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This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, business, events, and incidents are the products of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

Carla Deere sighed with grand relief when she spotted the long array of hazy lights on the inky dark horizon.  The temperature gauge in her new Nissan Rogue read twenty-five below zero.  The weather app on her cell alerted her of a wind chill warning for this portion of the state for the next forty-eight hours.

But she didn’t need an app to tell her about the wind as thin wisps of snow drifted rapidly across the two-laned road, the once gravel edges piled at least a foot or two high from the heavy snowfall that struck last week.

The howling wind from the west, to her left, forced her to stay just below the speed limit, for fear of striking a patch of ice and spinning out of control or plowing into the ditch where it could be hours before anyone would rescue her.

Charity was the name of the town.  Her client was the Charity Police Department and the City Attorney.  Her contact was Kevin Stubbs, the department’s Chief of Police.

When she first heard the name, a warmth grew in the pit of her stomach and her heart seemed to skip a beat or two.  Could it be the same Kevin Stubbs she went to high school with?  They were supposed to go on a date during their senior year, but an unexpected blizzard put a stop to that.

And, for whatever reason, he never asked her again.

She also never took Kevin for the cop type either.  When she envisioned his career, he came across as one who would be either in construction or maybe cooking at a restaurant.  Not a fine dining place, but, from what she could remember, he could grill up a decent burger.

She soon stopped as she came upon a four-laned highway.  Highway 2.  The road was fairly deserted, only a pair of lights to her left and two or three to her right.  A Walmart truck passed on by, churning up a wave of fresh snow in its wake.

She was at one of those stupid controlled intersections.  Why God why?  She soon crossed the highway, drove past a diner called Rose’s Kitchen, and quickly found herself at the Charity city limits.

It was a quaint little town.  On the light poles along the main road were lighted, festive decorations from snowflakes and snowmen to candy canes and Christmas trees.  A lighted sign across the highway that said, Seasons Greetings, greeted all who came into town.

She had a reservation at the River Falls Inn.  It was five thirty.  With the darkness enveloping the landscape, it felt like it was nine or ten.

She drove by the police department.  A cruiser was parked outside.  Instead of poking her head in and introducing herself, she decided to wait until tomorrow.  Her appointment was at eight thirty.

Hence the reason for her to be up here tonight.  Or else she would’ve driven up in the morning.  If she did that, taking the five-hour trek north of the Twin Cities, she would’ve had to leave no later than three thirty.  No thank you.

The River Falls Inn was a two-story motel on the northern edge of Charity.  On the main floor, next to the entrance to the tiny lobby, was a liquor store.  There was also a FOR SALE sign out front, with an advertised sale price of one hundred and eighty grand.  Christ, her house was double that!  She mentally did some quick math on how long it would take her to turn a profit, with the hotel, liquor store.  The possibilities were endless.

A bearded bald man sat behind the counter, reading a car magazine with a bikini-clad model on the front.  His belly overflowed the front of his pants, completely obscuring any sign of a belt.

“I have a reservation, Carla Deere, for tonight and tomorrow,” she said, scrolling through her phone.  She swore she had an email confirmation.

“Which floor do you prefer?” he asked.

She stopped, then peered up at him.  “Sorry, I was looking for an email confirmation.  Not sure if you need it or not.”

“Nope, don’t need it.  Pretty much you and three other rooms are taken for the night.  Did you have a preference on the first or second floor?  I know it ain’t the Hilton, but it’ll do for a night or two.”  He flipped a page on a large ledger.  “Oh, Miss Deere.  You got it for two nights.  Good deal.  Staying for the holiday train?”

“The . . . the holiday what?”

“Holiday train.  It’s pretty popular when it comes through.  It makes a stop down south a few places, here, and then up in Thief River Falls.  There’s a live band.  Sometimes someone dresses up in a Santa suit.  The cops, some county deputies, and volunteers from the fire department help with traffic and crowd control.”

She choked back a laugh.  Crowd control?  In a town that barely stretched into the four digits?

It didn’t appear that he was joking either.

“Speaking of cops, do you know Kevin Stubbs?” she asked.

“Chief Stubbs, oh sure!  Nicest guy ever.  Hard working too.  If you’re hungry in the morning, check out Rose’s Kitchen on the other side of town.  He’s one of the main cooks there.”

“Wait, he’s the Chief of Police and a chef?”

Smiling, he said, “Yes, ma’am.  Damn shame about his wife though.”

Her heart seemed to skip a beat.  “Wife?”  Of course he would be married.  Why wouldn’t he be?  Then again, the way he made it sound, something bad happened to her.  “What happened to his wife?  If you don’t mind my asking.”

