a key and told me to keep it under my hat. I’ve never told anyone that I have it. You’re the first to know.” John motioned to the two lawn chairs hidden inside. “How about setting these two chairs out there somewhere so passersby can see us and ask questions?”

“That’s what you do all day?” Leif picked them up. “Well?”

“Huh?” John took the bucket, poured soap into it, and made sure the large sponge was where it should be. He stood with the bucket. “What did you say?” When he looked toward the doorway, no one was there. “Oh well.” He walked out and found the chairs set in an odd location.

“How does that look?” Leif asked. “Hey, Old Man?”

“What?” John set the bucket down near the back of the engine. “I didn’t hear you.” He saw what Leif was referring to. “Over here is better, boy, it leaves room for Diane. She’ll pass out homemade cookies until they’re gone.”

“What? Someone passing out cookies! For free!”

“Yes. Let her tell you all about it, boy.”

“Boy? Again?” Leif moved the chairs to the designated place. “From where they were, we’d be able to watch the road.”

“Back here, it’ll give the guests a chance to ask questions about the engine, and they’ll see Diane. She’ll wear a uniform cap,” John said. “That’s important.”

“Whatever,” Leif said, shrugging. “Anything else?”

“Yeah. Get me some water in the bucket. Right over there is the stream. You can do that for me, can’t you?”

“Sure.” Leif took the bucket and left.

John settled in the chair to wait for Leif’s return. While waiting, he poured himself a cup of coffee and took a drink. Still hot, he thought and took another drink. As he did, people began to walk toward him. They waved and a man stopped while the women continued.

“This one of the first steam engines?”

“Yep, cowcatcher and all. Carried visitors across the country.”

“Amazing,” the man said. “Just amazing.” He walked away.

John yanked his dad’s old railroad watch from his pocket and read the time. “The boy should’ve been back by now,” he grumbled. 

As the cars drove past on avenue where the roads split and became Hiawatha and Minnehaha Avenues, he watched two policemen walking with their eyes focused downward as if searching for something. At the same time, Leif returned.

“You’ll never guess, Old Man, what’s going on around here. Never guess in a million years!” Leif set the bucket down with a jolt, splashing out water all over John’s feet.

“Can’t you be more careful?” John brushed his shoes off.

“It’s not as if—never mind.” Leif stared down at John. “It’s like this—Grandma said I must get along with you or I’ll be sent to some foster home. So at least try to be friendly, will you? You are my grandpa.”

“I am, aren’t I?” John said. “What’s got you jumping around like a bouncing ball?”

“The cops are searching for a missing person,” Leif said.

“A missing person?”

“Right! Someone who went missing in 1970,” Leif said. “You were like a hundred already then, right?”

“Watch it,” John said. “I used to play football with George Washington.”

“Wow! You are old, Old Man.” Leif grinned.

“Was it a man or woman? Do you remember?”

“A young girl. High school. She went—”

“Vicky Storbakken, Diane’s daughter. Missing during prom pictures right here over by the falls. The falls were the backdrop of the pictures. Her boyfriend never did know what happened. She disappeared. Went to the bathroom and never returned.” John snapped his fingers. “It was just like that. Her brother never married, spent half his lifetime wondering what happened to his sister and the other half, keeping his mother, our Diane, company.”

“Unbelievable. She’s probably dead by now. That’s ancient history,” Leif said, looking over at John. “I mean—well?” Leif shrugged, knowing his grandpa was much older or at least the same age as the missing person. 

“I feel for the family.” John glanced toward where Leif was looking. “Diane is with them. That’s her with the cap.” He pointed. “See the cap and she’s carrying the basket.”

“Cookies in a basket? Wow!”

“They’re no closer to locating Vicky. It’s a shame.” John gave Leif a sideways glance, realizing this may have been their first decent conversation. “Well, let’s get busy washing the engine.”

“We need a right good name for it.” Leif removed bottled water for himself and took a drink. “What do you say? How about Big Mama?”

“You don’t think Carl, after my dad, would be a good name for the steam engine?” John said.

“Nope. Big Mama,” Leif said.

“We’ll go with Papa.” 

“Okay, your choice.” Leif shook his head because this guy just didn’t give him an inch. He couldn’t figure out why mama was any different than papa. “I suppose you still expect me to climb up on the top, eh?”

