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Chapter One

First Impressions

CHARLOTTE “CHARLIE” Snow hesitated as she pulled the locket from her jewelry box. For the first time in her professional life, it wasn't against the rules for her to wear it. As she fingered the delicate chain, a rush of memories flooded in. Gia... Some sweeter than nectar of  her curly black hair bouncing as she wrapped her arms around  Charlie,  giving  her older foster-sister an all-encompassing hug. Kids love so freely, and Gia had needed it. It was later, after, that Charlie realized she needed it too. And then there was the other bitingly bitter memory—harrowing  to the very end;  when an officer had phoned with the news of Gia’s death. That shock was so mysterious as to defy explanation, even today, fifteen years later.

They had been a pair. Opposites in appearance, but deeply the same in outlook and temperament. Gia had smooth, ebony skin, preferred her hair natural, and stood almost six feet tall, even at fourteen. Charlie was just a tad jealous of Gia’s athletic frame, being short and prone to sunburn herself.  They had bonded over being fierce, independent young women and their equally, unruly curls. Just because Gia’s were dark and Charlie’s were as blonde, didn’t mean they didn’t tangle the same. Charlie yanked a pick through her hair hard enough to explain the tear in the corner of her eye.

She put on her battle armor: white blouse, white trousers, white blazer, white sneakers, white belt, and white winter coat. She picked up her white snow boots and white snow pants, just in case she needed them today, and stuffed them in her white backpack. Almost every article of clothing she owned was one shade of white or another. She wanted the people she met on duty to think of her as a blank sheet of paper.

She stood in front of the mirror, feeling silly, but determined. “This year I resolve to work hard, listen better, learn to solve cases, and evaluate myself honestly.”

She locked her front door as she headed into work, on her first day as an investigator in the Red Lake Villa Police Department. She walked to the local train station, feeling lucky that both her apartment and her job were within walking distance on the same line. 

The small towns whizzed past the train window, and their closeness was almost as unfathomable to Charlie as the harsh winters up here. As she walked up to the police station she saw the large figure of Chief Wayne Thomas. He was definitely one of those Midwest-nice guys, who held the door for her as she walked into their tiny headquarters.

All one story, it was the same size as the building next door that housed three businesses, small brick and nestled into the heart of the downtown community. She nodded her appreciation, her white-blonde curls bouncing happily behind her. “Can you show me my desk, Sir?”

“This way.” He gestured.

She wasn't certain if it was his deep voice or her new status that garnered stares from her new colleagues. She chose not to pay them a bit of attention as she trotted dutifully behind The Chief. They passed the public area where a sergeant still had the duty to wait for the public to report a crime as they would have done a century earlier. Some things, it seemed, never changed. 

Her desk was depressingly out of date, one of those sturdy old metal relics from the previous century that had no updates for computers. A lone tablet sat in the exact center.  Her chair, also ancient, plastic not metal, looked dirty. Well a pillow would take care of that. She did not want dirt on her derrière. She shrugged out of her coat, placed it on her chair, and sat down to work.

“Don't get too comfy,” Officer Westbrook said dryly from the next desk as soon as The Chief was out of earshot. Westbrook was a short, square man, with a rugged complexion, and perfectly gelled blond hair above his ice blue eyes. 

She nodded, doubting that either the pace of police work or the chair would allow her any kind of comfort. She tried to scoot the chair forward and it both stuck to the industrial carpet and wobbled at the same time. She braced her hands on the desk, but it wobbled in the opposite direction. “Of course.”

He smirked in his seat, but said nothing. Charlie ignored him. She took stock of the desk rapidly, unloaded her favorite pen into the middle drawer, and thought herself ready to go to work.

“Morning’s quiet,” he said. “I’ll show you where the coffee is.”

“Thanks.”


“How many have you had already?” He asked amiably. 


“None today,” she replied cheerfully.

He gave her The Look, the one only a truly needy coffee addict can give a natural morning person. She tried and failed to suppress a laugh. He turned his back on her and marched towards the breakroom in the very back of the building. 

The coffee proved to be undrinkable. Somebody had mistaken bold, full body, dark roast with burned to the core. The coffee wasn’t cheap, just bad. There was no fixing it. She knew then this little police station in another small town, in the middle of the vastness north of Chicago, needed her skills. Her first mystery; how did the coffee end up in such a bad state and more importantly, how could she fix it? She was all of thirty seconds into solving the case when The Chief came into the breakroom.

