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Prologue

The news had been a shock to say the least, but the gossamer, cocoon-like brume that followed had been a bittersweet blessing, a double-edged sword. A seductive, insidious blanket that swaddled Mackenzie Bishop and held her tight, then cruelly and indiscriminately released her with no respect for time or place. And as that fog lifted, reality set in.

She was a widow. 

She’d gotten word in the middle of the night and had initially convinced herself it was just a bad dream. So much so that she forced herself to go back to sleep so she could wake up again to prove it. But when she did Kenzie found herself trapped in a nightmare that would become her new normal. And the worst was yet to come. 

Telling the kids.

Emma had rushed over, seeing the lights burning in the kitchen in the wee hours of the morning, knowing something was wrong. Knowing it had to be bad, so bad that Kenzie, frozen in the inertia of disbelief, hadn’t called her. Knowing it could just as easily be her standing half-dressed and shell-shocked in her kitchen, falling into Kenzie’s arms as gut-wrenching sobs consumed her. 

Kenzie couldn’t think straight, let alone put a sentence together, so Emma sprung into action. She called Kenzie’s mother, less than two hours way in Palm Springs. Jay and Sheryl Scott made it to Twentynine Palms before the sun came up. And more importantly, before the kids woke up.

She went through the motions on autopilot—the service, the luncheon, the Honors Ceremony. Whenever reality tried to rear its ugly head, Kenzie traded it for denial. Matt was deployed. One of those missions where he was out of touch for weeks at a time. If something happened, she’d know.

But she did know.  

A routine training exercise had taken Matt away from them forever. It was ludicrous, really. He was only two states away, not flighting on some foreign battlefield. He was coming home in time for the Spring Fling at school next weekend. 

But he didn’t.


Chapter One

“I’ve got it,” Kenzie told her mother, grabbing the laundry basket filled with pool toys and shoving it into the back of her SUV. 

Sheryl Scott sent her daughter a pointed look over the rim of her sunglasses. “I’m just as capable of loading the trunk of a car today as I was last week.”

“I know,” Kenzie replied, shutting the tailgate. “But there’s no sense in pushing it.” She’d heard from friends with older parents what a difference there was between your sixties and your seventies. “I don’t want you to strain your back.”

“My back is fine, same as it was before my birthday,” Sheryl maintained, tipping her head toward the storage unit. “That’s the last of it, right?”

“Yeah.”      

“All right, let’s turn in the paperwork and get over to the house. It won’t take the movers long to unload. I’ll start making up the beds in case you guys want to sleep there tonight.”

Nodding, Kenzie agreed with a hug. “Thanks, Mom.”

“Of course.” 

Sheryl started to pull away, but Kenzie wasn’t ready to let go. She tightened her grip on her mother. “I mean for everything. I couldn’t have made it through the last year without you.” Technically, the last fourteen months, three weeks, four days and ten hours, Kenzie inwardly amended. 

Sheryl gave her daughter one last squeeze before easing back. Tears were brimming in her whiskey-colored eyes now. “You might be forty, but you’re still my little girl. I’d give anything for there to be nothing for you to thank me for.” 

Kenzie swallowed hard. Her parents had loved Matt like a son. “Me, too.”

On a sad smile, Sheryl cradled Kenzie’s face in her hands. “Everything is going to be all right. Remember there are no endings, only new beginnings. And today is another new beginning. A fresh start, a new home. Where you and the kids will make new memories to walk along side the old ones.”

Kenzie bit back the lump growing in her throat. “I know.” 

“I didn’t think I could be any prouder of you than I was, but you keep raising the bar.”

That forced a smile out of Kenzie. “Prouder than you are of McGovern?” she asked, speaking of her brother.

“Absolutely. But I’ll deny it if you repeat that.”

“Why? You tell him the same thing.”

“True,” Sheryl admitted around a laugh. Then she dropped her hands to her daughter’s shoulders. “Ready?”

“Yeah,” Kenzie replied on a sigh, taking in the empty storage unit that had held most of her worldly belongings for the past year. ”I’m ready.” 

“Then let’s get a move on it. Dad can pick up the kids after school and bring them to the house. They haven’t seen their new rooms painted yet. Then he can take them out for ice cream or something while we dig in. I’m in no hurry for you to move out, but it’s probably best to get them settled over the weekend. That way they’ll have the last few weeks of school in the new house, maybe meet some kids in the neighborhood before summer break sends everyone their separate ways.”

Kenzie looked back to her mother in stunned reverence. The thought of meeting kids in the new neighborhood before school got out would never have occurred to her. “Mom, you think of everything.”

“Once a teacher, always a teacher,” Sheryl said, sliding her hands down Kenzie’s arms and giving hers a supportive squeeze before letting go. 

They drove up to the rental office and relinquished the storage unit. When they arrived at the new house twenty minutes later the movers were just starting to unload. Jay Scott greeted them with a big smile and a hearty wave. 

“Perfect timing. They just finished prepping the inside. I took their lunch orders—they want burgers. I’ll handle that while you guys manage things here. I’ll bring something back for us too.”

“Thanks, Dad. You’re the best.”

“Wish I could do more, but it’s not worth the lecture I’d get about my heart.” Jay sent his wife a measured look from under raised eyebrows. 

“Not to mention the one you’d get from the cardiologist,” Sheryl replied cheekily.  

“That too. I’ll be back in an hour or so. Text me if you think of anything you need while I’m out.”

Jay took his leave and the women went inside. While Sheryl spoke with the movers, Kenzie stood in the foyer of her new home and took stock. The house was exactly what she’d been looking for and she’d jumped on it right away. The market in Reno was hot and she’d lost two houses to higher bidders. She’d offered over asking for this listing and as luck would have it, just enough to tip the scales in her favor. 

She’d loved the feel of this neighborhood right away. Lots of young families, a community pool down the street and close to shopping and restaurants but not so close that traffic was an issue. And most importantly, it was in the same school district as her parents’ neighborhood so the kids wouldn’t have to change schools again. Fate, her mother had said. But since fate had not been kind to Kenzie lately, she preferred to stick with luck. Luck, she decided with a wistful smile, had proven to be much more providential.  

