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Chapter One

 Friday, July 31, 2015 –
2:30 p.m.

Before she slipped out the front door
unnoticed by her nephew, Ellen Caviston Jones opened the
refrigerator, yanked the silver wig off her head and tucked it
behind a jar of dill pickles. Nine hours later she struggled to
remember how she had gotten to the place where she currently
stood—a spit of shale beach on the southeastern shore of
Skaneateles Lake.

Sunlight glinted off the wolf-shaped ring
with diamond eyes which now graced her right hand. She glanced at
it and a cascade of images awakened in her memory:

The bus station in Erie, Pennsylvania, where
she had waited early that morning in a cold, hard-backed chair, her
overnight bag and purse clutched to her chest.

That faded into a memory from some fifty
years earlier; her brother and sister-in-law waving from their
convertible as Ellen and her husband Llewelyn descended from a bus
in Geneva, New York.

An image flickered of an Easter bonnet
covered with daisies that her grandmother had given her in
1938.

Then Ellen recalled the lady with the long
black hair who had given her the wolf ring earlier that afternoon.
The woman had asked whom Ellen was waiting for at the bus stop in
Geneva, then said she could take her to her destination: Keuka
Lake. First though, the lady had to deliver a package to her mother
in Sempronius, near the inlet of Skaneateles.

Ellen’s mind shifted to the present
sensation of soggy canvas sneakers clinging to her knobby toes.
Immediately she was transported to the memory of a Fourth of July
at Grandpa Caviston’s cottage at Keuka Lake.

On that sweltering afternoon, the family had
gathered in the shade of the willow trees just above the beach. A
parade of broad-hipped, apron-clad aunts strode out of the kitchen
carrying platters of food to the picnic table. Ellen’s mouth
watered at the memory of fried chicken, potato salad and
brown-sugared baked beans.

Family circled the table, oblivious to her
brother John who was crouched among the leafy pachysandra plants
rimming the cottage. He lit a bottle rocket, launching it with a
shriek right over Ellen’s head, startling her so much she galloped
into the lake with her shoes on.

Ellen giggled like the nine-year-old she was
at the time as she became aware once more of her soaked sneakers;
the coolness of the water lapping at her ankles felt so refreshing
in this heat. A heartbeat later, her face slackened, and all
recollection of those resurfaced memories vanished. Her shoulders
stiffened. Her eyes stared blankly ahead. Wisps of her sparse white
hair fluttered in the breeze.

The broad wings of a low-flying raven cast a
shadow that briefly lowered the temperature across her sunburnt
face. Ellen’s eyes popped as she became aware again of the
unfamiliar landscape before her. Where is this? she
thought. Shading her face with her hand, she scanned the far shore
for a familiar landmark.

Is this where she was heading to at 6:45
a.m. when she boarded a Greyhound at the Erie bus station?

Hmm, Erie?

That word had an odd feel.

What is Erie?

Then another word came to mind.

Keuka!

She repeated the word aloud. “KEW-kah.
KEW-kah.”

A guttural call, "Kraa-kraa!”
disrupted her thoughts, and she turned her attention to the raven
watching from its perch atop the cliff. Ellen tilted her head.

“Keuka?”

The raven’s shoulders shook as it called in
quick succession, then leapt from the cliff and flew straight
across the lake. She watched it settle onto a tree by a dock on the
opposite shore. A man looking through binoculars waved at her from
the dock, but the distance was too great for her to hear any words
he shouted.

He brushed his black ponytail behind his
back and lowered himself into a rowboat tethered to the dock,
casting away swiftly for the opposite shore.

“Did John and Mary send you to pick me up?”
Ellen asked as he neared. The man glanced around the empty beach
where she stood. Craggy rocks loomed a hundred feet above her.

“Are you OK? How did you get over here?
Where’s your boat? Did it drift away?”

They stared at each other for a few seconds
as she fingered the ring, turning it so light bounced off the
diamond eyes to dance across his face. He tilted his head, focusing
on the familiar ring. His mouth gaped, then he studied her face to
see if he knew her. Where could she have gotten that ring? Had
it been sold? Stolen?

The shadow of the raven returning to the
cliff above them passed across her face. She giggled. “Ask her,”
she pointed at the bird. “She knows what Keuka means.”

His eyes crinkled as he replied softly.
“Ahh. I know what Keuka means, too. Is that where you belong?”

Ellen bit her lower lip, her eyes suddenly
moist. She shrugged. Her gaze drifted to his face, dropped to the
binoculars dangling from his neck, and then settled on his
ponytail. The man reached out his hand to Ellen and led her gently
toward the boat. Although she was elderly, the agile way she
stepped into the boat made him think she led an active life.
Probably a lifelong walker, he thought as he settled her
onto the seat.