“The Mayor’s House had a break in. It’s all-hands-on-deck.”

She dumped her “coffee” into the drain, washed her hands and fast-walked back to her desk to grab her jacket and backpack.

Chapter Two

The Mayor’s House

She rode to Mayor Misti Brandon’s house in Officer Westbrook’s squad car. She kicked off her sneakers and put on her snow boots in his front seat. He glared at her.

“Really this is your plan?” He asked, clearly frustrated she was dressing while he was driving.

She eyed the cuff of his right sleeve. He glanced down at it and began to tug it back into place to cover his tattoo. Charlie thought it ridiculous that they still had to be covered as per department policy, but it wasn’t her place to change those rules. “How drunk were you when you got that Mickey Mouse?”

Bullseye.  There was no denying the tattoo. It barely passed for Mickey.  He didn’t respond. She knew she had secured her victory when she saw him swallow. She suppressed a smile. 

When they pulled into The Mayor’s driveway, Charlie noticed the house was immaculate. The front lawn, even snow covered, looked perfectly manicured. She nodded down. She looked at Westbrook. “When did it last snow?”

He shrugged. “Two, three nights ago? No more than that, sometime after Christmas. Wait, don’t you live here?”

So, it was going to be like that, she blushed. “Not in town. I couldn’t remember either. But look at their lawn.”

“I don’t see anything.”

“Look at the neighbors.” She pointed at the sludge at the end of a couple of driveways.

He turned his head left and right. “I’m missing something.”

She smiled to herself. “No, the lawn is missing something. Namely footprints.”

“So?”

“So, if this is The Mayor’s house how is it that her lawn is beautiful after all those holiday parties when no other yard is?”

He squinted, saw what she was saying and sighed. “You’ll see. The Mayor isn’t like other people.”

Nonetheless, she was careful not to step onto the lawn. She was almost certain there would be a “keep off the grass” sign in the yard come summertime. As they reached the front door, she saw why The Mayor had called. Her beautiful, all glass, storm door had been shattered by a brick. “Fascinating.”

“What?” The Chief asked, apparently materializing out of nowhere. He followed as she pointed to the front door.

“Assuming The Mayor has left the scene intact, this raises a number of questions,” she replied.

She could see The Chief debating himself, but he spoke up anyway. “Ok, what questions?”

Charlie perked up, and her curls bounced as she eagerly ticked off her list of questions. “OK, it’s clear from here the thing that broke the glass door is the brick, but look at the front yard, no footprints. How heavy do you think that brick is? Does she have a door camera? This thing probably wasn’t thrown from the street. It probably wouldn’t have traveled that far.”

“Breathe,” The Chief said calmly. “All good points, and you ran through them rapidly. Now pull out your notebook and write it down. Westbrook, stay here.”

They rounded the house to the backdoor, avoiding the scene the best they could. The Mayor opened the door just as they reached it.

“Knock the snow off your boots, Chief,” The Mayor said.

Charlie took a moment to regard her. She saw a mane of reddish-brown hair, meticulously groomed and fluffy. But she only needed one word to describe The Mayor, tiny. Charlie had often felt that her own petite size misled people. She noticed Mayor Brandon’s tense frame and surmised The Mayor did not want to be underestimated.

Charlie struggled to obtain a neutral pose, but the tension in the room was still palpable. Anyone who knew her well would not have been surprised. She was eager to please and on occasion, very tightly wound. For an extended period of time she could hold herself still save for fidgeting with her locket, as she was absently doing now. She knew then they were very much the same and then The Mayor turned.

She eyed Charlie rubbing her locket and snapped. “I’m glad you have time to worry about your appearance, but in case you haven’t noticed my home has been attacked!”

The Chief stepped forward, kept his voice low, “Now Your Honor, we are here to help you.”

Charlie made sure to put her pencil to paper and take notes as she let The Chief take the lead.

“Any idea who might have done this, Your Honor?”

“Nobody new lately, not since Joe moved away.”

Charlie wrote that down, certain The Mayor had a list of enemies a mile long.

“And is everything exactly as you found it?” The Chief continued.

“Yes, yes of course.” She waved her hand dismissively.

“And what time did you get home from First Night Fest?” The Chief asked.