She’d met Matt at a wedding neither one of them were invited to. Kenzie was in San Diego visiting a college friend and her flight home had been cancelled. Unable to get out until the following night, she went back to Jory’s apartment. Jory was attending her cousin’s wedding later that day and insisted Kenzie be her plus-one. Kenzie initially resisted—she didn’t have a dress, she wouldn’t know anyone, she’d gotten up at the crack of dawn for her flight and would be fine calling it an early night. But Jory wouldn’t take no for answer. She had a closet full of dresses to lend her, Kenzie knew Jory’s family from school visits and it was an afternoon wedding with a reception immediately following. They’d be home by nine. So Kenzie, fresh out of excuses, acquiesced.

Matt, stationed at Camp Pendleton at the time, was at the wedding as the date of a friend’s girlfriend’s sister. She and her boyfriend had just broken up and she didn’t want to go to the wedding alone. Matt, off duty and at loose ends for the weekend, had no reason not to accept the invitation. To say he and his date didn’t hit it off would be a gross understatement. She’d gotten drunk and spent most of the reception crying in the bathroom. Bored, Matt struck up a conversation with one of the bartenders. He’d noticed Kenzie from across the room, but assumed she was with a date. When she showed up at the bar alone, Matt wasted no time introducing himself. They ended up talking for the rest of the night. He called her the next morning and asked her to dinner before her flight home.

Kenzie knew that night there was something different about him, about how she felt around him. It was unlike anything she’d experienced before. Their first kiss was a kiss good-bye at the airport. But the flutter in her stomach, the stirring in her chest, told her it wouldn’t be their last. And that kiss ended up being her last first kiss. She visited him two weeks later and knew the moment she was in his arms again that he was the one. He would be her husband, her children’s father, her soulmate, the love of her life. And later Matt would tell her it was the same for him. They married the following year ahead of his first overseas assignment.

They saw the world together through two overseas tours and the travel opportunities they provided. But other than those early years and a stint in North Carolina, they’d been fortunate enough to be stationed in California for the majority of their marriage, including when both kids were born. Not too far from Kenzie’s native Reno and even closer to Palm Springs where her parents spent the winter. Matt was from a multigenerational military family and had lived all over the world, but considered Southern California home. He’d lost both his parents in recent years and his younger brother, also a Marine, was stationed in Virginia. Once Kenzie had gotten her wits about her that fateful day, Mick had been her first call. She’d wanted to get to him before the grapevine did.

“Kenz, the movers need to know where you want the couches.” Sheryl’s voice drew Kenzie out of her reminiscence. “I’m assuming one against the wall and one floating between the kitchen and family room?”

Kenzie shook off the reverie. “Yeah, but they aren’t interchangeable. One is more worn than the other. I’ll be right there.” She wiped a tear from the corner of her eye and took an emboldening breath. If she could get through the last fourteen months, surely she could figure out which couch went where. And everything that came after that.  

*****

Brennen Banks killed people for a living. And as is often true of things we love, he was good at it. But the best part about it, aside from the inordinate amount of money he made doing it, was that nobody knew. It was his little secret. Well, his mother knew. But she wasn’t going to tell anybody. She liked her swanky condo with the sporty two-seater parked in the garage. All courtesy of her favorite son and only child, the greatest thriller writer who never was. 

Some people would deem him a sellout, but Bren considered himself an entrepreneur, a visionary, a pragmatist. Someone who knew when to fold ‘em. Someone who’d accepted that the time had come to throw in the towel and reconcile fantasy with reality. Someone who was smart enough to surrender a lifelong dream and instead live vicariously through that of someone else.  

Handsomely.  

Bren had loved sports growing up. It had been an outlet for his boundless energy, a channel for his unrelenting competitiveness and had served as a coping mechanism for not having a father in his life. He’d been a natural at baseball since the first time a bat was put in his hand, could snatch a football out of the air with his eyes closed and make an alley-oop look like a cakewalk. But unlike most of his teammates, his passion for reading was just as voracious as his passion to win. And from an early age, Bren had seen no reason why he couldn’t combine the two things he loved most into a career. 

But he learned the hard way that does not a professional writer make. He’d held his own as the sports editor of his high school newspaper and yearbook, managing editor of his college paper and as an intern at a prestigious L.A. publication for two college summers. But as much as he loved sports and writing about them, Bren wanted to write thrillers. He’d read everything from Encyclopedia Brown to Jason Bourne to Jack Ryan. He’d seen every James Bond movie at least ten times. He’d even created a character of his own, the ideal combination of every protagonist he’d ever read about and had written a series about him and his right-hand man. A larger than life do-gooder and his loyal wingman who, against all odds, manage to leave the world a better place than they’d found it. He’d sell millions of copies, sign over his movie rights and live happily ever after writing his next novel from his yacht with his beautiful wife and two perfect children. 

Or not. 

Instead, Bren found himself rejected time and time again. He’d been told he had talent, ingenuity, potential. But it just wasn’t what Joe Publisher or Jane Agent was looking for right now. Not to mention the litany of challenges facing the publishing industry in recent decades. The self-publishing revolution, the onslaught of digital piracy and the contraction of traditional sales channels had left Bren teetering on the edge of a brave new world without a parachute. And deeply in debt. Those student loans weren’t going to pay themselves off. 

So he’d had little choice but to take freelance work. What started as copy editing evolved into reworking storylines, creating subplots and layering characters before he knew it. And that had not gone unnoticed by the literary agency representing an aging thriller writer who shall remain nameless. 

Otherwise Bren would have to do what he did best. 

And since he’d been doing that for the last ten hours, Bren decided it was time for a beer. He was on track to beat the deadline for his latest project and was thinking about taking a staycation after it was done. Spring had come early to the Sierra and thanks to a record-breaking snowpack, everything from skiing to rafting to kayaking was his for the taking. It would be shoulder season until Memorial Day so the locals would have the basin to themselves. And Bren intended to take full advantage of it. 

