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 Chapter
One: Friday, June 13 ~ 9:30 p.m.

The moment the bride and groom pledged their eternal
love with a kiss, fireworks whooshed skyward blooming into
sparkling scarlet chrysanthemums above Hare Hollow Vineyards on the
West Side of Keuka Lake. No one was more surprised than the groom
who paid for the spectacular display. They’d been set off an hour
early.

A full red moon (tinted by California
wildfires a continent away) brooded ominously above the opposite
shore, though raucous guests at the nighttime wedding acted
oblivious to that portent or the unlucky date. As waiters dispersed
briskly through the crowd carrying silver trays of the winery’s
Blanc de Noirs sparkling wine, guests lifted effervescent flutes
aloft cheering on the newlyweds to kiss again. The groom winced
slightly, complied with a chaste buss on his wife’s cheek, then
whispered he had to go check on something and would be right back.
She nodded, curious at his furrowed brow, but pulled him suddenly
by the lapels of his white tuxedo toward her, locking him into a
deep, lingering kiss. Her fingers wove into his strawberry blonde
locks to a roar of approval.

A heart-shaped firework spread across the sky
above them as the groom whispered one more thing before heading off
toward the reception tent.

“This wasn’t the plan, Esperanza. I have to
go check on something.”

She sighed. Ryan often became distracted by
the tiniest details gone awry. Surely someone would endure a verbal
lashing over this mix-up. The thing was, she loved that it was a
mistake and that the fireworks went off the exact moment they
became man and wife. How more romantic could you get? Esperanza
pushed the veil off her shoulders, hung her hands on her hips and
took a deep breath. On cue, the six bridesmaids locked arms with
her, then stepped forward to join the guests watching the show from
the patio balcony, the billowy tulle of her strapless gown melting
into the crowd.

Outside the reception tents, juicy haunches
of beef rotated slowly on a large spit releasing savory aromas that
wafted down the hillside and stirred the appetites of guests,
hungry for the feast to begin. Inside the main tent, the groom
loosened his bow tie nervously while he asked the band the
whereabouts of the rock star he’d hired to sing during the first
dance. They told him Jeremiah Redfern had not yet arrived, but he
was expected soon. The plan was he would surprise the bride by
walking out singing their song, one of his biggest hits, as the
couple took to the dancefloor. That was when the fireworks should
have gone off.

About an hour earlier in a sprawling mansion
across the lake, Jeremiah Redfern’s practice session for the
performance had been interrupted by his wife’s haranguing outburst.
His cellphone pinged in the midst of her screams, and he calmly set
down the guitar to read a text sent from someone claiming to be the
wedding planner’s assistant. Ignoring his wife’s latest accusations
of infidelity inflamed her further. She pointed a sharp scarlet
fingernail into his chest and unleashed a fusillade of F-bombs.

The text said the staging of his entrance at
the reception had been changed to make it more dramatic and
coincide with the fireworks display. Jeremiah grinned and nodded in
approval. Back in the ’80s you couldn’t stage a legitimate rock
concert without pyrotechnics. He walked out of the house without
the slightest conciliatory goodbye or backward glance at his wife
and texted “Leaving now.” When the door slammed behind him, his
wife kicked Jeremiah’s Stratocaster guitar off its stand and its
nickel-steel strings banged onto the hardwood floor, plucking a
dissonant chord.

“Cheating bastard!” she yelled, then drained
her glass of bourbon and flung it at the music stand. It broke into
clinking smithereens and the smoky, amber liquid splattered across
the wall. Sheet music fluttered in midair briefly before settling
beneath the grand piano. Even though their neighbors resided a good
distance behind massive bluestone walls lining the property, they
couldn’t help but hear her tirade that followed.

The assistant texted directions to a cottage
on West Lake Road, about half a mile below the Riesling vineyards
owned by Hare Hollow. Jeremiah arrived at the address but could not
see a driveway anywhere. He lowered the car windows to get a better
view in the dusk and saw a cellphone light flash at him.

“Park along this shoulder,” a person wearing
a motorcycle helmet yelled from across the road. Jeremiah made a
U-turn and pulled far off the shoulder. He emerged from his
platinum Jaguar dressed in expensive casual wear: fitted black
jeans over hand tooled cowboy boots, a black T-shirt and white
linen jacket with the sleeves pushed up. His caramel-colored hair
(much lighter than the chocolate brown of his youth) spiked into
blond bangs framing his thin face. A few injections of Botox and
plastic surgery nips stretched and removed any sagging skin that
would have given away his true age—sixty-nine. He strolled over to
the person who was now waiting for him on an all-terrain vehicle
idling next to a dirt road.

“This is my lift? Seriously?”

“C’mon, get on. We don’t want you to be
late!”

He donned the helmet offered him and boarded
onto the back seat. Jeremiah appreciated that the driver steered
carefully up the bumpy, acre-long path that ran deep into the
bottom half of Hare Hollow’s vineyards. He didn’t want his outfit
covered in dust.

Well, this is an adventure. Why not
just deliver me by limo?

The driver paused midway up the dirt
path.

“Wait with this wireless microphone by the
clearing over there for the person who will lead the rest of the
way to your surprise entrance.” The driver pointed toward a path
between the grapevines.

Jeremiah removed the helmet and set it on his
seat, fluffed his hair and took the microphone from the gloved hand
of the driver as he climbed down cheerily from the vehicle, waving
goodbye to his ride.

“Ohhhkay then.” He checked to see if the mic
switch was on. They must have planned my entrance to be
something sort of James Bond-ish. Whatever floats the groom’s
boat. Once the ATV vanished down the path, Jeremiah paused to
take a swig of bourbon from an engraved flask in his jacket as he
squinted up the hill at the illuminated tents next to the winery.
The planner said there would be about three hundred guests waiting
for him. It was a relatively intimate setting, yet the audience was
still large enough to make his stomach flutter. God, I hope I
don’t forget any lyrics tonight. That had been an issue lately
and it had been a few years since he’d sung that song live. In this
age of instant social media, Jeremiah did not want to wake up
tomorrow and find a video of a bad performance gone viral.

He laughed like a delighted child when the
first fireworks burst right above him and then continued along the
vineyard path. Will the bride cry when she hears my voice and
sees me there in person? That image made his chest broaden
slightly. He fluffed his spiky bangs once more as he thought
briefly of his angry wife back home and winced, trying to remember
what she looked like on their wedding day. The dim memory
dissipated like dry ice smoke from a fog machine when he heard
footsteps.