“You stay here.” He frowned at the raven. It
croaked sharply as the man pushed away from the shore and rowed
silently across the lake, his broad shoulders and sturdy grip
making each oar stroke cut through the water efficiently. As they
neared the dock, Ellen dug her fingers into her chin and looked
back and forth from shore to shore.

“Not Keuka. Not Keuka!”

Her agitation concerned him, so he spoke
slowly in low, soft tones. “You are right. This is not
Keuka. This is Skaneateles. Keuka is four Finger Lakes to the
west.” The man drew alongside the dock as the water depth narrowed
and stepped out of the boat onto its wooden planks. He used the tow
rope to guide the boat to shore.

She extended her hand and he assisted her
out of the boat.

“The lady with the shiny ring was going to
take me there.”

“Keuka?”

She nodded.

“May I?” he asked, taking Ellen’s hand to
examine the ring. It had to be the same ring…hand-carved of silver,
the sparkling gem eyes. He smiled wistfully at the memory of the
much younger woman upon whose hand he’d seen it before. The man
released Ellen’s hand and turned away, pulling the empty rowboat
back alongside the dock to tether it by the bumpers. His thoughts
drifted to his memory of the other woman’s hand, her smooth
shoulders, the intensity of her tea-dark eyes. This was the face
that still haunted his dreams. The memory still gripped his heart.
Was it possible she was somewhere close by?

“Kraa-kraa!” A thud on the far end of
the dock broke the spell of his memory. He turned toward the bird
and muttered “trickster,” as he gathered the tow rope to
knot it around the dock cleat. “After I secure this boat, we can
drive over to Keuka and….” As he turned to smile at her, he saw the
woman was no longer standing on the shore. He ran down the dock,
looked up the road, then the other direction and scratched his
head. She was gone from sight. “Hey lady!” he yelled. “Where are
you?” He spun toward the end of the dock, looked through his
binoculars checking the water, tracing the shoreline. The man
released the binoculars, then he cupped his hands to project his
voice. “Hey! Where’d you go? Come back, lady. I’ll take you to
Keuka!”

She’d vanished.

“What the heck?”

A whirlwind breeze stirred the dust at his
feet. He spun back toward the water as the raven hopped down the
dock toward him. He wagged his finger at it.

“Stay put. I’ve had enough of you!”

The raven swooped past him and nestled into
a sycamore tree shading a lake house. The man squinted toward the
treetop.

“What are you trying to teach me with this
mischief?”

***

Earlier that day, Kelly Caviston drove from
Keuka Lake over to Geneva. She was there to pick up a special
order—copies of a rare registry of nineteenth century Finger Lakes
winemakers, from Timothy Winston Booksellers. Kelly had ordered
them for her bookstore The Deckled Edge, at the southern end of the
lake in Hammondsport.

A curious sight startled her when she passed
the blonde wheat fields outside the village of Penn Yan. Broad
white wings flapped suddenly right above her windshield as she
neared the intersection at Preemption Road. Kelly slammed on the
car brakes, thankful no one was behind her, and stared at the barn
owl perched nonchalantly on the stop sign. Its eyes met hers and
she felt a slight chill up both arms. What is an owl doing out
in the middle of the day? she wondered, glancing back at it in
the rearview mirror as she drove on. Aren’t they
nocturnal?

Kelly mentioned the odd encounter as Tim
retrieved the books.

“Hmm, that is odd. Ever hear of that
Mexican legend, La Lechuza?”

She shook her head.

“La Lechuza was said to be a witch
who transforms herself into a white owl. If you see her in the
daytime, it means someone in your family will die soon.”

Kelly’s eyes widened and Tim grimaced.

“Oh, sorry, didn’t mean to freak you out.
Barn owls aren’t completely white, though.”

She took the bag Tim handed her and smiled.
“Or, on the other hand, maybe it means I’ll get an unexpected
shipment of cigars. Right?” she added with a nervous laugh.

They both laughed, but as Kelly stored the
books in the trunk of her car her thoughts went immediately to both
of her sisters, Maureen and Tara. She pulled out her phone and
checked for messages. Nothing. She took a soft breath and then,
just for the heck of it, texted them.

“In Geneva for a book pickup from Tim’s
store. Need anything from here before I leave?”

Her car idled in the parking lot as she
waited for a response. Kelly bit her lower lip. Seeing that owl had
spooked her.

“Nope. Thnx. Grilled pizza tonight on the
deck,” her oldest sister Maureen texted.