He could live anywhere in the world but chose to live here among the soaring pines and pristine waters of Lake Tahoe. He loved the seasons, the way the lake bore patient witness to them, never freezing, never warming, always stalwart and undaunted. He loved how the snowcapped peaks stood in perfect relief to the blinding blue sky in winter, the way the meadows came alive with the lushness of spring, the wall-to-wall sunshine of summer and the colorful reckoning of fall. 

But his mother not so much, which is why he’d set her up in a retirement  community in Scottsdale where she could want for nothing. In his mind it was the least he could do. She’d raised him alone, rarely thinking of herself, while never ceasing to remind him that he was the best thing that had ever happened to her, her life’s greatest gift. However unexpectedly that gift had been bestowed.

Bren knew little to nothing about his father and suspected that was by design. He’d had moments of childhood curiosity and confusion, followed by others of resentment and anger. His mother had always answered his questions honestly, thoughtfully and succinctly. She and his father had dated for several months during which time she’d discovered she was pregnant. He was not interested in being a father and had offered financial assistance to put the matter to rest. She, however, was interested in being a mother and in so doing ended their relationship. She’d listed father as unknown on Bren’s birth certificate and to his knowledge had never heard from him again. She’d made her peace with that and over time Bren had as well. He’d gotten the impression that his father had been older, perhaps even married with a family. His mother had been a second grade teacher and his grandmother had taken care of him until he was old enough to go to school himself.    

They’d had adventures every summer, spending a few days in Tahoe, a day or two in San Francisco, sometimes driving up the coast from Sacramento to Crescent City or down to San Diego. Mom was a trooper, coordinating their trips around Giants games whenever she could, scheduling ballpark tours when she couldn’t and taking him camping in Big Sur one summer and Yosemite the next. But something about Tahoe stayed with him, became a part of his soul, wove itself into the fabric of his being. By his second visit Bren promised himself a place here someday. Where he could wake up in the morning to the sun rising from behind the rugged mountain peaks and wind down at night to the alpenglow setting the basin on fire. And that promise was second only to the one he’d made to always take care of his mother. Bren had made good on both of those promises and then some. But the one thing he hadn’t counted on was finding himself alone. 

He’d always assumed he’d get married, have a family. Not to any woman in particular and without much thought to a timeline but eventually, someday. 

He hadn’t given it much thought again until lately, but something about turning forty last year had brought it top of mind. Sometimes when he grabbed a beer to watch the sunset Bren wondered what it would be like to have someone to share it with. Someone to run dinner ideas by, someone to ask about their day and relay the highlights of his, someone to plan a vacation or a holiday celebration with. Maybe even someone to watch play baseball or help with homework. A partner, a family. The family he’d never had despite how hard his mother had tried to check all the boxes—mother, father, sibling. There was always something missing and that something eluded him still. He couldn’t help but wonder if it always would.

When Bren was out here on the deck he felt like he was on top of the world. And in some ways he was, nestled high in the hills among the towering conifers and leafy aspens. The evening was warm and clear and he could almost make out the tortuous paths of the ski runs on the mountainsides across the lake. The snow was melting more each day, revealing the high desert terrain and craggy switchbacks for which the Sierra Nevada is known. Soon the lake would be punctuated with boats and jet skis from sunrise to sunset, but for now it was still except for the crashing of the waves in the evening wind. Of course Bren couldn’t hear the waves from his mid-mountain elevation but their euphonious symphony played in his head at will, forever ingrained in his memory. 

Bren remembered his first visit to Tahoe all those years ago like it was yesterday. They’d pulled over just past the fork in the road where the lake first comes into view, peeking through the gaps in the trees. He’d dropped his mother’s hand and ran to the water’s edge, then looked back at her. She’d nodded in silent permission and within an instant the cool water covered his shoes and spit spindrift on his ankles. The sun’s rays bounced off the sharp crests of the waves like millions of tiny diamonds glittering under a cobalt blue haze. And that was it. He was hooked. 

It had taken him a couple of decades, but Bren owned his own piece of Tahoe now. Where the crimson sun burst through the charcoal dim of the mountains in the morning. Where the air carried the sweet scent of pine straw and was so fresh and crisp it snapped. Where the star-studded night sky guarded the lake and cradled the basin as he slept. Where he had the privilege to live.

Alone, Bren reminded himself and took a deep pull from the bottle. But alone or not, he had to eat. He’d scarfed down some leftover pizza around noon, all that his refrigerator had to offer. It would probably do him good to get out a little. He hadn’t been to town in a few days. He rubbed his hand under his chin. Or shaved. Or checked the mail. He could have a couple of beers and a decent meal, then hit the grocery store on his way home. 

Standing, Bren took in the view one more time. The top of the sun was barely visible now, its dwindling light painting the sky in soft pinks and vibrant oranges. If he timed it right, his drive down the mountain would be alight with stars. And that, Bren decided finishing the last of his beer, made secretly killing people for a living all that much more worth it. Even if he had to do it alone.


Chapter Two

Kenzie loved the house. The rooms were bright and airy, her furniture fit perfectly and the few things she needed would come in time. She’d had the interior painted before they moved in and had spent the last two days setting up the kids’ rooms. Katie had chosen a warm pink for hers and they’d picked out a new comforter and curtains to complement it. Typical of a nine-year-old boy, Mattie couldn’t care less about how his room was decorated. Since she anticipated living here for the foreseeable future, Kenzie had gone with a sage green that would take him into adolescence. For the remainder of the house she’d gone with neutral hues, allowing  the furnishings to do the heavy lifting. 

The kids hadn’t seen some of their things in almost a year and Kenzie was excited for them to see their new rooms unpacked and organized. They’d stayed with her parents last night, leaving her alone in the house. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d spent the night alone. Definitely before Katie was born almost twelve  years ago. She’d been too exhausted last night to think much about it, but now it gave her pause. Next year Katie would be in middle school, where sleepovers were a rite of passage. And Mattie was already talking about baseball camp. So she’d better get used to spending the night alone.