“Yep. I’ll get the ladder and long handled brush for ya,” John said, heading for the building. Inside the depot near where the chairs had once been, against the corner, were the needed items. He went out and set the ladder up right in the front so the windshield of the engine would be first cleaned. “There. You can start climbing up and I’ll be right back.”

“Hey, Old Man! What are you going to do while I do all the work?”

“Watch.” John glanced over toward where the investigators were searching. “Looks like Diane’s heading this way.” Walking toward her, he waved.

“John! The basket is getting heavy.” Diane stopped to wait for his approach. “Will you finish carrying this for me? You know, it’s hard for an old granny like me to carry all these cookies. So foolish of me.”

“Foolish? People love it, especially the older people who remember the women and Red Cross helping to feed the soldiers as they left for the war. You stood out here when your husband left for World War II, and how many years ago was that? You’re doing wonderful, young lady.”

“Ahh, you’re a dear to say so. I’m ninety-two.”

“I thought you were thirty-nine.” He took her basket and they went to the engine.
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Chapter two
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“Would you mind if I sit in the comfiest chair today? My back hurts.” Diane tried to sit in the designated one for her but stood almost immediately.

“This one?” John asked. When she nodded, he moved it to the correct spot for her to sit upon it. “There now, this will be perfect for you.”

“Hey! Can I have one of those cookies!” Leif strode right to her. “Heard about you. I’m so sorry. I hope they find your daughter.”

“So do I, young man. You must be John’s grandson? We’ve met before.” She smiled at him. “You look just like him too. Mostly like your mother.”

“I look like my dad?” He ate the cookie in two bites.

“Oh, yes. Somewhat. Didn’t know him very well.”

“These are really good.”

“Thank you.” No sooner had Diane gotten herself situated by opening the basket and removing her small thermos and poured a cup of coffee than a young woman approached her.

“What do we have here? You remind me of my grandma.”

“Would you like a free cookie?”

“Sure, but why?” She reached for a chocolate chip cookie. “It smells fresh.” She bit into it and her eyes opened wider. “Wow! Tastes like hers too. Thank you.”

“In World War II, I served food to the soldiers when they were going to war. They’d hop on the train and off they went.”

“You’re sweet. Thank you.” The woman walked away.

John and Leif scrubbed the engine down, Leif close to the front windshield and John with a large sponge across the sides, each glancing from time to time toward where the search party walked the grounds.

“You okay up there?” John hollered up to Leif.

“I can’t hear you very well up here, Old Man,” Leif hollered down to him. “Whatya say?”

John glanced upward and noticed Leif stood on top of the engine and was almost directly over him. “You can fall from where you’re at. Don’t stand! It’s wet and slippery!”

“Hey, Old Man. I’m done. Faster than you!” Leif dropped the handled brush, and it almost hit John on the head. “I’m sorry!” Leif climbed down and pushed the ladder together, then carried it inside the depot doors. “You okay?” he asked upon his return.

“Sort of. Don’t be a fool and do something like that again. You’ve watched too many movies, boy. It’s the real world now. Help me take care of the rest of the engine. I’m almost done.” John continued to wash off fingerprints and gang markings. “Bastards, I wish they’d leave Papa alone.”

“You can’t even say ‘thanks,’” Leif said. He kicked the bucket over and left with his fishing pole, shouting over his shoulder, “I’ll be back.”

“What am I going to do with him,” John muttered to himself. He finished with what little water was still in the bucket before calling it a day. He brought the bucket and cleaning supplies back inside of the building and placed them in their designated location. 

After rearranging the chair on the other end from Diane to showcase the engine, John sat down and reached for his thermos. The leftover remnants in his cup, he threw out into the grass before pouring himself a fresh cup. Steam from the coffee wafted upward, and John breathed in deeply. “At last some peace and quiet.” He shut his eyes for a moment and pictured his Inga. He opened his eyes and saw two men standing right in front of him. John took a moment to size them up from the top of their heads to the bottom of their feet where they stood. The tallest had a crown of hair while the other, a full head, both were gray and wore glasses. Nice jeans and shirts, fitting for a leisurely day walking in the park. Both had a nice new pair of tennis shoes. He could tell the clothes were new because of little or no rips or stains and the shoes weren’t very dirty. The boy must’ve been right, he thought, the police were up to something. He wondered if it went back to his dating days, and if they’d found anything new?