“Quite a number of years ago now,” he said, setting the ledger on the counter and spinning it so she could sign her name.  “I swear to God, there was an escaped murderer—a serial killer, if you’ll believe that—had come to Charity and bought the house next to him and his wife.  The serial killer murdered his wife.  Chief Stubbs—well, he wasn’t the Chief way back then—fought him off and killed the bastard.”

“How horrible,” she said.

The clerk held out two keys.  “First or second floor?”

“Any suggestions?”

He gazed up at the corner of the ceiling behind her.  “That’s a good question.  I’d say, given the ones who are here . . . I’d go with the second floor.  But not this one.”  He set both keys on their respective hooks behind him, then gave her another one.  “This room is on the far end, second floor at the top of the stairs.  It’ll be quiet, away from the others.  Not that I expect trouble.  But one never knows.”

She passed over the company credit card.  “Thank you.  Did . . . Kevin, oh Chief Stubbs, did he ever get remarried?”

Chuckling, he said, “Many have tried, I’m sure.  But he works hard and, quite honestly, he’s probably still heartbroken over what happened to Barb.  Even started a scholarship fund in her name too.”

“Oh, my gosh,” she said, taking the key.  “He sounds like a good guy.”

He swiped the card through the reader, then handed the card back.

“When is this . . . holiday train thing?” she asked.

“Tomorrow at five thirty.  Goes through on the east edge of the town, right over there.”  He pointed behind her, toward a grove of trees.  “You’ll wanna get ready around four thirty, if you wanna see it.  That’s when the crowd starts.  The VFW will be open for hot chocolate and cookies for the kids, and usually something special for the adults.  It’s a fun time, even if it’s blustery.”

“Isn’t it supposed to be extremely cold for them to do that?”

“Oh, sure, but they still do it, no matter what.  They raise money for the local food bank.  It’s always a gamble with the weather.  One winter it’ll be twenty or thirty above and the next it’s forty below.  And that doesn’t include the wind chill.”

* * *
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Aside from the faint cigarette smoke smell, more than likely embedded in the dark brown shag carpet that lined the room, the one-bed motel room was as small as Carla’s kitchen back home.

Old prints lined the walls, the pictures faded in some places, damaged by water in others.  The room was chilly.  The thermostat was set at sixty-five.  She cranked it to seventy-five.  The heater along the bottom of the window started to tink-tink-tink and a light waft of mild warmth enveloped her.

Keeping her gloves on, she peeled back the thick dusty blanket covering the bed.  Afraid it was riddled with bedbugs, it was surprisingly clean in that regard.  Still, she didn’t want to take any chances.

She set her suitcase and work bag on the folded down bed.

Her plan was to do a little work before meeting with Kevin tomorrow, but instead was intrigued by what the clerk said about his wife.  Late wife.  Murdered late wife, to be precise.  Barb, her name was, if she remembered correctly.

A quick search—the wifi was unexpectedly quick, possibly due to the lack of motel guests at the moment—confirmed what he said.  He found her obituary.

Kevin.  Loving husband.  No kids.

She was a CPA.

She laughed out loud at this.  “Kevin, if you are the same one back in high school, you sure do like the ones that have a head for money.”

Carla was twice divorced.  She married her first when she was nineteen, which didn’t last a year.  He loved drinking and screwing around rather than being faithful to his wife.  Her second turned out to be a complete jerk, rude to everyone.  She didn’t know that during their short courtship.  That marriage lasted only a few months.

Luckily, she had a college friend who worked at a law firm, who recommended one of their best divorce attorneys.  It was quickly settled.

Thank God she had no kids with either one of them, and no assets to split.  Her home was only in her name.

She picked up the local phone book—it had a photograph of a white-tailed deer on it, standing next to a snow-covered field—and scanned the thin book.  Kevin’s home number and address was listed.  A quick search showed his residence was less than a half-mile away.  Then again, with as small a town as Charity was, pretty much everything was within a close proximity.

She soon fell asleep.  Nothing was on the TV aside from local news.  She didn’t feel like watching any shows.  She usually didn’t have time for them anyway.  She decided against doing any work, and instead went to Barb’s obituary again.  She scrolled through the pages and pages of condolences in the guestbook.

Both had sure made an impact on Charity.

If, in fact, it was the same Kevin Stubbs she almost had a first date with back in high school.

* * *
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The next morning, she awoke to the sound of truck doors slamming and loud engines churning to life.  It was five forty-five.  She tossed and turned until finally she got up at five after six.

Where was that place the clerk downstairs mentioned?  Rose’s . . . something?  She peered over at the phone book and found a Rose’s Kitchen in the yellow business pages section under the
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