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Prologue
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For two weeks, the sky had been clear blue, the wind had been little more than a pleasant breeze, and the sun had provided warmth to the cool November days. However, on this Saturday morning, Nene was somehow unsurprised that the sky was thick with dark clouds and the wind blew strong. She and Gaga arrived early, pleased at the turn-out.

It seemed as if every man in Reno over seventy had come to pay their last respects to Mr. Bryan, and fittingly, they’d all brought their dogs. Big and small, they were all restless—sensing the sadness of their owners. Now and then, one would howl, but none louder than Boris. The little dog pulled at his leash, finally breaking free from Jack’s grip and rushing toward the closed casket. He laid down, his howls turning to whimpers that mixed easily and became one with the melancholy wind.
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CHAPTER ONE


[image: ]




Monday morning, Jack Harney, sat at his desk drinking coffee, his mind drifting; something as simple as a coffee cup taking him back years; he’d bought the cup while in the military. Sometimes he wished he’d served twenty years, making him eligible for a modest retirement check, but he’d bristled at all the rules. 

He rolled his eyes, thinking that he’d left the military and went to work for the police department; out of the frying pan and into the fire. He knew though, that you can leave the military, but the military never leaves you. He reached up, running his hand over his extra short hair. 

Jack was a former homicide detective for the Reno police department, but a year prior, he’d paid the fee, gotten a license, and opened his own detective agency. His former partner, Curt Noble, had resigned months earlier and his new partner was Robert Nolan, Nolan to Jack. Nolan, too, was a former homicide detective. 

The job wasn’t glamorous. They spent most days tailing cheating husbands, tracking down runaways, or gathering evidence for court cases. However, since Jack and Nolan had also solved four Reno murders in fifteen months, the new Chief of Police was impressed. 

He’d offered Jack and Nolan the opportunity to participate in a new program, basically they were both on retainer as discreet consultants with the department. If given any case of substance, their role wouldn’t be revealed or it would be downplayed. 

Jack was disappointed. He wasn’t sure what he’d expected, but not what the job had turned out to be; dealing with small-fry politicians or the occasional third-tier celebrity; cases that needed to be kept out of the news. Still, the extra money helped with bills and the duo had ample time to handle cases for their own agency. 

Normally, he’d be wondering where Nolan was, since his partner could usually be counted upon to be in the office at exactly eight a.m., and it was now nearly ten. This morning, Nolan had called to say he would be late; his small daughter, Molly, was running a fever and he needed to stay home until his wife, Emily, returned with children’s medicine. 

Jack looked across at Nolan’s desk, still half expecting to see Curt sitting there. It had been over six months since Curt left the agency and went back to work with the cruise line, and while Jack liked Nolan a lot, he missed seeing the mountain of a man, always dressed in plaid, sitting across from him.

Glancing to his right and out the large window, Jack watched as Nolan’s car pulled into the parking lot out front. He smiled when Nolan exited the car; despite the cold, he slung his coat over his arm and rushed toward the building, but that wasn’t what made Jack grin. It was clear Nolan had dressed in a hurry, or maybe not. 

He’d never been a slave to fashion or to an iron for that matter; while on the force he’d often been referred to as Detective Columbo, the main character from an old ‘70s show known for his crumpled coat and dangling cigar, but this nickname was never said to Robert Nolan’s face. He was a respected legend within the Reno police department. That he was now working with Jack perplexed most of his former colleagues. 

“Good morning,” Nolan said, tossing his coat over the back of his chair. “Coffee,” he said with a hint of desperation. Besides the short hair and the law enforcement background, coffee was another thing the two men had in common. Usually, they made their own or bought some from the bakery across the hall, but sometimes they’d splurge and head to Starbucks. Nolan would order a black coffee, but Jack knew that once he was out of earshot, the order would be changed to a Pumpkin Spiced Latte.

“How’s your daughter?”

“She started getting sick Saturday, now she feels lousy. I think it’s just a cold, but I didn’t get much sleep.”

“Speaking of Saturday,” Jack said. “Did you get rain where you live? It was pouring buckets by me.”

“Yeah, we did. I thought we’d get snow, but I guess it didn’t get cold enough.”

“The weather said this might be a milder winter than usual,” Jack said.