Someone emerged suddenly at the end of the
row of grapevines, about thirty feet ahead of him. This must be
my guide. Jeremiah strode happily toward the figure, trying to
make out the person’s face in the moonlight and reflected glow of
the fireworks. His initial reaction of recognition changed to
surprise when he got close enough to see the person’s arm rise and
aim a handgun at him. The fireworks were so deafening above the
wedding guests that no one heard Jeremiah’s pleas and for that same
reason, of course, no one heard the pop of a perfectly aimed shot
fired toward the center of his chest or heard his lifeless body
collapse with a thud below the vines.


Chapter Two: Friday, June 13 ~ 9:45
p.m.

It was calm with a promise of storms. Across the lake
reflections of the fireworks shimmered on the water like lustrous
patent leather. Three sisters admired the free show as they relaxed
around a table on the upper deck of their home.

“Hope you’ve enjoyed the entertainment I’ve
arranged for this evening.” Tara laughed as she uncorked a second
bottle of wine from Hare Hollow Vineyards—her employer. She was the
winery’s tasting room manager, and whenever they had a free night
she’d treat her sisters to a flight of samples from work as a way
to hone her skills. Tara filled generously the glasses held by
Maureen and Kelly. The citrusy, pineapple taste of the chilled
semi-dry Riesling offered perfect refreshment on this sultry June
evening.

Although they displayed a definite genetic
resemblance in the height of their brows and the width of their
cheekbones, the sisters’ personalities veered dramatically. Maureen
Caviston McCarthy—the eldest—bore a regal sagacity acquired through
an abrupt transitional life experience. Until the moment her
husband instinctively steered the car left when it skidded right on
the icy thruway outside Rochester, she had a reputation as the
determined courts reporter for the daily newspaper. Both
prosecutors and defenders grimaced when she’d run toward them with
her notebook. She always returned to the newsroom triumphant
though, bearing all the critical information sought by her
editors.

The instant the tractor-trailer crushed their
straying car during that sudden snow squall, she lost both her
loving husband Bob and any desire for career advancement. The
injuries she sustained to her back and neck were excruciating, but
they would heal with time. Narcotic meds helped her cope through
the pain-filled, blurred weeks afterward. The accident’s emotional
toll required longer-lasting therapy however, and it altered
permanently the way she pondered and valued everything.

Her looks changed the most after the
accident. She’d acquired a girth of fifteen extra pounds she’d yet
to shake. No longer did she dye her hair auburn and fasten the long
locks loosely into a bun, held in place with a ballpoint pen.
Nowadays Maureen opted for low fuss, cropped bristly silver hair
that belied her age of fifty-eight. When you saw the sparkle of her
green eyes that caught the light like facets on an emerald, you
could sense the youthful exuberance that remained despite her
challenges. At this moment in her life Maureen felt once again
sturdy of body, and mind, but now in addition she possessed a
disarmingly gentle manner that could soothe any inflamed situation.
Lowering her stress renewed her innate creativity which came
forward in everything she did, from cooking gourmet meals to
designing beach glass sun catchers.

Tara Caviston Grande, the middle sister,
looked and acted fifteen years younger than her true age of
fifty-six. Statuesque and stylish, she was a divorcee who
captivated every man within her radius with a flip of her long,
silky tresses. Her flawless skin bore a year-round tawny hue. She
had a broad smile with perfect teeth framed by the slightest of
dimples.

Tara had the knack of engaging anyone in
conversation with such rapt attention from her stunning aquamarine
eyes that it felt like just the two of you existed on the planet.
You’d be a fool to assume she relied on her looks. Tara’s
intelligence, quicksilver wit and sharp tongue cut through anything
she suspected to be a ruse.

Talented like her eldest sibling, she found
her niche in interior design and had been the darling of the old
money set in the Finger Lakes before Gianni, her ex, begged her to
give up the business. His traditional upbringing clung to outmoded
perceptions of women’s roles in society. In his mind home duties
came first, her career second. Tara’s ability and Hollywood-like
glamor had one downside: she commanded attention among any group of
people. That made it particularly depressing for those caught in
the long shadows she cast.

That was where Kelly Caviston, their younger
sister, often found herself. At fifty-three she was still single
but hadn’t given up hope of finding love one day. Kelly was used to
feeling invisible to men whenever Tara was around. To compensate
for her sense of inadequacy in that respect, she focused on her
studies and graduated early from Cornell with a Master’s Degree in
Library Science. Soon after Kelly was given the opportunity to
manage a bookshop in Hammondsport known for its collection of used
and rare books. The job became her career and she eventually bought
the business from her boss in 2007, renaming it The Deckled
Edge.

Kelly never quite figured out how to assemble
her wardrobe in a way that could have transformed her into the
knockout she had the potential to be. Growing up, Tara was always
too preoccupied with her boyfriend of the moment to pass along
beauty tips. Despite lacking fashion sense, she was a lithe,
natural beauty with lush curly chestnut hair. Instead of seeking
advice from a hairstylist, she tamed her mane with tortoise shell
clips and barrettes. The upside of her lazy hair maintenance was
that it framed her intense peridot green eyes. Through them she
noticed everything around, and when paired with an innate strong
intuition, they gave her the ability to size up any situation
swiftly… that is, unless it focused on her.

“What’s going on at the winery tonight?”
Kelly dipped an orange pepper slice into the roasted garlic hummus
Maureen made. “Is it another wedding?”

Tara leaned toward the plate of brie, cut a
small wedge and smeared it on a slice of crusty baguette as she
nodded. “Brendan O’Hare’s son is getting married there tonight.”
Here was another annoying aspect of Tara’s perfection. She could
eat whatever she pleased and never seemed to gain any weight. “I
have the metabolism of Secretariat,” she’d often brag.

“I heard the father of the bride’s a record
producer from LA.” Maureen reached across the table for a handful
of candied walnuts.

“His name is Alejandro Montez.” Tara
exaggerated the “ja” in his name with a phlegmy “h” sound, as if
she spoke Spanish fluently. She didn’t. It was just that she got a
kick out of over-pronouncing vivid names. “Ryan is marrying his
daughter Esperanza.” She cupped the side of her mouth as if she
didn’t want anyone else to hear her. “From what I’ve heard,
Alejandro is not too happy about the marriage. He thinks Ryan lacks
the drive to take care of his daughter in the manner to which she
is accustomed. Ryan’s spoiled brat outbursts have not helped his
cause, either.”

