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    This series is dedicated to my poodle, Charlotte's Snow. The best 7 pound gurl ever. I miss you. 
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Chapter One

[image: ]


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.
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[image: ]


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
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