“You’d never know it from this morning. It’s freezing out there.”

“Sure is,” Jack said. 

“So,” Nolan said, taking his coffee over to his desk, “anything going on?”

“Had a voice mail from the Chief,” Jack answered. “He wants to see us at ten-thirty.”

Nolan sighed, “not another b-list celebrity problem, I hope.”

“He didn’t say, but I got the impression that it was important. After we see the chief, if you want to cut out early...”

“No,” Nolan answered a little too gruffly. “I mean thanks, but I’m better off here. You know anytime I’m at home, I’m put to work. I’m still working on the honey-do list from the last time I took some time off.”

“Speaking of impressions,” Jack said, “do you remember your first impression of me?” Jack asked Nolan.

“Why do you ask?”

“I don’t know,” Jack answered, “curious, I guess.”

“Sure,” Nolan said. “Even though we both worked Homicide, our paths didn’t cross much. I think I saw you for the first time when you were working that murder case, the one where your friend Katherine was involved. It wasn’t long after that you moved to Florida and started working in Tampa, right?”

“Yeah. After a break up, I needed a change of scenery, so I transferred to Tampa. Three months later I took a leave of absence to help Curt out on the cruise ship.”

“Then you two came to Reno and opened the agency, right?”

“Yeah.”

Nolan chucked. “At the time, I remember thinking you were another Spencer, all swagger and no substance.”

“Hey,” Jack said. “That’s a little harsh. What made you think that?”

“You had a reputation, at the time, as being a huge flirt.”

“So, that makes me another Spencer?”

Nolan smiled. “Life isn’t fair, buddy.” 

Jack laughed. 

“What about me?” Nolan asked. “What was your impression of me?”

“I was told before I ever laid eyes on you, that you were the best detective in on the force, which I admit bruised my ego a little, but they weren’t wrong.”

“I’m getting all weepy here,” Nolan said, standing. He looked up at the clock, “We’re going to be late. We should get going.”

***
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Chief of Police, Patrick Flannery, was a no-nonsense man. He’d needed to be in order to be taken seriously. His ginger hair, ever so slight Irish accent, and less than average height, had done him no favors over the years. Still, he’d risen through the ranks and he liked to tell people that the cops who’d once teased him were still doing crossing guard duty. The administrative assistant led Jack and Nolan into his office, he gestured toward the two chairs in front of his desk. 

“Phones off,” he said, resting his arms on his desk. This was an idiosyncrasy of the chief’s, absolutely no phones were allowed during his meetings.

“I have a case for you, and I know what you’re thinking, but this one is not like the others. Okay, so Mayor Wallace has two assistants. A man and a woman, both in their late twenties. The man is Graham Townsend and he is missing. The mayor has downplayed the situation. She says this guy has disappeared before for a few days, sometimes a week, but he always comes in. 

Apparently, he must be good at whatever he does, in order for her to put up with that. She’s agreed to let us investigate, but wants it kept out of the press, very discreet. I think she cares more about her image than whether one of her employees is missing. Go talk to her, her staff etc. The only people off limits are her kids; she doesn’t want them upset.”

“When was Mr. Townsend last seen?” Jack asked, taking out the small notepad he always carried.

“Last Friday afternoon,” Chief Flannery answered. “We only know he’s missing because someone phoned in an anonymous tip claiming his absence was fishy,” he pushed a piece of paper and a photo across his desk. “That’s him. The mayor is annoyed and thinks this is a waste of time, but even she acknowledges that he was supposed to work Saturday and Sunday, but never showed up.

“Do you think it’s a waste of time?” Nolan asked. “I mean, if he’s missing at all, it’s only been the weekend.”

“Maybe,” he conceded, “but I didn’t get this far by ignoring my gut feeling, and my gut feeling says there’s something there. So, here is the man’s home address and a list of employees at the mansion. All I expect is that you ask a few questions, and do some snooping. Keep me posted.”

Jack and Nolan looked at each other, they recognized the tone of finality in Flannery’s voice. Jack grabbed the piece of paper and photo and they left. It was decided that it was best to divide and conquer, so Nolan volunteered to go talk to the missing man’s landlord and Jack would go to the mansion. They quickly returned to the office where Jack left Nolan at his car. 