“Wait, did he actually say ‘take care of
her’?” Maureen guffawed. “Aren’t we in the twenty-first century?
Women can take care of themselves, Alejandro!”

Kelly leaned back in her chair and sighed
toward the stars. “I tell you, at this point in my career, I
wouldn’t mind someone taking care of me.”

Her admission amused Tara and Maureen, who
both immediately groaned.

“What’s the matter with you, Kelly? Trust us,
you’re much happier and freer when you’re untethered to a man.”

Maureen nodded, but felt the slightest twinge
that doing so in some way disrespected her beloved late husband.
Tara acted oblivious that her offhanded comment flirted with
insensitivity. She prattled on.

“You know, I could have worked the reception
if I wanted to, but we have a busload of tourists coming from
Quebec for a special tasting tomorrow. It would have been tough to
skip partying with the crew afterwards. Maybe if I drank a few pots
of coffee it would have been doable.”

Kelly winced. Her sister still acted like a
college coed sometimes. Surely that lack of maturity was another
reason why Gianni severed their relationship two years ago.

Tara’s cellphone rang and she got up from the
table quickly to answer it.

“What’s the matter? Why does your voice sound
funny? Did something happen there?” She saw her sisters listening,
and turned her back to them as she walked over to the far
railing.

“Who’d be calling her at this hour?” Maureen
watched her sister for a few seconds and then picked up an organic
purple carrot stick and dragged it through the hummus.

“Didn’t she break up with that wine
distributor? If it’s not him, maybe it’s Christophe?”

Maureen shook her head. “Probably not. He’s
partying with friends in Ibiza until Sunday. She must have a new
beau.”

Tara’s conversation ended several minutes
later and she returned to the table without offering any clue who
called.

“OK, who’d like to try the new Cabernet
Franc?”

The other two sisters held out their wine
glasses eagerly.

“Of course if we were at the tasting room,
I’d rinse your glasses with water dramatically and dump it to
prepare you for the switch to red wine. Sorry, not in the mood. Ha!
So imagine I’ve just done that. These Cab Franc grapes are sourced
from our vineyards on the southeast shore of Seneca Lake. Swirl the
wine in your glass to get some air in there, and take a good sniff
inside the glass before letting the wine roll over your tongue.
This will be much drier, of course, and expect to experience a
dramatic depth of flavors.”

“Pretty color.” Kelly held her glass up to
the candle lantern on the table. “I’ve been drawn to anything
garnet-colored lately. Maybe I need to buy a garnet ring.”

“No wonder, it’s a shade that looks beautiful
on you.”

Kelly smiled at Maureen. She was always so
generous with sincere compliments.

They followed Tara’s directions and savored
the complex layers of the dry red wine. Though the sun had long
set, heat still permeated the air, still emanated from the wooden
deck beneath their bare feet. Maureen fanned her face after she was
overcome by a sudden sulfites-induced hot flash. She stood abruptly
and carried her glass over to the railing, hoping she could lean
out and catch the subtlest stirrings of a lake breeze. The air was
unmovable, pinned by humidity as heavy as a wet Aran sweater.
Maureen walked back to sit down and her eyes caught the reddish
full moon rising behind the cottage.

“Ooh, how pretty! Look, it’s the Strawberry
Moon.” Tara and Kelly turned to see it.

“I learned that nickname and the mythology
behind it from a client today at the spa.” Maureen worked as a
massage therapist for Ballylough Spa at the lake’s north end in
Penn Yan.

“How beautiful. Is it named that because it
coincides with strawberry picking time?” Kelly asked.

“Well sort of, but that’s not the interesting
part. Dolly said the Seneca Indians have a folktale about a brave
who crossed Keuka Lake in a birch canoe with his wife and child one
June night long ago. It was during the Strawberry Festival. The
Senecas revere strawberries so much they believe the fruit lines
the path to heaven and you’ll eat them when you die. The festival
celebrates the fact they are the first fruits harvested each year.
As part of the event, they mix strawberry juice with water and
maple syrup. Then they drink it after expressing gratefulness for
the privilege of life.”

Tara snorted. “Kind of like why I drink
wine.”

Maureen laughed, then paused to collect her
thoughts.

“According to the folktale, when the brave
paddled across the lake, a sudden storm capsized the canoe. He
reached over the edge to grab the wrists of his wife and child, but
the pull of the fierce waves wrenched them apart. Eventually he
floundered to shore and collapsed. When the brave came to, he was
devastated to see the overturned empty canoe lying on the beach
next to him. He cursed the lake for ‘devouring’ his wife and child
at the time when ice had retreated and all were joyous at summer’s
return. He raised his fist and yelled that Keuka Lake would always
be hungry for more bodies when the Strawberry Moon is full, but it
would never be satiated because they’d rise to the surface from
summer squalls driving them ashore.”

Tara looked at Maureen and blinked, drained
her wineglass and folded her arms across her lap. “Well now.
That’s a real buzzkill.”

Kelly chuckled. “Imagine if you had
triskaidekaphobia and paired that legend with today’s date. You’d
end up with the perfect storm. Ha!”

Swarms of bright gold flashes punctuated the
fireworks finale, chased by a sharp bang that rumbled up the shores
of the Y-branched lake so loudly they felt the concussion, miles
away. A faint cheer rose across the lake and when it dissipated,
the thrum of contented crickets filled the silence.

“Did you hear who moved into that ridiculous
Tudor McMansion on the East Side near the bluff?” Kelly asked.
“Jeremiah Redfern! Can you believe it? There’s a rock star living
down the road from us now.” Though Kelly’s interests were usually
steeped in topics more intellectual, she was a sucker for pop
culture gossip.

“Great, that’s all we need choking narrow
East Lake Road: paparazzi and groupies.” Tara topped off the wine
in her glass. “I remember the first time I heard his hit ‘Forever
Gigi.’ Bobby Smyth and I were fooling around in his Mustang
convertible at Makeout Point. Maybe it was the Boone’s Farm we’d
been drinking, but when the song came on the car radio I got the
giggles bad when he paused mid-kiss and said, ‘What the hell kind
of name is Gigi?’ Still makes me laugh.”