She shrugged for an answer.

It took every ounce of self-control Charlie possessed not to arch her brow at that admission. But The Chief continued, “And who drove you home last night?”

“Julie, as usual.”

“Snow!” The Chief barked rather suddenly.

“Yes?” Charlie asked as The Mayor said at the same time, “No, it didn’t snow last night.”

The Chief focused on Charlie. “Go next door and see what Julie knows. Take Westbrook with you.”

“Yes, Sir,” she said as they left out the back door.

Chapter Three

The Neighbors

Julie wasn’t at home, but Westbrook knew where she worked. He whipped out his work cell phone and texted The Chief that they were going to interview her at her café. As they walked down the driveway to their car, they saw a young man walking towards them.

“Is Mom fit to be tied?” He asked Westbrook, ignoring Charlie all together.

“Are you just getting home?” Charlie asked the teen.

“Hey, I’m a grown man. I can come and go as I please.”

Westbrook snorted. “You may have turned eighteen, but you aren’t a grown man yet. Try graduating from high school and holding down a job first.”

Charlie nearly rolled her eyes at them. Her attention was briefly drawn across the street when she thought she saw a movement. Then the curtain in the front window wiggled slightly. So, they had a voyeur. She turned back to the fight between the boys. This was going nowhere so she changed the subject. “So, what can you tell us about the vandalism?”

“Yes, Leonard, what do you know?” Westbrook chimed in.

“It’s Leo,” the boy growled. “And nothing.”

Charlie did roll her eyes at both of them then. She growled back. “Leo.”

He turned to her, his eyes lingering on her breasts before he looked at her. Well, since she had his undivided attention, she gave him a smile. “Think hard. Who would want to deface your home? An enemy of yours or an enemy of your mom’s?”

The tension seemed to leak out of Leo’s frame, now that he had grasped that they weren’t necessarily going to blame him. Oh, he still leaned in and stared her in the eye giving his clumsy attempt at a smoldering stare. Charlie looked down at the ground and he backed up a bit before answering her question. “Well, there’s no one I can think of who would do this. I mean not of my acquaintances. But I suppose The Anarchists might. They hate Mom.”

“And Leo,” she said a trifle flirtatiously, careful to keep her eyes down on her notepad, “do any of these anarchists live near you?”

Leo squinted across the street. “I don’t know.”

She lifted her head and gave him a dazzling smile. “Thanks. We’ll be in touch.”

Westbrook gave her a grumpy snarl as they walked to the end of the driveway. “He did it.”

“Maybe. But if he did, we can’t charge him. There’s no way his mother would let us.”

“That’s fairly cynical.”

She shrugged. “No, realistic. The Mayor strikes me as the kind of person who puts her political life ahead of her real life. So why don’t we ask the curtain mover across the street?”

“I hate canvassing.” He dragged his feet as they crossed the street.

“It’s the job. And we aren’t. We are just asking a witness who seems a little bit too nosy about us talking to The Mayor’s son. Besides, I can do all of the talking.”

The curtain mover proved to be a fourteen-year-old girl. At just the right age to dye her hair purple and use black eye shadow above and below the eye giving her a distinctive racoon look. Her black lipstick, fake nose ring, lip ring and black fingernail completed the goth-punk rocker look. She was wearing distressed, black, boot cut jeans; a black leather jacket; and a T-shirt with “Anarchy” printed in horror lettering and dripping blood off A and y.

“Hi, what’s your name?” Charlie asked. 

“I’m not supposed to answer the door,” the girl said. 

“It’s ok. We’re the cops.” Charlie flashed her badge at the girl “Do you know anything about the vandalism across the street?”

The girl remained silent for a bit. “I suppose Leo said I did it?”

Charlie had wondered if it was this particular anarchist Leo had in mind. “Do you have a grudge against Leo?”

“He’s a stupid boy.”

“What’s your name?”

“Cameron.”

“Well, Cameron, why do you think Leo is a stupid boy?”

“No reason.” She bit out, and then looked away. But Charlie saw she was fighting back tears. 

“Do you think he would have thrown the brick?” Charlie asked gently. 

“He’s mean enough to.” Cameron bit her lip before going on reluctantly. “But he’s probably smart enough to know his mom would never let him out of the house again.”

“And Mayor Brandon, is she mean too?”