She also needed to think about getting a job. She’d gotten her degree from USC in Marketing and had worked for a healthcare company before marrying Matt and moving abroad. Katie had come along before she knew it and Mattie two years later. She’d been a stay-at-home mom since Katie was born. In addition to the military death benefit, they’d carried private life insurance for Matt and had owned their home in Twentynine Palms, on which Kenzie made a good profit when she sold it last summer. That, along with living with her parents for the last year, had provided a substantial down payment and a respectable nest egg. But she needed steady income for the long-term and had been considering getting her teaching certificate. That way she would have the same schedule as the kids and be available to take them to after-school activities and be home for dinner and homework every night. 

She fluffed the throw pillows she’d arranged on Katie’s bed and moved on to Mattie’s room. She gave herself a moment to take it in; it wouldn’t be this neat and clean for long. But that was what a house was for, to be lived in. To eat and sleep and play in, to laugh and cry in. And, as her mother said, to make new memories in. That was what Matt would have wanted and what Kenzie intended to do. She’d come this far and there wasn’t any more room for half-measures now than there had been fourteen months, three weeks, six days and, she glanced at her watch, fifteen hours ago. 

Kenzie walked down the hallway to her room. She’d unpacked a bit in her bathroom, wiping out drawers and starting to organize her cosmetics and supplies, but there were still boxes everywhere. It had occurred to her last night that although this wasn’t the first time she’d settled them into a house by herself, it was the first time she was moving into one without Matt. There was no one else to keep in mind when choosing a side of the bed or a section of the closet or a drawer in the bathroom. Not that Matt had given much thought to those things, but it seemed odd not to have someone else to consider. And everything in the bedroom and bathroom was hers. One more thing she’d have to get used to. 

Sounds of entry pulled Kenzie our of her musings. She made it to the kitchen seconds before her parents and the kids burst in from the garage. 

“Mom! Look! We got pizza for dinner and doughnuts for breakfast!” Mattie exclaimed. “It’s a special occasion because it’s our first school day in our new house!”

“Wow! That was awfully nice of Grandma and Grandpa.” She gave his sandy brown hair a loving tousle.

“And Grandpa and Mattie went mini-golfing while Grandma and I got manicures!” Katie chimed in, proudly displaying her shiny pink nails. 

“So pretty!” Kenzie complimented, giving Katie a side hug. 

“Grandma said next time all three of us will get manicures. We’ll have a girls’ day.”

“Sounds fun.” She looked at her mother. “Thanks, Mom.”

“Sure.”

“Kenz, where do you want the pizzas?” Jay wanted to know.  

“Just there on the island is fine, Dad. Put the doughnuts in the pantry, though. Out of sight, out of mind.”   

“Got it.” So saying, Jay obliged.   

                   

“It looks great in here, honey,” Sheryl commended. “You’ve made a lot of progress.”

“Thanks. I was up early, back at it,” Kenzie replied, turning to her children. "You guys ready to see your rooms?”

“Yeah!”

“All right, let’s have a look and then we’ll eat.” 

“Don’t worry, we picked up wine too,” Sheryl told Kenzie under her breath as they walked out of the kitchen. 

“Thank God.”

The kids loved their rooms, especially Katie. Mattie was more excited about seeing his baseball trophies again. Then they ate pizza off paper plates out on the deck. The night was balmy and the backyard was bursting with buds and blooms. Kenzie had decided to continue the lawn service the previous owner used and Sheryl had volunteered to help with the gardening.

“Let’s see what comes up and go from there,” Sheryl suggested. 

Kenzie nodded in agreement. It was just the two of them finishing their wine at the deck table. Jay was playing catch with Mattie out front and Katie had gone inside to pick out her outfit for tomorrow. “Thanks again for keeping the kids overnight and entertaining them today.”

“Thank you for letting us. We’ll have to get used to it being just the two of us again. We’re going to miss you guys.”

“We’ll only be fifteen minutes away. My first apartment after college was farther away from your house.”

“I know. But I was used to you being gone then. It’s been nice this last year, being able to see you and the kids every day, be a part of your routine. I’ll treasure that time always.” 

Kenzie laid a grateful hand on her mother’s arm. “Mom, I can’t thank you enough. I don’t know how I—”

“Then stop trying so hard,” Sheryl gently admonished, cutting her off. “I won’t say it was my pleasure because under the circumstances it wasn’t. But Dad and I were glad to be there for you, glad to help. And we always will, until our last breath,” she finished through a watery smile.   

Choking back tears, Kenzie returned the smile.  

“Besides, the kids keep me young. And unless McGovern and Laurel get on the stick, your two might be all I get.”

“They’ve only been married for two years. And Laurel’s book just came out. Maybe now with the launch behind them they’ll start thinking about it.”

“I hope so. I know Veronica is anxious too,” Sheryl added, referring to Laurel’s mother. “But they’re still trying to strike a balance between living here and in L.A.”

“I told him we’d take care of Boot when they go to Maui.”

“That’s nice of you.”

“It’s more self-serving than anything,” Kenzie replied with a shrug. “It buys me time before making good on my promise to get a dog since we have our own house again. And we get to stay at their place in Incline. The kids will love it up at the lake. It’s a win-win.”

“I’ll say. It gets me out of dog sitting duties. Even at his ripe old age, Boot can be a bundle of energy.”

“Yellow Labs are usually calmer than their chocolate or black counterparts, but leave it to my brother to find the exception.”

“Been researching?”

“A bit. But Labs are rarely up for adoption. I’m trying to go that route.”

“Speaking of going, we’d better head out,” Sheryl said, standing and throwing the plates and napkins into the empty pizza box. “You guys have school tomorrow and Dad has a meeting first thing.” 

Kenzie stood and corked the wine bottle. “At the club?”

Sheryl nodded. “He’s training the summer staff. He’s looking forward to playing golf again and I’m looking forward to him working part-time again. It’s good for each of us to have a little me time. Talk about a win-win.”

Kenzie walked her parents out and got the kids showered and into bed. Afterward she had every intention of working in the kitchen. She wanted to unpack a few more boxes and needed to make lunches for tomorrow. But instead, she found herself standing at the kitchen sink staring out the window. The night held clear and quiet and a scattering of stars spanned the sky. She’d had the window open to the spring day and now she could hear the rustlings of wildlife and the melodious call of an owl. She’d forgotten what a miraculous time of year spring was. The air was so fragrant and fresh, the world so full of life and growth. It’d been years since she’d experienced all four seasons.