“Jeremiah sounded better before he went solo,
back when he was still with Vinegar Hill.” Kelly sat forward. “They
were my favorite rock group. Maybe it’s because I had such a wicked
crush on Glenn McCann. Remember him, the keyboard player?” She
sighed slightly.

“Oh yeah. You’re right,” Tara nodded. “Now
that band rocked.”

“I remember seeing them back in March of 1984
at the Rochester War Memorial,” Kelly continued. “My friend Melissa
and I drove to the show. We waited outside by the band’s bus after
the concert in the freezing cold for more than an hour, hoping to
get their autographs. When the band finally left the building, they
walked past us so fast we couldn’t get up the nerve to stop
them.

“Oh, I’ll never forget how gorgeous Glenn
was. He had to be about six-foot-five and his thick black hair
feathered back across his cheekbones. He walked past with his head
raised, regal nose, cleft chin, that toothy smile of his… it simply
gleamed under the streetlights. Glenn exuded sexy rock star glam.
He wore this shaggy Mongolian lamb fur coat over a black turtleneck
and tight leather pants.” She paused to fan herself. “Phew! His
presence… my God, it was as if the air turned to glitter in his
wake. Time froze. There was no sound. Utterly magical.”

“Or, perhaps you just inhaled too much at the
concert?”

Maureen guffawed, but Kelly frowned at Tara.
“C’mon, you know I never did that stuff. It was the overwhelming
power of his presence. The band was at the peak of its career. Know
what’s a funny coincidence? I just ordered some copies of the
unauthorized biography of the band that came out in the ’90s,
Soured Grapes. Can’t wait to read it when it arrives at the
store. The description hints it has juicy details about the rock
scene in that era. Wonder if they will sell out because of
Jeremiah’s move here?”

Maureen squinted toward the opposite
shore.

“Wait a minute… you mentioned the song’s
title was ‘Forever Gigi’. Right?” Tara nodded. “Hmm, now
that’s a funny coincidence.” Her sisters gave Maureen a
confused look. “One of my clients today had small tattoos on the
underside of his wrists. The left one said ‘Forever,’ the right,
‘Gigi.’ I remember thinking it was so odd. Now I realize they were
written in the curlicue script Vinegar Hill used for its logo.”

“No way! Do you think it was Jeremiah?” Kelly
gaped, intrigued by the prospect that her sister had a close
encounter of the rock star kind.

“No, it wasn’t him. This guy looked way
older. He had white hair pulled back into a ponytail, thick black
eyebrows and a white goatee. The most recent photos I’ve seen of
Jeremiah look nothing like that.”

“Maybe we shouldn’t have knocked the name
Gigi.” Tara twirled up her mane of highlight-streaked hair to cool
her neck. “There must be something beguiling about it. I haven’t
met a man yet with ‘Forever Tara’ tattooed on his wrists.”

“Give it time, sis.” Maureen tipped her neck
back and gazed at the faint stars above. “I wonder what the story
of that man’s tattoo is. Did he fall in love with Gigi and marry
her? Or did he pine for her from afar, a forbidden paramour. Then
again, maybe it was his mother’s name.” She laughed lightly. “I did
sense a sadness about him and his back was a minefield of tension
bombs.”

“Can you read your client’s personality
through the massage?” Kelly asked.

“Certainly. Of course I’ve always been
intuitive, too. That man was a seeker. Of what, I’m not sure. He
lacked inner peace.”

Heat lightning flashed beyond the distant
vineyards toward Italy Hill.

“Storm’s a comin’.” Maureen stood and peered
over the railing. “Is the umbrella closed on the patio?”

“I’ll take care of it.” Kelly rose from her
chair. “Think I’m going to spend the night on the screened porch
downstairs tonight unless the storms turn severe. It’s so hot and I
can’t sleep with the rattle from that ancient air conditioner in my
bedroom.”

“OK. That’s my cue. Wish me luck with the
tour groups tomorrow, eh?”

“May the Cab Franc be with you.” Maureen
raised her glass in farewell and savored the last drop. Kelly
carried the dishes and glasses into the kitchen as Tara crossed the
sloping lawn to her little cottage next door.

It wouldn’t kill her to help clean up once
in a while. Kelly frowned as she filled the dishwasher.

“Pleasant dreams.” Maureen blew a kiss to her
youngest sister before climbing the stairs to her bedroom.

Kelly’s room was on the lower floor with big
windows facing the lake. She put on a lightweight nightgown,
grabbed some pillows and fluffed them on the old couch on the
screened porch. Before she lay down, she checked the door to make
sure it was locked, propped the pillows under her head and closed
her eyes. In her mind she imagined strolling down the lake road and
encountering Jeremiah Redfern. They’d strike up a casual
conversation about lake life. Of course she would be cool and not
fawn over him. One should always respect a celebrity’s private
life, right? I’ve got a strong feeling we will meet
someday.


Chapter Three: Friday, June 13 ~ 11:45
p.m.

Sleep eluded Kelly. She blamed it on the heat—the
promise of cooler air storming in on a cold front unfortunately
never materialized. Then there was the insistent moonlight which
bathed the lawn so brightly she could see blades of grass from
where she lay. Her mind raced through tasks that needed to be done,
she pondered who might have called Tara earlier and eventually
settled into a bit of a funk about her singleness. How had her life
come to this?

The sisters’ year-round home and its guest
cottage belonged to their parents Dr. John and Mary Kennedy
Caviston. It was on the East Side of the lake, about six miles
south from the Village of Penn Yan. Keuka sits in the middle of the
eleven Finger Lakes, scenic spans of fresh water carved by glaciers
deep in the heart of upstate New York.

The Cavistons’ property had been part of a
large farm broken into parcels during the Great Depression. Two
buildings sat about sixty yards apart from each other on the land.
The main house, a crimson clapboard clad structure built in the
Dutch Colonial Revival style, had been built into the sloping
property in the manner that the roadside’s main floor was the
lakeside’s second floor. Above both was a smaller floor with two
bedrooms and a full bath.

A much smaller, one-story stone cottage stood
on the left side of the property, halfway between the main house
and the lakeshore. Legend was the farmer who owned the property
built it with stones dug from his fields. It had sharp gables, a
whimsical arch made partly with old farm tools stuck in the mortar,
and two interlocked horseshoes hung over the front door facing the
lake. The farmer dubbed it the honeymoon cottage, but it was not
known if he built it for himself or someone else. Maybe it was
called that because it was quite cozy, and with more than two
people inside it would feel as crammed as a subway car at rush
hour.