***
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Jack drove toward the wealthier part of town where, naturally, the mayor’s mansion would be found. This task wasn’t one he was looking forward to; big shot politicians and local celebrities, two groups of people he’d had his fill of over the last six months. So, on a whim, he decided to stop by to see a friend who happened to live and own a business in the same general area. 

He’d met Scott Mitchell about two years earlier and when he thought about it, that it had only been two years always surprised Jack. Back then, he’d still been with the Reno police department. He’d been discreetly keeping an eye on a crime’s witness, Katherine O’Brian. At the time, Scott and Katherine had only been friends, but they’d married six months earlier in Virginia City.  

It had been at least a few months since Jack’s last visit, but the tree-lined street was just as he remembered it. The area screamed money, from the brand-new, immaculate buildings to the expensive cars parked outside. Business must be good, thought Jack, for Scott to afford the rent in this neighborhood. Jack pulled into the lot out front and looked up at the sign on the store window. Scott’s Bikes. Simple enough and easy to remember.  

The bell above the door signaled Jack’s arrival. Standing toward the back, behind the counter and surrounded by hanging bikes, stood Scott; tall with dark hair, about five or six years Jack’s junior, he could have modeled if he’d wanted, but he didn’t seem at all aware of how good looking he really was; a trait Jack was glad of. Scott smiled as Jack approached.

“Hey buddy,” Scott said, holding out his hand, “what are you doing in my neck of the woods?”

“Working a case, but really procrastinating, and it’s been a while, so thought I’d stop by and say hi.”

“Oh,” Scott said smiling, “don’t I feel special.”

Jack smiled, “How is married life treating you?”

“Really great, Katherine’s started on her Master’s degree.”

“Oh yeah? That’s great. And how’s your brother Alex?”

“Exhausted. Fiona is four months old, but she’s still not sleeping through the night,” Scott turned away from Jack, “Alex! Get your butt out here. Come say hi to Jack.”

Within seconds Alex appeared; like his brother, Alex was tall and handsome with dark hair, but had a mischievous twinkle in his eyes that gave him a boyish charm that Scott didn’t share. 

“Still with the Tom Selleck mustache?” Jack asked, grinning.

“Tom Selleck?” Scott repeated. “Don’t encourage that description. We all know what he looks like.”

“Hey,” Alex said, “don’t be hating on the stash, chicks dig it.”

Scott and Jack laughed. They’d both, of course, met Alex’s wife, Sophie, and knew she was the only woman he noticed. They also knew Alex was a little afraid of the petite woman, best known for her hyper personality, but so were they, so they didn’t give him any grief over it. 

Alex had been followed out of the back room by an older man. He looked to be about fifty, was quite thick around the middle and had a long fluffy white beard. This look, coupled with what he was wearing, a floral shirt, made him a very unusual sight. Santa Claus visits Hawaii, thought Jack.

“Jack,” Scott said turning toward the older gentleman, “I don’t think you’ve ever met Will. When I first came down to Reno, I was working at an insurance agency. Will was my boss.”

“Only one of my many careers,” Will said. “I’m not doing insurance anymore. Now I’m a pharmacist.”

“A pharmacist?” Jack said.

“Yes. I’ve been a butcher, a baker,”

“A candlestick maker?” Jack finished.

He was met with a blank stare. “No, never that,” Will answered.  

Jack held out his hand and said, “Nice to meet you, Will.”

“How long have you known Scott?” Will asked.

Jack looked at Scott and smiled, “I’d say about two years now. He stole my girlfriend.”

Scott laughed. “That’s right, Will.”

At the look on Wills face, Scott said, “Not really, but Jack did his fair share of flirting with Katherine, that’s for sure. Will is thinking about getting a bike.”

Will patted his stomach. “That’s right. It’s time to do something about this.”

“I think it suits you,” Scott said. 

“What about you, Jack?” Alex asked. “You in the market for a new bike yet?” 

“Yeah, right,” Jack answered, “like I could afford one of these beauties.”

“Well,” Scott said, “we could probably be persuaded to give you the friends and family discount.”

“Which would bring the cost down to what?” Jack asked. “Twelve hundred dollars”

“Thirteen,” Scott answered, smiling.

“That’s what I thought,” Jack answered. On an impulse, he pulled from his pocket the picture of the mayor’s assistant. 