In the first days and weeks after Matt’s death, Kenzie had trouble sleeping. She’d been bone-tired, but just couldn’t settle. It wasn’t that she wasn’t used to sleeping alone; Matt was often gone more than he was home. But it was as if her body, as much as her mind, knew this was different. Matt wasn’t deployed or out-of-town. He was gone forever. 

She’d been told insomnia was normal, a natural reaction to grief and the stress and  shock she’d experienced. Her doctor had prescribed a sleep aid but she never took it. She wanted to be alert in case the kids needed her in the night. She’d tried a couple glasses of wine to take the edge off, but that hadn’t helped. And when she did manage to drift off, she’d have the same horrible dream over and over again. She’d wake up startled, her breathing labored, her skin clammy. But it was more like déjà vu than dream because it had actually happened. 

The night before Matt left they’d fought. They didn’t fight often, but when they did it was usually a doozy. And this one was no exception. Kenzie knew better than to start something the night before a mission, even if it was just training. Soldiers were taught to treat training exercises as life-or-death situations or there was no point to them. But this trip had been unexpected. Matt was supposed to be home for a year, maybe even two. And by then he would have his twenty years in and could retire. 

Kenzie knew Matt was getting restless with the base assignment, but that wasn’t the root of the problem. Retirement was the last thing on his mind. Matt wanted to be a colonel like his father. But Kenzie was tired. Tired of the deployments, resentful of the idea of moving again, exhausted from the never-ending worry of what could happen next. And they had to start thinking long-term. High school was just around the corner for Katie and Mattie needed get established with a baseball team.

But the service was in Matt’s blood. He’d grown up all over the world and saw nothing wrong with that. In fact, he thought it made for a more well-rounded childhood. But the world was not what it used to be and Kenzie didn’t want to live overseas again. She also didn’t want Matt to be gone for months at a time. The only way to ensure that neither happened was for him to declare a target separation date and start the pre-retirement process, something he refused to do. So when this training assignment came from out of the blue, Kenzie used it as an example of the uncertainty with which they lived. And Matt reminded her that she’d known what she was getting into. He wasn’t going to be home every night for dinner like her father had been. And she’d countered with the fact that she’d been supportive all these years, but they’d never agreed he’d be career military. To which he’d pointed out that he’d never said he’d only do twenty. And she’d maintained that they’d also never agreed he’d do forty like his father. The moment the words left her mouth Kenzie regretted them. Matt’s father hadn’t been gone for long at that point.   

The conversation ended there and resulted in Matt sleeping on the couch. Kenzie set her alarm for five as not to miss him in the morning. When she got out to the kitchen, he handed her a cup of coffee and told her he loved her with a kiss on the cheek. She returned the sentiment and he walked out the door. That was the last time she saw him. Except, of course, in her recurring dream. 

She’d taken advantage of the grief counseling offered to military spouses and it had been somewhat helpful. The counselor had pointed out that the last thing they’d said to each other was I love you. Kenzie tried to remember that and eventually sleep started to come easier. Whenever that dream started to play in her mind, she tried to replace it with that morning and their last words to each other. But she still felt guilty. She’d never told anyone but Emma about the fight that last night. Emma understood; she was in a similar situation with her husband. But the difference was John was still alive.

Kenzie still thought about Matt every day, just not every second of every day. In fact, sometimes she saw him more in her dreams than in her mind’s eye. And that made her feel guilty in an entirely different way. She couldn’t imagine being with another man, being touched by someone else. She and Matt had had an active sex life and Kenzie felt guilty about missing that too. This was the longest she’d gone without having sex since she started having sex in college. She’d been with two men before Matt, but the intimacy she and Matt shared had been different, so visceral and innate. And, like finding your soulmate, that kind of sexual connection only happens once in a lifetime. So she’d might as well get used to living without that too.


Chapter Three

The last weeks of school were a whirlwind. Homework was minimal, but there was a fifth grade field trip for Katie and a baseball tournament for Mattie. Kenzie woke up each morning raring to go and often stayed up late checking off her to-do list. She wanted to feel settled in the house so she could relax and enjoy the summer with the kids.   

Spring had come early to the valley but it didn’t stick around for long. The days grew long and hot, ushering in all things summer. Katie met some new friends at the pool and Mattie made the AAA Little League team. Between the kids and the house, Kenzie could hardly catch her breath. But she loved it. 

June folded into July and the next thing she knew it was time to head up to the lake. Baseball was on hiatus and everyone was looking forward to a change of scenery. Kenzie grew nostalgic as she drove up the mountain to Incline Village. She’d spent many summers here when she was growing up and was excited to share Tahoe with her children. She’d brought them here once or twice over the years, but not recently and never for any length of time. Her brother and sister-in-law would be gone for almost a month, so they’d have plenty of time to experience Tahoe as locals. 

“Look guys, there’s the lake!” Kenzie said as they rounded the curve on Lakeshore Boulevard. This had been her favorite part of the drive when she was a girl. 

“It’s so blue!” Katie exclaimed. 

“I know! What do you think, Mattie?”

“It’s okay, I guess. How come there’s snow on the other side but not here?”

“That’s a good question,” Kenzie replied. “It’s because we can see the top of the mountains on the other side of the lake. There’s snow on the peaks on this side too, up higher.”

He thought about that for a moment. “Then can we go up higher on this side? Boot likes snow.”

“Maybe.”

“I’m sick of snow,” Katie protested. “I want to go to the beach.”

“We’ll do that too.”

“The beach is boring,” Mattie groaned. 

There wasn’t time for further debate because they turned into to her brother’s subdivision and headed up into the hills. The quiet, well-kept neighborhood was made up of mid-century and half-timber homes built on generous, wooded lots. Boot greeted them enthusiastically at the door and ran around in the front yard while they unloaded the car. Kenzie had already decided, despite her sister-in-law’s insistence to the contrary, that she and Katie would share the guest room and Mattie would take the third bedroom with the twin bed. No way was Kenzie sleeping in her brother’s bed.   