Hedges of lilacs and Japanese quince framed
the sides of the property, providing a bit of privacy from the
neighbors, and tall, twisted willow trees arced over the water’s
edge. A stand of cottonwood trees between the two houses shed
fluffy “snow” in June and provided dappled shade on hot summer
days. Variegated hostas rimmed the shady sides of the homes and a
mix of flowering perennials including tiger lilies, bee balm and
Russian sage brightened the sunny spots.

John Caviston, a beloved obstetrician
renowned in Penn Yan for his dulcet rendition of “Danny Boy,” used
the cottage as his home office until his retirement. Ten years
after he died of a heart attack. The cottage sat untouched. It was
too much for his bereft widow Mary to process. She lived in the
main house until her death a few years later from breast cancer. To
Kelly, as their lone unmarried daughter, the house that her father
christened Keuka Breeze was the only home she knew outside of
college dorms. When cancer incapacitated her mother, Kelly accepted
willingly the responsibility of live-in caregiver. Upon her
passing, Mary left the entire property to the three sisters to keep
or sell. The two older siblings deferred their shares happily to
Kelly because she’d lived there for so long. They didn’t need it;
their lives were set.

Or so they thought. It wasn’t too long after
Mary’s death that Maureen and her husband Bob were driving home
from a Buffalo Sabres hockey game when they got into that terrible
car accident. Maureen sustained a sprained back and whiplash that
required much physical therapy. Her daughter Ciara’s family lived
in Glendale, Arizona, and it would have been difficult to leave her
job and school-aged children to come home for a few months and help
her mother. Her son Martin was a reporter for an international news
bureau covering Eastern Europe. What could they do? Kelly shifted
swiftly back into caregiver mode with the assistance of her
part-time staff at the bookstore and helped nurse her sister back
to health at Keuka Breeze.

During that personal trial Maureen learned
firsthand the value of massage therapy for recovery. She decided to
go back to college—in her fifties—to get licensed. It was just an
hour’s commute from Keuka to a school two lakes over near Ithaca.
The program required seven months of study, Maureen took the final
exam the following January, and as luck would have it, she got the
massage therapist job at Ballylough soon after. Not keen on the
long commute from home, Maureen accepted her sister’s invitation to
come back to live at Keuka Breeze. She sold her home in Rochester
and moved in with Kelly.

Soon afterward, Gianni Grande dropped his
divorce request bombshell on Tara. Using the grounds of
irretrievable breakdown, he stated their marriage fell apart
because she never seemed to embrace the duties of being an adult or
maintained the household properly—to his overly demanding
standards, Tara always clarified. The law firm he worked for
handled high-profile clients and he felt he could never invite any
of them over because Tara was usually off traipsing through
designer and furnishing stores with clients, leaving their own home
neglected. He said it felt like she was a wife in absentia. Tara
was too proud to allow a maid in their home. Maybe she
instinctively didn’t trust her husband to be alone with any
woman. Tara tried her best, but there was no pleasing Gianni.

Once the divorce papers were signed, she
returned from her home in Canandaigua—one Finger Lake to the
west—to the family’s homestead, with ego bruised and anger
simmering. Within weeks of the divorce settlement Gianni married a
woman twenty years younger, a hand model from New York City. The
thing that made Tara laugh was because of her replacement’s career,
she could not lift a finger around the house for fear of scratching
her hands or chipping a fingernail. It didn’t seem to bother Gianni
that she wore gloves most of the time, and he didn’t mind hiring a
maid to do the work Luna could not do for risk of harming her
prized assets. Being from a wealthy Italian family, Luna was
accustomed to such pampering. Papa owned blocks of real estate
across New York City’s boroughs. Tara suspected Gianni was hoping
some of her wealth would trickle into his pockets.

It took a few months for the three to readapt
to living together again. Tara desired a bit more privacy, and in a
rare domestic mood, finally purged the clutter from her father’s
office in the “honeymoon cottage” and moved in.

***

The moon glow insisted on tormenting Kelly
with its fairyland-like “daylight.” She covered her eyes with a
pillow to create a shield of darkness and that helped. There were
other distractions though. Crickets chirped shrill dialogues that
wove together across the lawn. Loud music drifted up the lake from
the wedding reception dance floor, still throbbing with happy
partiers. Mixed into the pauses between songs were moments of
conversations with happy voices. Those sounds under such romantic
moonlight reminded her once more of love that eluded her. Another
wave of self-pity swept over Kelly, eliciting a few tears until
sleep finally overcame her.

In her dreams, Kelly heard the sound of
something scraping across the shale pebble beach. She looked up and
saw the Seneca brave Maureen described earlier emerging from a
pinkish mist off the lake. It swirled around him masking his face
as he gripped an empty canoe with his left hand. He extended his
right hand to her.

“The time of the Strawberry Moon is nigh.
Keuka is hungry.”

Kelly’s own screams startled her awake; she
nearly rolled off the couch. Now it was the tympani beats of her
pounding heart keeping rhythm with the cricket dialogues. Her dream
was so vivid, she raised her head and looked toward the beach. No
brave. No canoe. At least the guests at the wedding reception
seemed to be getting quieter. She laid her head back on the pillow
and closed her eyes, thoughts drifting back to that magical moment
when Glenn McCann breezed past her outside the concert in Rochester
on a night long ago, in a life far away.


Chapter Four: Saturday, June 14 ~ 1:15
a.m.

As soon as the lights dimmed in the reception tents
up the hill, a figure holding a remote-control drone emerged from
the vineyard’s shadows. Tiptoeing to where the pink pearl-handled
pistol dropped onto the ground, the person retrieved it with a
gloved hand and slipped it inside a gallon-sized plastic bag.
Previous practice attempts to carry the handgun away with the claws
of the drone failed. Putting the weapon inside the bag made it
easier for the drone to secure a grip.

Suddenly a drunken couple stumbled down the
hill, laughing loudly as they wove through the vineyard toward
Jeremiah’s body. Where the hell did they come from? The
person’s hands trembled while sealing the bag quickly, leaving it
puffy with trapped air, and then attached it to the drone’s claws.
The person stepped back, removed the glove and texted geographical
coordinates hurriedly into a cellphone app. Rotors on the drone
purred to life and it lifted above the vineyard and drifted toward
the lake.