“Have you ever seen this guy?”

Scott and Alex leaned in, looked at the photo and then back at Jack. “Sure, he came in a few times to look at our bikes,” Scott said.

“More like hit on Gwendolyn,” Alex said.

“Who?” Jack asked.

“Gwendolyn Pierce, Gwen actually,” Alex clarified. “Business has been good, so we hired a teenager. She’s a Senior at Reno high, anyway, she works after school and some on the weekends. He always seems to come in when Gwen is working, and has to talk to only her. I don’t like it much. A little creepy, if you ask me.”

“He’s harmless,” Scott said. “And when he’s not flirting with Gwen, he looks really interested in the Sparks model, one of our most expensive brands.”

“I guess,” Alex said, “but he’s at least ten years older than her, maybe more. Anyway, why do you ask, Jack?”

“Keep it to yourself, I’m looking into his disappearance, but it’s meant to be a very discreet investigation.”

“Why?” Alex asked.

“Because he works for the mayor.”

The three men nodded, saying, “Oh,” at the same time.

“When will Gwen be in today?” Jack asked.

“About three,” Alex answered. “School is out for Christmas, but her hours are the same.”

Jack glanced at the store’s wall clock. “If it’s okay with you guys, I’d like to speak with her.”

“Doesn’t bother me,” Alex said.

“Me either,” Scott said.

“Okay then,” Jack said. “I’ll see you guys later. It was very nice to meet you, Will.”

Will smiled. “Very nice to meet you too, Jack.”

As Jack left the store, he nearly ran into a man walking in, “Sorry, mate,” Jack said. He looked over his shoulder at Scott who was smiling and shaking his head. “Accosting my customers now?” Scott yelled.

Jack waved dismissively, “Yeah, yeah,” he looked over at the man he’d nearly knocked over, but he was busy looking up at the bikes.

***
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Jack got into his car and looked at the dashboard clock, it was a few minutes before noon and Gwen Pierce wouldn’t come to work for at least another three hours. There was plenty of time to go to the mayor’s mansion, but he’d preferred to postpone that visit a little while longer, so he pulled into the first Starbucks parking lot he saw.

When Jack pushed through the glass doors, the rush of warmth coupled with the aroma of freshly brewed coffee was a welcome relief from the blustery winds and blistering cold. 

His eyes twinkled as they fell on the beautiful woman standing in line ahead; she looked to be about thirty or thirty-one and had full dark blonde hair that hung past her shoulders. When she absentmindedly turned around, she smiled and said, “Hey, Jack!” 

“Hey Katherine,” Jack answered. “Imagine meeting you, of all people, at Starbucks.”

Katherine’s love affair with Starbucks was well known, it had made her late for many things, including a cruise departure. “Ha, ha,” she said. “How have you been? You’re such a stranger.”

“I saw Scott earlier,” Jack answered, as if this was a regular occurrence. Before Katherine could point that out, he said, “he tells me you’re back in school. Are you finally going to get that law degree?”

Katherine scoffed. “No, I don’t want to do that anymore. I’m getting a Master’s in Business. What about you? How’s the detective agency?”

“Good,” Jack answered. “Nolan and I are still cleaning the dirty underbelly of Reno, one stupid minor celebrity at a time.”

Katherine laughed. “I bet. Have you heard from Curt lately?”

Jack and Katherine took a few steps forward toward the counter and took turns giving their order. 

“Actually,” Jack answered, “he called yesterday. He’s still trying to get me to come work with him on the cruise ship.”

“Oh yeah?”

“Yeah, but it’s never going to happen. Anyway, he’s in the area and plans to visit the office sometime this week. He’s volunteered to head security on a cruise that’s leaving out of California, so he’s coming to Reno first.”

“That’s great,” Katherine said. “Let’s all get together. We could all go out to dinner one night while he’s here.”

“Okay, sure. I’ll see what Curt has planned and then give you and Scott a call. It’s going to be really nice to see him. It seems like forever. Do you think he’ll be wearing green or red flannel?”

“Oh, red flannel for sure,” Katherine said laughing. “It is almost Christmas after all.”

“Do you and Scott have big plans for your first Christmas as a married couple?”