Once they got settled, Kenzie fulfilled her promise of the beach for Katie. Then they grabbed Boot, picked up subs for dinner and headed to the dog park. The park paralleled the lake and was surrounded by a split-rail fence reinforced with clear panels to prevent escapes without obstructing the view. The evening was clear and temperate, the breeze woodsy and sweet. It took her back thirty years to summer days when she didn’t have a care in the world. What a wonderful gift her parents had given her with those memories. As she watched the kids play fetch with Boot, she pledged to do the same for them. Lost in thought, Kenzie jumped when she heard a voice behind her. 

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you. I was just wondering if the anyone was sitting here?”

Kenzie looked up at the man attached to the voice, standing at the far end of the picnic table. He had dark, smiling eyes under expressive brows and a tentative expression on his square, angular face. He was wearing a San Francisco Giants baseball cap and carrying a small pizza box and a water bottle.

“What? Oh, no,” Kenzie stammered. “Please, be my guest.” She gestured with open palm. 

“Thanks,” he said, swinging his long, denim-clad legs over the bench and sitting down. “It’s crowded tonight, even with the Fourth behind us.”

“I’ll have to take your word on that,” she returned with a smile. 

“On vacation?” he asked, opening the water bottle and taking a swig.

“Sort of. Dog sitting.”

“Got it,” he said with a nod. His wavy, nut-brown hair matched his eyes and was peppered with touches of gray at the temples. Kenzie wondered how it would feel to run her fingers through it. She sucked in a breath. What the hell was wrong with her? Mortified, she turned her attention back to the kids.

“Wow. That kid has an arm.”

Kenzie glanced down the table, then followed the man’s line of sight to Mattie. “So I’m told.”

He swallowed a bite of pizza and wiping his mouth with a napkin, turned to her. “Is that your son?”

“It is,” she told him proudly. 

“Can he hit?”

“Yes, but he’d rather be fielding.”

“Let me guess. He pulls a little to the left.”

Kenzie felt her jaw drop. “How’d you know that?”

“For starters, he’s right-handed,” the man replied, his stare settling on Mattie again. “He’s light on his feet, agile as a cat.” He found her gaze again. “Shortstop?”

“Defensive,” she affirmed.  

“For now. Give him a couple of years. You could have a Cal Ripken Jr. or a Derek Jeter on your hands.”

“They are some of his favorite players.”

“He keeps good company. I was a big Will Clark fan myself. Even after he went to Texas.”

“That makes sense,” Kenzie said, nodding to his hat. 

He seemed to have forgotten he was wearing one. “Oh, right. Giants fan?” 

Kenzie shrugged. “My dad and brother didn’t really give me another choice.”

“Good training for a future baseball mom,” he remarked with a grin. 

“True.” God, he had the cutest dimples. And could his jawline be any more chiseled? Her eyes clung to his for a long moment. They were a deep chocolate brown dappled with flecks of gold and had a smokiness about them. They danced a little as they held hers. Kenzie felt her pulse begin to race. She was taking an overdue breath when the kids and Boot appeared. She hadn’t even heard them come up. 

“Mom, the ball went over the fence,” Mattie stated. “Can I go get it?’

“Ah, sure. Go together. You’ll have to go out the front and walk around. Boot can stay with me.” Kenzie watched them run off, petting the dog’s head as he sat panting beside her. “I think you need some water, big guy.” She reached into her bag and pulled out a collapsable bowl and a water bottle. She filled it and set it on the ground. Boot lapped some up, then shook before moseying over to the end of the picnic table and cozying up to her tablemate. 

“Hey, Boot. I thought that was you, buddy.”

Kenzie looked on as the man used his large, dexterous hands to give Boot a rubdown. Appalled to find herself envious, she cleared her throat. “You know Boot?”

“Oh, yeah. We’re old friends. Where’s Gov tonight?”

Kenzie wasn’t sure how much to tell him or how well he knew her brother, but she went with her gut. “He’s on his honeymoon.”

“Well, it’s about time.”

“I’ll say. But my brother isn’t one to stand on ceremony. No pun intended.”

“Gov’s your brother?” he astonished, meeting her gaze again. 

Nodding, she gave him a knowing smile.

"No way! He and I have a mutual friend.” 

“Let me guess. Mac.”

“How’d you know?” 

“Because Mac knows everybody around here, thus so does Gov.”

“True. They seem pretty tight. In a friend/uncle/big brother kind of way.” 

“That’s a good way to put it.” 

“So you’re Gov’s sister.”

“That I am.”

“I honestly don’t see any resemblance.”

“Thank you,” she said with laugh. “Actually, I favor our father other than in the height department. McGovern got all of that.”

“McGovern. That’s funny.” Standing, he walked over to her and offered his hand. “I’m Bren. Nice to meet you.”

“Mackenzie.” She stood and took his hand as Boot joined them. “Nice to meet you too, Bren.” His handshake was firm and confident, but not overbearing. And her hand fit his like a glove. She swallowed hard. “McGovern was my mother’s maiden name.”

He didn’t respond at first, just kept those rich, soulful eyes glued to hers. Finally, he nodded saying, “Right. I just never think of him as anything other than Gov.”

“I don’t think he does much anymore either.”

“How’s your sister?” Bren asked, releasing her hand.

“My sister?”

“Gov had a sister who lost her husband in an accident of some sort. How’s she doing?”

Pressing her lips together, Kenzie looked away for a moment, then back to him. “She’s doing okay.”

“Gov was pretty torn up about it. Apparently he was a real good guy.”  

“Yeah, he was.”

“Has to be at least a year ago now.”

Sixteen months, five days and eighteen hours Kenzie silently estimated, glancing at the sun’s position in the sky. “Your memory serves you well. It’s been about a year and a half. She’s getting back on her—” She was interrupted by the kids returning. Boot greeted them with a joyful bark.   

“Hey, guys,” she said as they came to a stop next to her. “This is a friend of Uncle Gov’s, Mr.—” she stopped short. “I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your last name.”