“Nah, she’s just a selfish politician corrupting the system. But what would you know? You work for her.”

Charlie hadn’t ever thought about it like that, but being new to the department she wasn’t sure just how close to home that remark hit. Time to change tactics. “I’m new here. And I’m glad you elucidated me.”

Cameron gave her a blank look. 

“Thank you very much for your time.” Charlie just smiled as she walked away.

“What was that?” Westbrook whispered as they went into the car.

“Because she obviously needed time to Google the word elucidate. I do hope she can figure out how to spell it.” Her voice lilted every so slightly, ruining the nonchalant effect she was trying to evince. 

“Yeah well, Mayor Brandon and Cameron’s father have been trading the office of mayor and accusations of corruption back and forth every two years for the last decade.” 

“Oof.” Charlie said. 

“Yeah. And it makes The Chief the best political mind in this town.” Westbrook said. 

“You mean diplomatic.” Charlie said. “And thanks for the headsup.”

. . . . . . . . . .

They found Julie Grim at work. Her small coffee shop was up and running smoothly. She was a tall woman of middle years. Her frosted hair looked limp and unhealthy, and the bags under her eyes spoke of a long night. She eyed Westbrook, poured him a cup of coffee before she turned to Charlie and asked. “You’re new. What do you drink?”

Charlie tensed as she pulled out her badge. “Can’t. I’m on duty.”

“Doesn’t stop him.” Julie nodded to Westbrook.

“He’s an addict with an oversized bladder.” Westbrook said seriously. 

Julie turned to Westbrook. “How long has she been on the job?”

“Two hours,” he said dryly.

The coffee spilled as Julie fumbled it. “Damn, I’ll have to make you another cup.” She wiped her hands and ushered them to the cramped back office. “What did Misti do?”

“Nothing.” Westbrook said. “She had a rock thrown through her front door.”

“But she can’t remember what time she got home last night.” Charlie added. “Just how drunk was she?”

“Not surprising. She’d only had three before midnight, but once she hit the button to release the confetti, she started downing them for real. I have no idea how much she drank, but I am astonished she is awake already.”

Neither of them said anything back to that. Julie got the hint and continued to talk. “A rock through the front door, you say? Well, I didn’t see anything when I dropped her off last night, if that’s what you’re asking?”

“And the time,” Charlie said gently.

“I don’t know exactly,” Julie said. “But you can check with my alarm company here.”

“Why?” Charlie asked.

“It was sometime after two a.m. before I got her home. By that time, it was so late that I just came here to open the store. But my alarm company requires a call and a confirmation if I disarm the alarm before four a.m. And I had to do it. You could check with them.”

Charlie fiddled with her notebook for a second, thinking. “One last thing. What door did Mayor Brandon use when you dropped her off?”

Julie smiled. “The front door. And I waited to be sure she was inside before I left.”

A young man in his late twenties knocked on the office door. Julie opened it as she handed Westbrook his to go coffee. 

Westbrook downed it in a singular gulp. “This stuff is gold, as always Julie.”

She blushed and hit his arm playfully. “Awe, you’re just flattering an old lady.”

“Now Mom, don’t be so modest,” the young man said from the other side of the door.  

Julie smiled. “Detective Snow, meet my son, Sinclair.”

Charlie shook his hand. 

“What trouble has Mayor Brandon gotten in?” Sinclair asked. 

“Tell you later. Go put the cinnamon rolls in the oven,” Julie said. 

Charlie smiled. “Those sound lovely. I’ll be back soon to try them out.” 

“I’ll be here,” Julie said. 

“She’s always here,” Westbrook said. “This place is an institution.”

Chapter Four

Back to the Station

The Chief pulled them into the conference room when they got back. “Ok, it’s a slow day so far. Not many complaints, so we’re going to work this case and try to clear it.”

They all sat there quietly, each trying harder than the next to avoid being noticed by The Chief. That is until Officer Carlisle leaned over to whisper to Charlie. She didn’t quite hear what he was saying. She looked at this young man she had never met before. He seemed nicer than Westbrook. He twinkled his eyes at her and she turned her attention back to The Chief.

“Now young investigators, watch this.” The Chief put the conference phone on speaker and everyone in the room fell absolutely silent. They watched as he dialed. A man with a deep voice answered. “Hey Wayne.”