“We’re spending Christmas day at home, just the two of us, but we’ll having a small party Christmas Eve. Can you come?” 

“Wouldn’t miss it,” Jack said.

“Great. There’s someone I want you to meet, her name is Kristie. She’s perfect for you.”

Jack held up his hands, “Oh, no, no, no. Please no fix-ups.”

“No pressure,” Katherine said. “Scott practically grew up with her. She recently moved back to the area.”

Before Jack could answer, she said, “Oh, this day keeps getting better and better.”

“Why’s that?” Jack asked.

Katherine nodded toward a second cashier; she was petite, blonde, and had a less than thrilled look on her face.

“That woman,” Katherine said, “used to date Scott. She’s a snake and not to be trusted alone with knick-knacks.”

Jack looked at the woman and then back at Katherine.

“I might have seen her once or twice. What’s her name?”

“Verna,” Katherine answered. 

“Hello, Katherine,” Verna said through tight lips, pushing first Katherines and then Jack’s coffee across the lower counter. 

“Oh, hello, Verna.” Katherine said, pretending surprise. “I almost didn’t recognize you. You work here, huh? I had no idea.”

“Started a few weeks ago. So, how’s Scott? Is he still in Reno?”

Katherine tried, but was unable to keep the smile from her face as she said, “Oh, he’s still here alright. I guess you haven’t heard?”

“Heard What?”

Katherine held out her ring finger, “Scott and I are married.”

“What? No way,” Verna said. 

“What about you, Verna,” Katherine asked. “Are you seeing anyone?”

Verna’s eyes narrowed. “No, but I don’t like to settle.”

Katherine let that comment slide. “Well,” she said, “I guess I’ll let you get back to work. I have class to get to.”

“Class? I thought you and Scott took your last class while he and I were dating?”

“We did, for our Bachelor’s degree; this is for my Master’s.”

Verna rolled her eyes and said, “Master’s degree, that figures, and married to Scott, next you’ll tell me your pregnant.”

Katherine smiled. “I am.”

Verna untied her green apron tossed it on the counter and walked away, shouting, “I’m going on break.”

Katherine turned toward Jack.

“You enjoyed that way too much,” he said. “And what’s this about you being pregnant? Scott didn’t say anything.”

Katherine smiled. “Oh, I only said that to send Verna over the edge,” Katherine laughed, “but, I do have to get going. It was great seeing you, Jack.”

Jack leaned in and kissed Katherine’s cheek. “Always nice to see you too, Katherine.”

“Remember what I said. Call me when Curt visits so we can all do dinner out.”

Jack watched Katherine as she left, all but bouncing, so obviously in a good mood. He turned and picked up his coffee and then walked over and sat at a two-seater table by the window, taking out his notepad. After a few sips of coffee, he saw a familiar face enter the coffee shop. 

He was tall and lanky and wore an open jacket that revealed a shirt, that even from a distance appeared to be silk, with far too many buttons undone. He didn’t walk, he swaggered and, as always, Jack was reminded of John Travolta’s break-out role in the movie, Saturday Night Fever. Jack had worked, unofficially, on a few cases with Detective Anthony Spencer and while his opinion of the man’s detective abilities had improved over the last two years, he’d never gotten used his idea of style. 

Spencer made a bee-line for Jack’s table. “Hey, Jack, small world.”

“Hey Spencer.”

Spencer yanked the chair across from Jack out and sat, or more accurately, he lounged in it, long spindly legs outstretched. 

“Please, sit,” Jack said, sarcastically, though it was lost on Spencer.

“What are you doing in this part of town,” Spencer asked.

Jack needed to be careful. Spencer was somewhat of a joke, but he was observant. It would be bad if Spencer suspected he was investigating anything to do with the mayor. Sure, everyone knew he and Nolan were on retainer with the department, but if something was going on with the mayor and cops found out the assignment had been given to him and Nolan, who knew what would happen, maybe a walk-out. 

Jack and Nolan working for the department at all was a touchy issue. Because Jack had solved cases the local cops had been unable to solve, they resented him, and they were more than a little disappointed that Nolan, a man who had been well respected in the department, had become Jack’s partner. 

“You remember my friend, Scott?” Jack asked.

“He has a bike shop near here. I stopped by to say hi, and then here to get coffee.”