“Shush!” The drunk man held a finger to his
mouth. “What’s that sound?”

“I dunno, maybe it’s a bat?” asked the woman.
She grabbed his shoulder, unsteady on her feet as she gawked
cross-eyed at the night sky.

“Ahhh, yes, it’s the call of a vampire bat
coming for you. I vant to drain your blood, ha-ha!” He slipped his
arm around her waist and playfully nipped her neck. She giggled as
they spun around and fell onto the ground in a passionate embrace,
resting at the far end of the row where Jeremiah’s body lay.

When the drone reached the lake it shifted
direction, flying low over the black water toward the north end of
the lake. The operator backed away carefully into the woods, hoping
the inebriated couple wouldn’t hear any footsteps.

***

An hour after The Eggleston Inn closed across
the lake, some of the staff crowded into bartender Jarod Jensen’s
ski boat parked outside at the dock. Jarod had had a bit to drink
earlier in the evening, but now he felt in control. His girlfriend
Sarah, however, wobbled on the back seat of the boat. She’d done
too many Jell-O shots with the other waitresses, probably because
of the vicious argument the couple had earlier that evening.
Frankly, he was glad she wasn’t sitting up front next to him. He
needed to collect his thoughts about their strained
relationship.

Something intangible shifted between them
recently. He’d first felt an emotional distance from her on
Memorial Day during the staff picnic at the vineyard across from
the inn. When she disappeared for few hours, Jarod asked Sarah’s
best friend Tamara where she was. Tamara looked at her feet and
mumbled something about Sarah wanting to go pick wildflowers up the
hill from the vineyard. After Sarah returned (with no bouquet,
Jarod noted) he asked if everything was OK and she was all smiles,
acting as if there was no problem. It struck him as a fake
response. Their relationship felt off ever since.

Jarod and Sarah met about thirteen years ago
when they were sophomores in high school. He’d transferred to Penn
Yan suddenly in mid-October from a school in Roswell, New Mexico.
The man his mother was seeing, Zane, threatened to hit her with a
piece of steel pipe one night after he drained a bottle of mezcal.
She didn’t wait around until he actually used it.

They’d lived in Roswell as a cobbled-together
family for nearly a decade with Zane’s Aunt Imelda. She claimed to
be half extra-terrestrial. Her skin had a grayish cast and she
spoke so oddly in a high-pitched whine that Jarod believed her
claim. Even her dog looked alien—a Frankenstein-ish mongrel whose
lone decipherable genetic heritage was Chinese crested. He hated
their mobile home with its dark wood paneling and scratchy
crocheted throws tossed over lumpy furniture.

There was little privacy within, and whenever
he wandered outside all of their buttinsky neighbors dispensed
unsought opinions about Zane’s unenthusiastic upkeep of the
property. To escape it all, Jarod lifted free weights in his room.
He detested Zane’s constant bullying toward his mother and having
never met his own father, Jarod’s soul drifted and resentment
filled its darkened void. Sometimes he imagined what it would feel
like to pin Zane under a rack of weights until he begged for
mercy.

It might seem odd but Jarod felt relieved
when Zane freaked out, because the next morning he and his mother
booked back east on the first Greyhound available. Fortune shifted
for mother and son, and they soon found a tiny hillside home in the
Finger Lakes that she could afford on her disability checks. She’d
suffered post-traumatic stress from a previous violent
relationship. His mother figured her ex-boyfriend wouldn’t find
them in Dresden by Seneca Lake’s shores, even though he knew her
parents still lived in Branchport on Keuka Lake, to the west.

Jarod’s mysterious arrival drew curiosity
from classmates and raised concern from the guidance counselor. He
expressed an interest in sports and the counselor introduced him to
the lacrosse coach hoping he’d try out for the team. He did, and
the sport came easily to him, so much so that he lied to his
teammates and told them he was half Onondaga Indian.

The afternoon of the lacrosse team’s game
against Fairport, Jarod first noticed Sarah Washington standing on
the sidelines looking thoroughly bored. Sarah rarely went to
sporting events; academics consumed most of her free time. Her
tenacious prowess with schoolwork scored her a permanent spot on
the honor roll. She hoped to study oenology at Cornell or the
University of California, Davis toward the goal of creating hybrid
grape varieties.

Her friend Tamara dragged her along to the
game that day, and she observed it with little enthusiasm. Tamara
had a crush on one of the other players and needed Sarah there for
support.

Sarah’s quiet, natural beauty intrigued Jarod
though he was prone to vivacious cheerleader archetypes. Who was
this mysterious girl watching him? Her un-styled wavy hair and
beautiful doe eyes stirred feelings he’d never experienced
before.

After the game as he walked by her, he
paused and proclaimed to his teammates, “I’m going to marry that
girl.”

Sarah blushed and covered her face with her
hand as she whispered to Tamara, “What the…? Is that jock talking
about me?” It was incredible to Sarah that this buff, gorgeous
athlete would have noticed her existence.

Tamara pinched her arm. “If you felt that
then yes, he is talking about you.” They whispered as he
walked away with the pack, still watching her with a wide grin on
his face.

Jarod began a campaign to win her heart. They
weren’t much alike intellectually, but there was an intense
chemistry between them. By the end of the next lacrosse season they
were one of the school’s “it” couples, and everyone assumed they’d
eventually marry. The relationship hit a few snags over the summer
and they broke up before the start of senior year when she found
him making out with some dairy princess from Dresden at the county
fair. After that, Sarah decided to apply to UC Davis to put a
continent between them.

Two unexpected things happened. First, she
was not accepted by UC Davis but Cornell did add her to the waiting
list, and later, despite her resentment at his indiscretion, they
reunited. He’d gotten a decent job at his uncle’s hardware store in
Penn Yan and it looked as though he could be fast-tracked to
manager within a couple of years after graduation. She enrolled in
the nearby community college and after she graduated two years
later, accepted his offer to move into his apartment off Lake
Street.