“I must’ve fallen asleep,” John said, massaging his chin. He began to stand, but the men motioned for him to stay seated. “What can I help you with?”

“Is that your son we saw or grandson?” the taller one said. “I’m Detective Mark Anderson. This is Detective Ronnie Johnson.”

“Your son—” Detective Mark Anderson said.

“Grandson, so they tell me,” John said. “Why? What did he do now?”

“He hasn’t done anything,” Detective Ronnie said. “Actually, he told us about you.”

“See? He did do something,” John said, frowning. “How can I help?”

“Don’t worry about anything,” Detective Mark said. 

“I think I remember you two from Roosevelt. So many years ago. Anyway, I know what this is all about.” John removed his engineer hat, scratched his forehead, then placed it back on top of his head. “You’re obviously looking for Vicky, right?”

“Yes. I believe we did grow up together, so you were living around here in 1970? May?” Detective Mark asked.

“Yes, of course! I grew up here and went to Roosevelt, is that what you’re asking?” John said. “The boy—”

“What’s his name?” Detective Ronnie said.

“Leif.”

“Just Leif? What’s his last name?” Detective Ronnie asked. He crossed his arms and looked down at John. “Everyone has one.”

“Dahl.” John stared at him. “Is that all?”

“Nope. We’d like to know if you graduated in 1970? Our classes at the time were so huge, we can’t remember everyone. Do you remember the missing person, Vicky Storbakken? Does that name sound familiar?”

“Different year. Yes, I do. Vicky and I dated. When I met my wife I broke it off with Vicky,” John answered. He took a minute and said, “My God. You don’t think I had anything to do with her disappearance, do you?” His heart seemed to beat faster and he clutched his chest.

“You all right, sir?” Detective Mark asked, placing a hand on John’s left shoulder. “Sir?”

John nodded, took in a few deep breaths. “Yes. Yes. I’m doing fine.” He lowered his arms after the next deep breath. “Well? Do ya?”

“Not really, no,” Detective Mark said, stepping back. “But you see? We’re trying to gain further knowledge about the incident. No sighting of her over the years. No communication with the family. No body. No murder weapon.” Detective Mark stepped back to observe him. “Can you think of any one thing that may come to mind about Vicky?”

“I see you and Diane get on, maybe between the two of you, you can talk about the dates and something will pop that will spark a memory?” Detective Ronnie suggested. “Since you dated Vicky, do you possibly have pictures? Any memento? Anything? No matter how simple or stupid it sounds, whatever it is, it just might help the investigation progress.” He stopped a moment before proceeding. “We graduated with her, and I wonder if we both don’t remember you? I bet you were in ’69?”

“Yes. ’69. We broke up right after I graduated. Let me take a good look at you two,” John said. “It’s impossible to remember everyone from my class, let alone another.”

“I know. We had at least seven-hundred and fifty classmates, and your class had about a hundred more than we did. I basically remember only a few, and they are mostly from grade school.” The detectives moved to stand in front of John. “Now take a good look.”

John studied them once again from top to bottom. “Yes, I do remember you two, but not for anything in particular. It must’ve been from dances or language classes. I took Norwegian, that’s what charmed my Inga into dating me.”

“Any men around her?” Detective Mark asked. “We’re curious. It might give us a spark or idea.”

“Her dad worked at the Old Soldiers Home.” John remembered. He massaged his chin. “You see, she’d bring friends there to see her dad and sometimes, we’d hear stories about the Civil War veterans. That was all fine, but there was someone there, an old WWII vet, who gave me the willies. I told her I never wanted to return to that place.”

“A patient?”

“Yes.” 

With the fishing pole across his left shoulder, and a big smile, Leif marched toward them, stopping beside John. “What’s up?”

“Can we take down your name?” Detective Mark asked. He opened his notebook to write. 

“Evans. John Evans.”

“We’ll call if we have any more questions.” He slapped his notebook together to slip it into his pocket.

“I’ll be happy to help,” John said, giving out his phone number. “Anything else?”