Spencer’s eyes narrowed slightly and Jack knew he’d offered too much information. 

“That so,” Spencer said. “How’s Nolan doing?”

“Good.”

“You two been keeping a low profile,” it was a statement, not a question.

“Yeah, well,” Jack said, “I’ve ruffled some feathers in the department.”

“Is it true you’re on celebrity duty? Keeping the B-list singers and their kids out of trouble?”

It was true, but Jack was loath to admit it. 

“Crying shame,” Spencer said.

“What’s a crying shame,” Jack asked.

“Nolan working for you. I mean, I like you well enough, Jack, and you’re a good detective, but Nolan was in a class all his own.”

“I’m lucky to have him,” Jack said, sitting back in his chair, arms crossed.

“Yes, you are.”

“What about you?” Jack asked. “What do they have you doing this week? I mean it seems as if every time I see you, you’re working a different department,” their eyes met. Jack could almost see the wheels in Spencer’s head turning, deciding whether or not to take offence at the comment. 

Spencer straightened up in his chair and leaned in, “I’ve back in Homicide,” he said softly. “Ya know,” he continued, “I do remember meeting your friend Scott, once or twice, and I am familiar with his bike shop. Why would you drive three miles out of your way for Starbucks, when there’s one between his shop and your agency?”

Jack paused before answering. “I guess that’s my business.”

“I guess it is,” Spencer said, “so long as you keep it that way and don’t make it my business. It was nice seeing you Jack,” Spencer stood and walked over to the counter, placing an order. He left shortly after.

Jack watched out the window as Spencer got into his car. He was impressed, he was a better detective than Jack had given him credit for.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER TWO
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Monday morning, Nene Albright stared out the large front window, watching the trees violently sway. At sixty-three, Nene wasn’t exactly elderly, but she was no longer a young woman; petite and round with pure white hair the texture of cotton candy, she could easily play the part of Mrs. Claus. 

To anyone who’d met Nene, it seemed entirely appropriate that she should own a bakery. Her sister, three years older, three inches taller, and thirty pounds thinner seemed much more out of place among the cakes, cookies, and brownies. By those who knew the sisters well, Gaga was known as the brains behind the business, handling all the bills and ordering all the inventory, but Nene—she was the heart.

At some point, the neighborhood they’d called home for over two decades had turned from middle class families to more commercial. Rezoning had taken place and the planned “revitalization’ that had been promised had somehow skipped their little slice of heaven. 

Foot traffic and repeat customers, people who’d left the neighborhood but remembered them, were three-fourths of their income, tenants renting two of the three apartments on the second floor and occupying the office space downstairs made up the fourth. 

However, as luck would have it, they seemed to have trouble keeping tenants. Nene really didn’t understand why. She and her sister were friendly landlords, but since they’d bought the building, they had been renting space in, not that long ago, two different couples had broken their lease. 

Nene looked out the large window. She knew the day to be cold, but not frigid, and the sky was a pure blue—the perfect day for a walk. Even in their less than upscale neighborhood, red and green holiday decorations could be seen on buildings and lamp posts. Nene wanted to get outside and enjoy the weather and the atmosphere, but the days started later and ended earlier. 

Suddenly, her reverie was cut short by the ringing of the bakery’s multi-line phone. 

“Hello?” she said as she picked up.

“Hey, Nene, it’s Burch.”

Victor Burch was their former landlord and had unexpectedly become Nene’s friend.

Nene perked up. “This is a nice surprise,” she said. 

“How are things?” Burch asked. “How’s Boris?”

Nene and Gaga had unofficially adopted Mr. Bryan’s dog, at least until other arrangements could be made.

“Oh, you know,” she answered, grabbing a stool to sit on. “He misses Mr. Bryan.”

“Well, that’s to be expected.”

“His daughter is coming for his things after Christmas.”

“Boris has a daughter?”

Nene could picture Burch, seated, front wheels off the floor, his long thin legs resting on his desk.

“Ha ha,” she said, “I’ll miss that little guy. We’re assuming she’ll be taking Boris back with her.”

“Yeah, he’s a cool dog. So, I’m thinking of taking a road trip.”

“A road trip?” Nene said. “Oh, now I’m jealous. Maybe I could come with you? Where will you go?”
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