Their intellectual differences dragged on
their strong physical attraction. She also began to notice a
short-fused temper that erupted with increasing frequency. After
seven years Sarah moved out to share an apartment with Tamara.
Jarod took it hard and drank heavily. Some days he wasn’t even
sober when he showed up for work. He’d mock customers’ questions;
he’d purposefully stock items on the wrong shelves. His erratic
behavior caused him to be fired from the hardware store. Jarod
lucked out when he was offered a job bartending at The Eggleston.
Fortunately, he was a good friend of the owner. The new job gave
him renewed hope that he could eventually buy a house and propose
to Sarah. She would be his wife someday.

Sarah felt awful Jarod was so devastated by
her move, and because of that she did not break up formally with
him. The distance her move created did seem to rekindle their
passion briefly, but it dimmed once again after Memorial Day.
What changed?

Despite having Friday off, they both showed
up separately at The Eggleston that evening. Mitch and Jarod
chatted with regular customers at the bar before he mustered enough
courage to wander over to her table and confront her.

“Sarah, you’ve gotta tell me. Are you seeing
someone else?”

She looked at her friends sitting around the
table and responded in a flat tone: “Not sure. Maybe.” When she
grabbed a handful of popcorn, Jarod noted she wasn’t wearing the
pearl ring he’d given her.

Crash! He flipped over the table and sent
Sarah’s friends scattering. Airborne drinks, popcorn bowls and
chicken wings laden with hot sauce hit the ankles of the people
sitting close to them. The manager ushered the quarreling couple
outside, where they continued screaming at each other. At one point
Jarod burst into tears. She tried to soothe him with a kiss, but
his cellphone pinged, he read the text message, and pushed her
away. Next thing Sarah saw was his car pulling out of the parking
lot. Her friends rushed to her side when she went back into the
bar. They spent the better part of the evening consoling her with
comforting words and booze.

Jarod returned finally hours later, pulling
up in his grandfather’s motorboat after last call. His good friends
noticed he was a bit fidgety and trying too hard to act as if
nothing had happened earlier with Sarah. He soothed his simmering
anger with the last beer chilling in the boat’s cooler before
starting the motorboat’s engine. So what if it’s three in the
morning now? Vibrant moonlight belied that fact. They were
pumped to continue a fun evening ahead at Mitch’s cottage up the
lake. Gas fumes rose from the gurgling motor beneath them as the
boat idled a few minutes. Jarod drained the beer can, crushed it in
his hands and tossed it into the lake. He cranked the volume to the
onboard stereo and set the bass to maximum. The sides of the boat
pulsed to The Killah Rappahz as he backed it away from the dock
slowly, pushed the throttle forward and rocketed past Bluff Point
heading up the lake toward Penn Yan. Everyone onboard yelled to
talk with one another over the pounding music and engine’s
roar.

***

Kelly’s fight to remain asleep became an
unwinnable war between the stifling heat and the sneaky moonlight.
During one of her barely conscious moments, hickory-scented smoke
from a bonfire across the lake drifted into her senses and roused
her. Kelly slipped off the couch and wandered inside, sniffing the
rooms to see if the smoke was present there as well as outside.
That nightmare freaked her out earlier and she was concerned if it
were an omen of some sort. Convinced her home was not on fire, she
returned to the porch exhausted and drifted off once more. Not long
after, a whirring sound similar to a weed trimmer brought her back
to a conscious state. The noise seemed to be getting louder and as
her mind acknowledged that, she awoke fully. Was the next-door
neighbor trimming poison ivy in the middle of the night? No, the
noise seemed to be coming from the middle of the lake. The pitch of
the whir lowered as the source apparently moved up the lake. She
heard a splash. Was it related to that other sound or was it a
restless trout leaping to nibble the moon?

It was all too much to ponder with an
exhausted mind. She rested her head back on the pillow and drifted
off until the next disturbance. This time it was screams coming
from the lake.

“Where’s Sarah? Ohmigod I don’t see her!
STOP!”

“Dammit, what happened, Tamara?”

“She fell overboard. Stop the
boat!”

Jarod chewed his lip as he continued a few
yards before angrily pulling back the throttle and swerving the
boat around toward where Tamara believed Sarah fell off.

“Shit! Anyone see her? Stop hiding,
Sarah! Don’t do this to me.” He held his cellphone’s flashlight
over the water.

“Sarah! Where are you? SARAH!” Tamara yelled
frantically. “Ohmigod, what if she’s drowned already? We have to
get help. HELP!”

Tommy Knapp jumped into the lake and the rest
onboard watched him dive below the illuminated water. He surfaced
gulping for air. “See anything?” he asked.

“I’m coming in, too.” Mitch slipped off his
shoes and dived in next to Tommy.

Kelly heard a loud splash and rose from the
couch. From the twist in her gut triggered by their primal cries,
she knew this time it was not a dream. She walked over to the
screen and looked toward the lake. Moonlight delineated a crowd of
shadowy figures shouting as they dangled over the side of a boat
drifting in the center of the lake. Another deep splash and she
could make out someone swimming away from the boat.

She gasped, and immediately ran into the
bedroom, tied on a bathrobe and grabbed her cellphone. With the
phone’s flashlight on she ran barefoot down the dewy lawn toward
the beach. Kelly jogged to the end of the dock and waved the
flashlight at the boat. “Hey, do you guys need any help?”

A young woman waved.

“Yes! Sarah fell overboard! We can’t find
her.”

Kelly dialed 911 and told the dispatcher
there was a possible drowning in front of her cottage near
Thompson’s Cove. It didn’t take long for both the sheriff’s
department marine patrol team and the fire department’s search and
rescue boat to arrive. Within minutes a sheriff’s deputy pulled his
cruiser into the Cavistons’ driveway. He joined Kelly on the dock,
asking her about what she’d witnessed.

Meanwhile, the sheriff’s deputies ordered
everyone back onboard Jarod’s boat. They suspected the group had
been drinking and didn’t want another drowning to occur. When they
were all safely aboard, the driver steered his boat alongside
Jarod’s and two deputies boarded it.

“I’ll need the keys, son,” a deputy said.
“We’ll drive you to shore, but then we have to impound this boat as
evidence.”

Fury ignited within Jarod, but with all these
law enforcement personnel so close, he knew he couldn’t try to flee
with the boat. He tugged the keys out of the ignition and dropped
them into the deputy’s hand. Jarod folded his pulsing arms and
glared at him. The deputy started up the boat and slowly headed for
shore, pulling alongside Kelly’s dock. She and the deputy who
arrived by car tethered the boat and assisted the passengers
stepping onto the dock.