“Yes. Go through your old pictures and if there’s anything that comes to mind or a picture that might be helpful, please contact me.” Detective Mark gave him his contact card after placing the notebook back where it once was. “Please do this.”

“I’ll make sure Grandpa here will do it,” Leif said, smiling.

“Didn’t catch anything?” Detective Ronnie said. “By the way, what’s your dad’s first name?”

“Gary. That all?” 

“Should be,” Detective Ronnie said. “You folks can call us by our first names when you see us. We’re retired and doing this to find our classmate and to give the family some kind of closure, which will hopefully ease the pain after all of these past years.”

“I get it. If you need me, I’m here hanging out with the old man.” Leif removed his earbuds and phone from his pocket and started his music.

“See what I have to put up with?”

“How old is he?” Mark asked.

“Fourteen.”

“He’ll grow out of it,” Ronnie said.

“I can only hope,” John said. He turned to Leif and pulled out an earbud. “There’s spectators coming so don’t be a smart mouth brat.”

Leif paid little or no attention as he placed the bud back into his ear. John watched the two men go over to speak to Diane for a short time, then leave.

John stood as a passerby approached after speaking to Diane. He stopped to talk, already chewing a bite of cookie.

“Good morning for a stroll, sir,” John said, nodding to him. “Good cookie, eh?”

“I teach these engines in school. They were remarkable in their day. Without this engine, our country never would’ve been settled or populated as early as it was,” the spectator said.

“True. This engine ran on steam. Oils from coal, oil, or wood,” John said.

“Absolutely clean. Boy, a person really had to know how to run it too, or you’d end up over the edge or crashed or—”

“Blown up!”

“Nice talkin’ to ya. Thanks for keepin’ this old beauty sparkling.” He began to walk away, then called, “The cookie’s wonderful!”

“Come by anytime,” John said, barely able to contain himself with delight from the compliment bestowed upon him. As he glanced toward Diane, he said, “Good cookie, the guy said.”

She returned a smile.

John returned to his chair. Few sightseers passed by, which allowed him time to think about the missing woman, Vicky. Vicky Storbakken. The poor girl. She’d disappeared during her senior prom, but he’d already graduated. His mother told him Vicky had accepted an engagement ring from her prom escort. She was engaged.

John scratched his chin. The man’s name alluded him, but John felt better about his memory lapse because Vicky’s date wasn’t a Roosevelt grad. When he returned home for the evening, John planned to ask Inga where the photo albums were and dig them out. He also must remember to clue Frances in on the investigation since she’d grown up in the neighborhood too.

John noticed another group of spectators headed his way. He nudged Leif and said, “Take time and listen to what these people say.”

“I’d rather not,” Leif said. “I’m getting bored.”

“So am I, but I won’t tell you what from,” John said. “Talk to Diane, she might give you another cookie if you’re nice and take those buds from your ears.”

“Okay, I will.” Leif carried his chair away from John to sit near Diane.

The approaching group, presumably a family with three children about middle school or high school age plus the parents, stopped first with Diane, then made their way to John.

“Hello to you all,” John said. “This type of engine was first in use in Scotland, the year was 1817. George Stephenson was the inventor.”

“How interesting,” the man said.

“Why is the front so big?” the youngest of the three children asked. She wore her red hair back in a ponytail and had freckles. She reminded John of his daughter at that age.

“It’s called a cowcatcher. Funny, isn’t it?” John said.

“Cowcatcher? Makes no sense,” a child said.

“I agree,” the oldest of the children said. 

“Catch cows? That’s ridiculous,” the boy said.

“It really was, though,” John said, chuckling. “There were cattle drives out west, most especially. I’m sure that you’ve read or heard about them, right?” When they nodded their heads, he continued. “There were avalanches, also, which needed plowing through. Think of them as some kind of a snow plow for these parts with all the snow we get in Minnesota.”

“Very interesting,” the dad said. “Well kids, we’ve wasted too much of this man’s time.”

“Let’s keep moving,” the mom said, ushering her kids onward.

“Thanks for stopping. It’s been a real pleasure,” John said.

After the group of spectators were on their way, both John and Leif looked out across to the where two women stood talking to the retired detectives. 