“I don’t think I gave it. Banks.” He turned to the kids, extending his hand to Katie first. “Hi, I’m Bren.”

“I’m Katie.”

“Nice to meet you, Katie.” 

“You too,” Katie returned politely.  

He moved on to Mattie. “And you must be…”

Mattie gave Bren’s hand an eager shake. “Matt.”

“Since when?” Katie interjected. “Just call him Mattie,” she told Bren. “He’s just trying to be cool.”

“Either is fine, Bren,” Kenzie put in.  

“Then I’ll go with Matt. Nice to meet you, Matt. You’ve got quite an arm there.”

“Thanks.” He turned to his mother. “Can we play for a little while longer?”

“Just a few more minutes.”

After the kids ran off with Boot, Bren commented, “Nice kids.”

“Thanks.” 

“How old are they?”

“Katie is eleven and Mattie is nine,” Kenzie told him, turning to straighten up the table. She’d already put the sub wrappers back in the bag, but she flattened and capped the water bottles. She was looking around for a garbage can when Bren stepped in. 

“Here, let me get that.” He took the trash from her, brushing his hand against hers in the process. Kenzie felt a rush go up her arm and settle in the pit of her stomach. She wondered if he felt it too because he froze momentarily before walking over to the Bear Box and disposing of the trash. Scolding herself, Kenzie turned her attention back to the kids. Behind them the sun was starting its lazy descent, bathing the basin in fiery vermillion light.

“It never gets old.” Bren was standing next to her again, looking out over the water. “No matter how many times you see it.”

She tucked the strands of hair blowing in her face behind her ear. “There’s just something about the Tahoe sunset. Nowhere else compares.”

“It’s the indirect light reflecting off the clarity of the lake that creates the preternatural alpenglow,” Bren commented as their eyes met. “And its unique, breathtaking beauty.”

Kenzie nodded. Her heart was racing again. She was taking a couple of unsteady breaths when the kids returned with Boot.

“Can we go now?” Katie asked. 

“Ah, yeah, it’s getting dark anyway. Let’s get Boot leashed up and grab his bowl.”

“I’ll walk out with you guys,” Bren announced, grabbing his pizza box and water bottle from the far end of the table. They fell into step together and when they got to the parking lot realized they were parked next to each other. “What are the chances, huh?”   

“Yeah,” Kenzie seconded. “What a coincidence.”

“How long are you guys taking care of Boot?” Bren asked as the kids and Boot piled into the car. 

“About a month.”

“Maybe I’ll see you again then.”

“Do you come here a lot in the evening?” Kenzie heard herself ask.

“When I feel like getting out a bit. It’s more of a park that allows dogs than a dog park.” He glanced over her shoulder at the lake. “And the view can’t be beat.” 

Kenzie nodded in agreement. “I’m sure we’ll be back. The kids seemed to enjoy it as much as Boot.”

Their gaze lingered a bit until Bren said,  “Well, take care. Tell Gov I say hey.”

“Will do.”

As Kenzie got into the car and drove away, the sun was slipping behind the mountains and darkness was falling over the lake. And she realized she was smiling to herself for the first time in sixteen months, five days and a little over eighteen hours. And she wasn’t sure how she felt about it.


Chapter Four

Bren was curious by nature, a quality that came in handy as a writer. But perhaps the personality attribute that served him best was that he was observant. Plus he had a memory like an elephant. And he only remembered Gov having one sister. 

Unfortunately, that revelation didn’t strike him until after he’d gotten home. Specifically, when he was tossing and turning in bed trying to fall asleep. He’d put his foot squarely in his mouth. But who could blame him? He’d been more than a little starstruck.

He’d met McGovern Scott, Gov to most, a few years ago at Hues of Blue. The first  time or two had been happenstance. They were each eating alone at the bar and struck up a conversation. Gov had recently moved back to town from the Bay Area and had taken a job at a construction company in Reno. Bren had been traveling quite a bit then and had just returned from Greece. He’d been writing a book with a storyline rooted in Greek mythology and had gone to the motherland to do some research. He’d spent a month there getting inspired and another two weeks being inspired by a real-life Greek goddess fresh off a divorce. And very, very happy to be single again.

He and Gov were both getting their bearings that summer and became friends. Gov eventually remodeled Bren’s main level, a project that had displaced him for a few weeks while the crux of the work was being done. Bren couldn’t write with all the racket, so he’d taken up residence at Incline Villages’s premier lodging establishment, which just happened to be home to Hues of Blue. Not only did the restaurant have the best lake views on the North Shore, it also had Mac, local legend and everyone’s favorite bartender. And no one knows what’s what like a bartender. Mac claimed he could write a book but why bother? He had Bren for that.

The night after Bren met Mackenzie at the park, he found himself craving the short rib risotto at Hues of Blue. Along with a side of information. He wasn’t going to beat around the bush or go on a fishing expedition. He respected Mac too much for that. Besides, Mac wasn’t one to break confidences or engage in idle gossip. But he was a discerning listener and could separate fact from fiction. And he was smart. Mac knew when to keep his mouth shut and when to share. And with whom to do the sharing.  

Bren double-timed the steps leading down to the restaurant. The place was hopping, typical of a July night. He aimed his gait for the only vacant seat at the bar, the last stool near the computer station. Not the quietest of spots, but it offered the best of both worlds. It was next to the window wall but also provided a bird’s-eye view of the restaurant and Bren liked to people watch. It was good for business. 

He scooted the barstool over a bit, away from the nearest patron, and took a seat. He’d seen Mac at the opposite end of the bar when he walked in and they’d traded a silent greeting. Bren was retrieving his phone from his pocket when a cocktail napkin appeared in front of him.

“Hey, Bren. Start you off with the usual?”

“Thanks, Casey. You pinch-hitting behind the bar again tonight?”

“Looks that way. It’s becoming the rule rather than the exception, which is fine with me. The tips are good and I’ve got another year of nursing school to go. And it’s busier here than at the hostess stand. The night flies by.”

“That’s good. How’s your dad?”