“Son, can you tell us where she fell off,
right out front here or farther down the lake?”

“I don’t know, man. I don’t know.
Everyone was shouting, the music was loud.” Jarod pointed toward
the rear of the boat. “Sarah was sitting there. On top of the back
seat, dangling her legs on the boarding platform. This asshole
comes at us. Gotta be doing sixty-five. No lights. Heading down the
lake. Passes too close. Kicks up a wicked wake. The waves smack us
bad. I turned around to look at the jerk driving the boat. That’s
when Tamara starts yelling ‘Sarah’s missing!’ Happened somewhere
over here. Circled back to see if we could find her. It’s been
about a half hour now. She hasn’t surfaced. Do you think there’s
even a chance that she’s still…?” The rest of his question stuck in
his throat and he looked away.

“She was so wasted.” Tamara’s teeth chattered
and a slight shudder rattled her shoulders. “Her long hair kept
blowing into her face and the last thing I remember was she was
trying to weave it into a side braid to keep the flyaway strands
from getting in her eyes. With her hands up like that, and the big
bumps from the waves, she must have flopped right over the side of
the boat.” Her eyes filled with tears, and she daubed them away
with her manicured fingertips.

“May I have your name?” the other deputy
asked Jarod.

Wait a minute, does this guy think I did
this on purpose? He frowned at the deputy.

“Jarod Jensen. Need me to spell it?”

The deputy shook his head. “I’ll need to see
your driver’s license, Mr. Jensen. How much alcohol have you had to
drink tonight?”

Jarod dug his license out of his wallet,
handed it to the deputy as he squared his chest and looked away. “A
beer.”

“Only one? I’m going to need to check your
BAC anyway.” Jarod sighed exaggeratedly as the deputy took a
breathalyzer out of his pocket and turned it on. After he slipped a
mouthpiece into it and waited a few seconds for it to warm, he
handed it to Jarod. “Please blow into this until the device stops
beeping.” Jarod did as the deputy instructed with his friends
watching anxiously. The beeping felt like an eternity, but it
lasted mere seconds before it stopped. He handed the device back to
the deputy.

“Hmm, it’s .05, so you’re under the BUI/BWI
limit. You’re lucky, son. When you’re boating, there should always
be a designated driver at the helm. It’s not worth the risks.”
Jarod’s eyes narrowed and he swallowed back his anger at the
unsolicited lecture. His right hand curled into a tight fist. The
other deputy turned toward the passengers standing next to the
boat. “I’ll need to see identification for the rest of you, also.”
He wrote down all of their information then walked away from the
group with the other deputy to confer for a few minutes. The
deputies returned and told the passengers they were allowed to call
a friend to come and pick them up by car.

Tamara wandered away to sit on the beach and
buried her head into her arms, crossed over her knees. She rocked
slightly as she sobbed for her missing friend. The rest of the
friends walked slowly off the Cavistons’ dock, paused to watch the
recovery efforts from the shore for a few minutes and then walked
arm in arm up to East Lake Road to wait. Jarod patted Tamara’s
shoulder.

“C’mon. If she’s gone, there’s nothing we can
do here.”

The cruel reality of his words felt like a
kick to her gut. She stood, rejected his outstretched hand and ran
ahead to join the rest of the group. Jarod chewed the corner of his
lip as he looked back at the lake. A lone tear traced over his
cheekbone.

“Dammit, Sarah!”

***

After an extensive exploration of the waters
by the fire department’s dive team, the sheriff’s marine patrol
officer asked if they needed additional assistance. A call was made
to the state police to send its sonar-capable scuba unit via
helicopter.

Kelly felt helpless as she watched the
unfolding scene, noting the moon was setting into a strawberry pink
western horizon as dawn brightened over the lake. Back in the house
the intensifying reddish glow in the eastern sky lit up Maureen’s
bedroom, stirring her awake. She rose and parted the curtains to
view the dramatic sunrise, then went downstairs to the deck to take
a few photos with her cellphone. That’s when she noticed her
youngest sister standing at the end of the dock and two boats
paused in the middle of the lake.

“Hey, what’s going on, Kelly?”

She folded her arms and walked back to the
lawn to speak with Maureen in a quieter voice.

“I think someone may have drowned. There were
screams about an hour ago and I came outside to see what was going
on. These kids were all yelling from the boat. I called the
sheriff. The dive team has been searching the water for quite a
while.”

Maureen placed her hand over her heart.

“Oh how awful. I’ll get the binoculars. Maybe
we’ll be able to see something from here.”

Tara heard voices outside the cottage. Why
was Kelly walking up from the shore at this hour? She looked toward
the lake and saw the boats and the diver-down flag bobbing on the
surface. Instantly she knew something bad happened. Her hair was a
mess, so she brushed it into a loose ponytail, ran a stick of lip
gloss across her lips and threw on a pair of jeans and a tank top.
The other two sisters were still dressed in their robes when she
ran up the lawn to join them on the deck of the main house.
Suddenly a state police helicopter buzzed past the house at treetop
level and swept the coves on both sides of the lake before it
paused over the scene.

“What’s going on?”

“Some girl is missing and may have drowned.
Maureen’s scanning the water to see if she can see something.”

Tara rubbed her shoulders as if she were cold
although it was still muggy out.

“What’s with the freaky red sky?”

Maureen drew the binoculars from her face and
turned to the others, raising her eyebrows.

“Red sky at morning, sailor take warning, or…
yikes, maybe it’s the curse of the Strawberry Moon?”

That was the moment Kelly recalled the
startling dream she’d had of the Seneca brave. Had it been a
premonition? Now she felt chilled.

Across the lake a bank of billowing clouds
obscured the rim of the setting full moon. They looked like
blooming cauliflower florets edged with rosy light. An emergency
broadcast system tone blared suddenly on the sheriff’s radio,
followed by a bulletin issued for a severe thunderstorm watch.

“Great, that’s going to delay things if we
don’t find her soon,” one of the divers said to the deputies. His
partner surfaced with something in a plastic bag. He handed it
quietly to the marine patrol. They raised their eyebrows. Why had a
ladies’ handgun been stuffed in the bag? The diver found it nestled
in a thick patch of seaweed not far from the surface. It was an
expensive weapon and appeared to be in excellent condition. No one
thought it had been in the water long. Question was, could any of
those kids have afforded it?
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