“Patryk, can you dig into that desk of yours and email me the oppo research you did on Her Honor?”

He chuckled. “I knew you would ask. I’m not going to just give you everything. A boy does get to keep his secrets.”

The Chief sighed. “Well then, can you tell me which of her enemies I might want to look at for vandalizing her place?”

“The ex-husband. Her best friend’s ex-husband, allegedly, and some crazy group-Anarchists of Great Lakes County.”

“Thanks man, I won’t forget this.” The Chief said.

“Oh, and Wayne, that new detective of yours left my daughter speechless today. I’d tell her “Well done”, but I have to live with Cameron’s attitude. I’d like to know her trick.”

He raised an eyebrow at Charlie and she mouthed ‘big words’ back at him. The Chief nodded. “Well, I’m pretty sure she just used big words on the girl.”

“Ha! That’s brilliant! I can’t do it, but it’s brilliant.”

“Thanks again Patryk.” The Chief looked around the room. “Ok, well the alarm company is attempting to retrieve the doorbell cam footage, which will hopefully tell us what we want to know. I know Julie’s ex-husband Frank. I’ll try to clear him. In the meantime, Snow; go interview the ex-husband and Al. Here’s where you should be able to find them.”

Charlie looked at the business card The Chief passed to her. “And who is Al?”

“He’s the head mechanic at the dealership and the head of the anarchist group.”

“Yeah, I don’t get it,” she said.

“It’s simple. Great Lakes Used Auto is where you will find both of those men.”

“Nah, I got that, Sir.” She added the sir a bit hastily. “I meant, why the anarchists were organized.”

The entire room laughed as she held a straight face.

“Stop messing around Snow!” The Chief barked. “Westbrook, drive her.”

Great Lakes Used Cars was a huge dealership. They had purchased one of the dealerships that had gone under during The Great Recession and turned it into an all-you-can-want foreign car dealership. The Ferrarris and Lotuses on one side, sensible BMWs and Mercedes on the other. A few minivans like the VW Toureg were there. They had kept the maintenance shop and even seemed to be doing a brisk repair business. Al came to the door.

“What do you want?” He asked.

“Where were you between two a.m. and seven a.m.?” Charlie asked.

“At home, in bed until six, then I took a shower and opened the shop at seven. Why?”

“The Mayor’s house was vandalized,” Westbrook said.

“Good,” Al said vehemently. “I mean what shame? Can you tell me what they spray painted on her house?”

“I’m sorry, it’s an on-going investigation, so I can’t release details,” Charlie said as she recorded his answer in her notebook. “But just two more questions and we’ll be out of your hair. One, can anyone corroborate what time you got here?”

“And two?”

“Did Frank come into work today?” She asked.

“Yeah, Frank got here about eight. And Nelly was here to help me open. Juan brought in his BMW for service, left it here, you could probably ask him in about half an hour when he comes to pick it up.”

“Thanks,” Charlie said as she closed her notebook.

They went into the dealership to find Frank. He was lounging on the couch in his office, clearly hung over. He sat up when they knocked on his door. His blood shot eyes greeted them before he could form words. “What kind of car are you looking for?”

Charlie smiled as she flashed her badge. “Just wanted to know what time you got home last night.”

Frank blinked. “Follow me to the breakroom and I will answer your questions over coffee.”

They followed behind as he stumbled into the spacious breakroom. Frank had to put on a fresh pot, but it was already late enough in the afternoon that even Westbrook passed on the coffee.

“So, I guess I got home about one-thirty.” Frank said as he sipped the steaming hot liquid. “What kind of trouble is Leo in? He was at my place when I got home. Don’t think he went out, but I can’t say for sure. He left first thing this morning. His mom called, wanted him home. Or at least that’s what she said, I presume, he was hurried in his explanation on the way out of the door.”

Charlie felt a headache in the form of yet another conversation with the surly teen in her future. And Westbrook would more than likely make it difficult. But she shut her notebook, gave him an encouraging smile and simply said. “Thanks.”

A woman walked into the breakroom. “Did you make another pot of that god-awful stuff?”

“Yeah, what about it, Nelly?”

Charlie saw her opening. “Hey Nelly? How about I buy you a Starbucks?”

“Yeah,” Nelly said as she sprinted towards the squad car.