“He’s recovering well,” Casey answered, inputing Bren’s order in the computer. “Thanks again for the book. It’s helping pass the time. He’s going a little crazy away from the course.”

“Good to hear.” Bren resisted the urge to ask her what Jimmy thought of it. It was some of his best work. 

“It helps that I’m home for the summer and working the late shift.”

“I’m sure. Open heart surgery is no joke. Even for our resident golf pro.”

“You’re telling me. I’ll grab your beer and be right back.”

“Thanks.” Bren watched her retreating back for a moment, then swung around and took in the room. It was an hour until sunset, but people were already staking claim to the tables and couches near the windows. Others were gathering around the fire pit outside, vying for spots on the stone benches surrounding it. He really should set a book here—Murder in the Jewel of the Sierra. Bren filed that away and turning back around, found Mac delivering his beer. 

“Wow. To what do I owe the honor?” 

Mac gave Bren a slow smile that narrowed his dark gray eyes and deepened the whiskers of time around them. “Gov’s in Maui, so I guess that puts you at the top of the food chain.” 

“I heard.”

Mac scanned the bar and finding everything under control, retuned to Bren. “On Boot duty?”

“Actually, I have another source of information.”

Mac’s eyes filled with intrigue and began to shine. “Usually that’s me. Do tell.”

“Does Gov have more than one sister?” Bren got right to the point, along with his Sierra Nevada.

“Not that I know of.”

“So no.”

“Someone crawl out of the woodwork?” Now Mac’s eyes narrowed in suspicion.  “Because I’ve known Jay and Sheryl for years and I can’t imagine…”

“No. Nothing like that. I was at the park last night and I met Gov’s sister and her kids. They’re taking care of Boot while Gov and Laurel are out-of-town.”

Mac nodded in recollection. “He made a pit stop in here the other night, said they were heading out. I’m surprised they didn’t leave Boot in L.A. with Laurel’s mother.”

“Apparently the mountains were calling the old boy. Anyway, back to Gov’s sister. She lost her husband, right?”

Mac started with a sad shake of the head, “Probably going on two years ago now. He was a Marine. It was a training accident. When I first heard about it, I didn’t make the connection. But when Gov came in the next night it was written all over his face. The moment I saw him, I put two and two together.”

“Did you know him?”

“I met him at Gov and Laurel’s wedding. Kenzie moved away after she got married and they lived overseas for years at a time. They were stationed at Twentynine Palms when it happened. She and the kids moved to Reno after he died.”

“Kenzie,” Bren thought out loud. That rang a bell that Mackenzie had not. Bren mentally kicked himself for not connecting the dots in real time. 

“How’s she doing?” Mac asked.“I know Gov was trying to step in, fill the void. He took the boy to a couple of Aces games. Apparently he’s a big baseball fan.”

“He’s going to have baseball fans,” Bren told Mac. “The kid has an arm, among other talents.”     

“Must run in the family.”

“His dad play?”

“I couldn’t tell you. But Gov did in high school and college.”

Bren nodded. He and Gov had traded war stories. “So has Gov been holding out on me to spare my feelings? Because this kid’s a natural. Like Hall of Fame material.” 

“We both know Gov’s not that humble.” Looking down the bar Mac said, “I’ve got to make my rounds. Are you eating tonight or just fishing?”  

Bren shot Mac a shrewd grin. “You know I really come in for the company. But I could eat.”

Mac slapped a menu down on the bar with a look of mock irritation. “In that case, I’ll try to be less charming. I’ll check back with you.” 

Bren watched Mac walk away around a sip of beer. He didn’t bother with the menu but instead grabbed his phone. He’d done some rudimentary research last night when he couldn’t sleep, but had been consumed with work all day. He didn’t know Mackenzie’s married name, so he’d given Mackenzie Scott a shot on Facebook to no avail. There were plenty of profiles under that name, but none of them were the one he was looking for. The one with the piercing blue eyes, silky blonde hair and a bright smile. He’d actually felt his heart skip a beat when she smiled at him. Not the first time— that smile had been more perfunctory. But when he’d complimented her son’s abilities, her smile had been genuine, natural, wholehearted. Her entire countenance had softened, lit up. Bren found it enchanting, alluring and incredibly sexy. Like the rest of her. Despite her claim to the contrary, she’d gotten her fair share of her father’s height. Which paired nicely with her shapely legs, perky breasts and slender frame. Her toned arms were lightly freckled, her lips full and pouty. The thought of them against his sent a shiver of desire through him. With a suggestive moan, Bren took a deep pull of beer. He had a clear visual of her in his mind, but what he needed was a last name. He’d like to know more about her, her husband and his tragic death. He’d noticed she was wearing a wedding set, so for all ostensible purposes she was married. Bren wondered if that was conviction, habit or mindset. 

It suddenly occurred to him that she hadn’t corrected him, hadn’t clarified that it was she who’d lost her husband. That seemed odd, not that Bren had any experience with such matters. He’d never been in a long-term relationship, let alone married. Maybe she didn’t want to talk about it. After all, she barely knew him. Bren found himself wanting to change that and started contemplating how to go about it without being obvious or insensitive. He’d have to get creative. Fortunately, that was another one of his strong suits. 

“Refill?” Mac asked, reappearing before him.

“Sure. And I’ll take the short rib risotto when you have a chance.”

“Will do.” Mac slid a plastic card through the reader on the monitor, then used it to tap the screen a few times. He traded the menu for a placemat and roll-up and started to walk away. 

“Do you know Mackenzie Scott’s married name?”

Mac turned back and shot Bren a wary look from under one raised brow. 

“We both know I’ll figure it out eventually, but in the interest of time…”

“Bishop,” Mac answered after a moment. “The boy is named after his father if that helps.”

“It does,” Bren replied, going back to his phone. He felt Mac’s eyes on him as he started scrolling. He clicked on the third link, figuring it was credible since it was from a government website. 

Lieutenant Colonel Matthew W. Bishop, 41, died last week during a routine training exercise. No further details are being released at this time pending a thorough investigation. A decorated Marine, Bishop was currently stationed at Twentynine Palms, CA. He is survived by his wife Mackenzie and two young children.
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