“I know they are looking for Vicky, and I dated her, but why look around here?” John walked closer to Diane and Leif. “Your husband worked there, didn’t he?”

“He did and would take Vicky with him sometimes. I remember when you went with her.”

“Me too, but why aren’t they searching the hospital grounds?”

“They must’ve had weirdos down there,” Leif said. When John glared at him, he said, “Sorry, I didn’t mean that your husband was a weirdo.”

“It’s okay, I knew what you meant,” Diane said. “I only baked two dozen cookies today, and they’re almost half gone. I bet you would like another.”

“Don’t encourage him,” John said, “but I would like one.” Diane opened her basket and he took one. “Thank you.” 

“There were some really creepy inmates there. Vicky called one, ‘Crazy Eddie.’”

“Still, why are they searching in this area?” John said. 

“There must be a reason,” Diane said. “Fifty years? I can’t imagine ever finding her. I’ve hung on and hung on to see this happen. I can’t or won’t rest in peace until it happens.”

“I don’t blame you for thinking like that,” Leif said. “I always wonder about my dad and how nice it would be to have a mother who is well.”

“Leif? Don’t say anymore. It’ll only hurt.” John thought for a minute. “I wonder about the old Stevens House? That’s been there since 1849. It’s where Hennepin County and the school district was organized.”

“I thought for sure they’d searched this area thoroughly,” Leif said.

“You go and spy on them for me, then come back and report.”

“Got it. Then lunch?”

“Yep.” 

“What do I get for doing it?”

“A soda.”

When Leif was out of hearing distance, John brought his chair closer to Diane. “I know you’re leaving soon but while we’re alone, do you remember anything from when I dated your daughter? Anything in particular? I only remember picking her up and going to dances. She was a flirt and danced with other boys besides me. I’m not saying that to hurt you or your memory of her, it’s just the way it was. We went to a few movies too and then the drive-in for a root beer and French fries or onion rings. That’s all I remember. What about you?”

“This is what I told the police recently,” Diane said. “She continued to wear the half- heart shaped necklace you’d given her for her birthday that year and it’s not in her jewelry box, at least I’ve never found it. She loved playing with Barbie dolls when she was little. I’ve turned what was in her room over to the police for further DNA testing since there wasn’t such a thing when she went missing. Maybe they can tie it in with Vicky and the person who took her?”

“That’s something about the necklace. It makes me feel really good because now I know that giving it to her wasn’t in vain. I wondered if she’d thrown it away or sold it.”

“Nope. My guess is that, you find her and you’ll find her half of the necklace.”

“Oh my word,” John said. “What about Tom in all of this? He ever date? I know he never married.”

“He’s dated but is afraid of abandonment, which is what the therapist has told him. He can’t seem to get over it.”

“That’s really a shame. Well, I suppose I should walk around a little.” 

“I’m done for the day. I’ll pass out what cookies I have left on the way. I’ll stand by the falls, and they’ll be gone in a jiffy.”

“When will you be by again?”

“I’m not sure when the next time will be.” Diane closed up her thermos and basket. “Nice talking to you and meeting you, Leif.”

“Bye, Grandma.”

“Take care.”

Before John inspected the engine, he carried Diane’s chair back inside of the depot. Afterward, he wiped out spots as he slowly traveled around the large engine. Just as he sat, a bird flew over and splotched the wheels. He got up to clean it with the damp sponge.

Leif returned with a can of soda and plopped onto the chair. “Ain’t you done yet, Old Man?” He drank from the soda. “I’ll get the sandwiches. Then you’re done, right?”

“You betcha.” John finished rubbing the fingerprints from the engine and went to plunk the sponge into the bucket. 

Leif stood, opening the brown bag. 

“What kind are they?”

“I think one is roast beef. It must be for you because the other one is peanut butter and jelly.” Leif looked at John. “Second thought, Grandma told me to eat the roast beef to get more meat on my bones.” He kept the beef one and handed the other to John. “There you go.”

“Well boy, let’s get out there and eat before more people come by. It’s impolite to eat in front of other people, especially strangers.” John took the sandwich and smiled to himself. Frances always made a pbj for him simply because she knew it was easy to chew and swallow when in front of strangers. He sat and began to eat. “Tell me what the heck is happening over there? Why are they stomping around near trees and brush?”
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