Two minutes later, her hands wrapped lovingly around the hot paper cup, Nelly got out of the car. “Yup, Al was on time. Quite the bully when he wants to be. But reliable in his own way. If you know what I mean?”

“Do you think he would vandalize The Mayor’s house?”

“No. He’s the shouting type, but I’ve never seen him so much as slam a car door or toss a wrench. And he’s in here mumbling all the time about how violent people give anarchists a bad name.”

Charlie snorted. “Yeah, I see.”

“Yes, I’m sure you do,” Nelly said with a smile.

“And what about Frank?” Charlie asked. 

Nelly snorted. “I doubt he’s ever sober enough to find his ex’s house. Frank’s angry, but mostly, he’s just pathetic. It’s sad, really, the way alcohol can tear some people up.”

. . . . . . .

So, they made yet another trip out to The Mayor’s house. Leo was out front sweeping up the glass remains of the door. He nodded to them as they walked up the driveway. “You know, I kinda liked the door. It was maybe a bit too girly with the fake stained glass look and all, but it  did kind of make the house look nice. What do you want?”


“Do you know what time your dad got home?” Charlie asked.


“In the real world? No idea. But about twenty minutes before my base got wiped out in an attack. Then I went to bed, got not enough sleep, before Mom called out of her mind.”

“Great, that doesn’t help.” Charlie said.

“Look, my dad is an angry SOB.” Leo said. “But I’ve never known him to be a liar.”

“He’s a used car salesman.” Westbrook said. And it was then that Charlie realized he may be genetically incapable of not making the situation worse.

“No. He’s a drunkard. You really think Al keeps his wife’s drunk brother employed for his sales? I’m pretty sure he does it for his sanity.” Leo looked back and forth, shuffling his feet. He was clearly getting wound up. 

“I’m sure you’re right.” Charlie tried to calm things down.

“Besides, he wasn’t really drunk when he got home. He started drinking heavily afterwards.”

Charlie wasn’t sure she believed him. “Ok, thanks.”

“You guys still waiting for the doorbell cam footage?” Leo asked. “Is that why you’re here?”

“What gave it away?” Westbrook asked sarcastically.

The front door opened and The Mayor gave Charlie a disdainful look. “Why are you here harassing my son instead of out there catching whoever did this?”

“I am doing my job. I have to interview witnesses and check alibis. I had to ask Leo about his father.” Charlie said calmly.

“Don’t you dare come here and try to trick my teenage son. How dare you? If you want to talk to him again you can contact our lawyer.” The Mayor moved out of her house to stand between Charlie and her son. The small front step was now seriously crowded, but Charlie refused to back down.

After a full minute Charlie finally said, “Alright.”

“Mom, she was just asking me about Dad. I swear.”

“You mean she was trying to trick you,” The Mayor said.

“Mo-om.”

“No Leo, it’s OK. Thanks, I have everything I need,” Charlie said.

Westbrook pulled gently on Charlie’s sleeve as they turned to go to the squad car. He walked in front of her down the narrow walk. They could not walk side by side since there was over a foot of snow on either side, almost making a tunnel. Halfway to the driveway The Mayor felt she hadn’t won enough. “If I catch you talking to him again, I will have your job.”

Charlie did not stop, did not even slow down, she simply stepped off the path and walked through the pristine snow to the passenger’s side of the car, leaving a deep scar behind her. She moved slowly, ignoring The Mayor’s glare. She knocked the snow off her shoes and sat down in the squad car.

“You get she’s going to insist The Chief fire you?” Westbrook said with a note of awe in voice.

“Yup,” Charlie said with a smile. 

. . . .

They knew The Mayor had already called the moment they walked into the building. Her new colleagues gave her a thumbs up. Still she trudged towards the conference room where The Chief had her locked in a cold, hard stare. The rest of the force suddenly found their shoes to be the most interesting thing in the world. The Chief popped his head out of the conference room. “Snow! Get in here!”

As the rest of the force scattered, she held her head up high and walked straight into the room, closing the door behind her. “Sir?”

“Sit, Detective.” His voice was very stern. “The Mayor has lodged a formal complaint.”

“I see,” she said quietly. 

“I’m supposed to put you on desk duty until we have completed an internal investigation.”

“Ok.” She hoped she sounded reasonably cowed, accepting responsibility for her actions. 

He called in Officer Westbrook. “Alan, did Detective Snow vandalize The Mayor’s property?”

“What’s the wording on vandalism charges?” Officer Westbrook asked.

“Deliberate destruction or damage to property.” The Chief said.

“Then no, nothing was damaged or destroyed.”

“We have a complaint that clearly states...” The Chief burst into a fit of giggles. “I can’t. I’m sorry I just can’t take this seriously. This is awesome. I sent the photographer out with the drone to get overhead shots. I don’t know where we will be able to put that up, but that’s going on a wall somewhere.”

“Ok,” she said slowly.

The Chief belatedly pulled himself together. “Don’t let this go to your head.”

“No, sir. I promise, no repeat performance.”

The computer chimed and they all turned towards it. They stood there blinking at the blank screen for a moment. Finally, The Chief said, “That had better be the doorbell camera footage.”

“I just hope it’s useful,” Charlie said.

The Chief downloaded the file and opened it. A shadowy figure could be seen walking up the driveway, then disappearing as the driveway fell away from the shot. The frame began to lighten a little, so they knew it was close to dawn. The figure came into view again at the bottom of the step, hurled the brick quickly and ran away. Charlie stared at the screen. “Can we frame by frame this?”

The Chief backed the video up and slowed it down. Not a lot could be seen, but a tiny lock of hair had not been covered by the person’s hood. Charlie froze the video there. “What color would you call that?”

“Purple,” The Chief said. “Is that important?”

“Yes, because we have a witness with purple hair.” Charlie said.

Westbrook cleared his throat. “Patryk Keely’s daughter.”

The Chief actually groaned out loud. “Worst case scenario.”

“Wait, you don’t have to fill me in. I take it Patryk Keely used to be Mayor Keely,” Charlie surmised.

“Those two have been swapping the Mayorship back and forth every other year for the last ten,” The Chief confirmed.

“Will Her Honor press charges?” Charlie asked.

“Probably,” The Chief said.

“That girl is angry. Angry at Leo,” Charlie said. 

“And she needs to stop being a brat and grow up,” Westbrook said. “Or are you saying she’s jealous?” 

Charlie shrugged. “I’m saying she’s angry. Angrier at Leo than is normal.” 

“All these punk kids. They’re angry. So what?” The Chief asked. “We see it here all of the time. It’s heartbreaking to have to arrest the former and probably future mayor’s kid, but it’s not like we’ve never done that before.”

“I think Cameron’s motive here might be relevant. You should talk to Patryk and make sure Leo doesn’t have any legal exposure,” Charlie said.

“What?” They all asked her, completely astonished.

“Cameron’s a freshman so she’s what, fourteen?” Westbrook said. “Did I remember that right?” 

The Chief nodded, remembering all of the spring birthday parties his kids had been invited to. And he thought about how Cameron was always trailing behind Leo. But surely, Charlie hadn’t meant...

Westbrook could take it from there. “Leo is a senior, just turned eighteen. If they’ve, um, been rebellious teens, the dad would be well within his rights.”

The Chief glowered. “Do you have any evidence they have? Did Cameron say something?”

Charlie shook her head. “No, it’s gut instinct. But she's very angry at Leo. And Leo all but told us she did it. The doorbell footage proves he wasn’t at home, so he didn’t witness it.”

The Chief pounded his hand onto the table. “Damn it! I hate it when you guys are right.”

Charlie suddenly felt like she was walking on eggshells. “Sorry sir?”

The Chief ignored her and stormed out of the conference room. Westbrook trotted after him, but Officer Carlisle came over to Charlie and put his hand on her shoulder. “It’s not you.”

“Excuse me?” she asked.

“The Chief is always grumpy when the truth makes his job politically uncomfortable.”

“Ok.”

“He would like for it to be Frank, Mayor Brandon’s ex-husband, but his alibi checked out.”

“I thought he was Julie’s ex-husband.” 

“Small town life.” Westbrook said. “Frank had an affair, Mayor Brandon kicked him out, he married someone else and Mayor Brandon is rumored to be having an affair with the new wife.” 

Charlie nodded, head spinning from all of the gossip. Just then, The Chief popped his head back into the room. “Come on.”

Chapter Five

The Mayor versus Patryk Keely

The Mayor and Patryk Keely were shouting in his driveway when the three of them pulled up in The Chief’s SUV.  When he nodded to Westbrook, the sergeant radioed for more back up. The Chief turned to Charlie in the back seat. “So much for calling the lawyers first.”

“You are out of control Patryk! I will see that you never get elected again in this town!”

“Shut up Misti. Everyone around here knows you are a careless drunkard.. Your conduct on the job will get you voted out. I don’t have to do anything.”

They continued to argue while The Chief and Westbrook got out, but Charlie lagged behind to tie her bootlaces. Since they were still going at it as Charlie stepped down, she slammed her door which stopped both of them temporarily.

The Chief boomed into the silence. “Enough! Do not make me arrest both of you for disturbing the peace!”

“He did it!”

“No, she did it!”

Both trying to talk louder and gain an upper hand with The Chief.

“God, Captain, they sound like children.” Charlie rubbed her temples.

Everyone glared at her, including Leo and Cameron who were each now walking down their respective driveways, towards their shouting parents. A quick glance between them cemented a fleeting emotion. They said in unison. “We agree.”

The teens stood together on the right of Charlie while their parents were arguing from the left side. They weren’t holding hands, or even touching at all, but it looked to Charlie’s eyes like they were a couple. It made her feel nauseated.

A long look passed between the kids and the adults. There were outsiders here and whatever the temptation was to air their dirty laundry, the mere fact that there were others curtailed their speech. They might have brought The Chief into it; Charlie couldn’t be sure. But then the whine of a squad car approaching pierced the air. The moment was broken.

Patryk’s anger, in particular, was palpable. “Don’t do it Misti.”

“She ruined my stained-glass door.”

“It’s replaceable.” Patryk said curtly. The implications hung thickly in the air. But there were four people strategically keeping their silence and everybody knew it.

“So, Mayor, you now know who broke your door. Are you going to press charges?” The Chief asked.

The Mayor turned her ire onto her son. “You’re so stupid Leonard. I can’t have anything nice around here because of you.”

He blushed bright red, almost confirmation of Charlie’s suspicions, but not enough. The moment dragged on, and on.

Finally, The Chief cleared his throat before he spoke. “With all due respect, Mayor, you haven’t answered the question.”

“If she agrees to pay for the damages, then I guess not.”

The Chief tucked his hands into his coat and said quietly, “Alright then. I guess this resolves the case. Shake hands.”

Patryk and The Mayor shook hands before they went back to their houses.

The Chief took his time driving back to headquarters. “How was your first day?”

Charlie took a minute to consider the question. “I don’t know. In some ways it’s not all that different from what I did as a beat officer. Except I see the whole thing from start to finish. I don’t have to hang out at the water cooler to get resolution.”

“Well, you won’t miss the watercooler in my department. You’ll be in high demand. Just don’t talk too much, kiddo.  Write up your notes, close the case and submit your reports. Good instincts catching the Romeo and Juliette thing.”

“Yes, and we did it without banishing them.” Charlie didn’t repress a smile. And even The Chief snorted in response. 

Submitting reports in this job turned out to be more demanding than it had been as a beat cop. She struggled to shorten the reports, leaving out extraneous thoughts, half-baked theories, what she really thought. It was harder now that her job was more theoretical, but not impossible. And finally, when every word had been written, when every smirk from Westbrook had been ignored, and when every last drop of her coffee had been consumed; she filed her reports and clocked out, exhausted.

She ducked into the women’s room as she waited for her train. She found it empty, and though she might look foolish she looked into the mirror. “My honest assessment of my day, I worked hard, I took notes, I solved a case, I made an enemy. Not a great day.”

She took the train home. As she looked out of the window, she thought she saw something familiar, like from a faded photo, but she couldn’t quite place it. Gia’s pretty face swarmed in front of her. She absently touched her locket. The ghost item flitted through her head. Was it a photo? Was she remembering something from the case notes she had assembled? She started down the rabbit hole, going through everything she thought she knew about how Gia had disappeared and how her body had been found all those weeks later.

Her thoughts more and more these days seemed to be drawn back to her sister. She burned with questions, some only half answered, some not answered at all. But perhaps, as she dwelled on it, the most important questions were the ones she had not yet thought about asking, much less getting answers to them. The train stopped, and to her surprise, she was already at her stop. 

At home now, she returned the locket to her jewelry box. It was too precious to be lost. 

The End
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