“Yum,” Kelly replied. She looked in
the rearview mirror as she waited for Tara’s response. I’m sure
she’s OK, Kelly thought. Stop being so
superstitious.

Maureen McCarthy was a massage therapist at
Ballylough Spa in Penn Yan and the designated cook among the three
fifty-something sisters who lived together on Keuka Lake’s East
Side. She and Kelly resided in the home of their late parents, Dr.
John and Mary Caviston. Their middle sister, Tara Grande, was the
manager of the tasting room at Hare Hollow Vineyards. Tara
preferred the privacy of the tiny cottage, their father’s former
office, that sat farther down on the sloping property toward the
lake shore.

There would be a “blue moon” tonight, a fact
not missed by Kelly as her mind drifted on the half-hour ride back
to Penn Yan. When she was young, her father used to take them out
in the backyard and direct them to howl at the full moon. He told
them that the Seneca Indians who once lived on their land were
members of the Wolf Clan, and they needed to do this as a tribute
to the ancestral landowners. Kelly grinned. If Tara
brings home an armful of bottles from work, we’ll
definitely be howling before night’s end.

Kelly’s car neared the intersection where
she’d encountered the barn owl, and her thoughts returned
immediately to Tara.

Ping! She grabbed the phone from her purse.
Tara had texted a reply, so Kelly pulled over to read it.

“Yeah, I do need something. Can you make
this bachelorette party from hell disappear before they walk into
the tasting room? Gonna need a caseload of red tonight.”

At that moment, a shadow drifted over the
windshield. Kelly stuck her head out the window, but there was
neither a bird nor a low-flying plane in the sky. A quick glance up
showed nothing unusual in the rearview mirror. The road behind her
was empty. Kelly hunched her shoulders and continued onward.

“La Lechuza?”

***

Hare Hollow Vineyards stands on a ridge high
above the West Side of Keuka Lake. Its stunning view of Bluff
Point, where the lake splits into its trademark Y shape, made it a
desirable location for summer weddings. Bachelorette party wine
tours often stopped there before the big day, too—women posing en
masse for the traditional hand-on-hip selfies in front of the
renowned view. That afternoon, it was where one rowdy party had
ended its daylong tour.

“Who’s getting married tomorrow? WE ARE!”
the twentysomethings roared as they lurched out of the limousine
toward the tasting room.

“Dear God. Couldn’t I just once have an easy
Friday afternoon?” Tara muttered as the women ran up the ramp and
burst through the front doors. She finished the text to her sister
discreetly, smoothed her hair with both hands, and welcomed them
warmly to the tasting counter. With her assistant Marla Russo she
handed out a list of wines they’d be tasting and distributed the
winery’s logo wineglasses. As she slid a glass in front of the
tiara-topped bride-to-be, the woman belched in Tara’s face. Tara
recoiled as pungent garlic fumes swirled toward her face.

Judging by the reaction of the bridesmaids,
her reaction was the funniest thing that had ever happened since
the dawn of man.

Tara exhaled slowly and then greeted the
guests.

“Um, lady?” the bride-to-be interrupted
Tara, “Can you just cut to the chase and let us try the wines that
will get us drunk the fastest? We don’t need to know the entire
history of each effing grape. Okay?”

More hilarity.

“I’ve gotta film this,” said one, her purse
flopping wide open as she took out her phone. “Say cheese!”

The bride-to-be stuck out her tongue and
flipped the bird toward the camera.

Tara uncorked a bottle of a dry white wine,
a chenin blanc, and proceeded to discuss it the way she normally
would, ignoring the rude request.

“I don’t think she heard you,” one of the
women whispered. They tittered.

“Yuck! Don’t you have anything sweeter?” The
bride-to-be frowned as she drained her glass in a single gulp.

Tara moved calmly onto the next wine, which
was slightly sweeter than the previous one. “You will notice the
residual sugar in this pinot gris is a bit higher than the last,”
Tara intoned, as she poured the wine into their empty glasses.

“Whatever you say, lady,” the tiara wearer
rebutted. “For myself…give me a salty pinot any day.”

To anyone whose sobriety had been drowned
hours ago, her quip was staggeringly funny. Boisterous howls echoed
across the road and into the vineyards. The maid of honor dropped
to the floor in convulsions of laughter. One bridesmaid laughed so
hard she spit a mouthful of wine across the counter.

Tara gritted her teeth and grabbed a bar rag
to wipe up the mess.

“This wine just isn’t me,” the quietest
bachelorette said, tipping the contents of her glass into the
bucket on the counter.

“She means it’s freakin’ awful. C’mon,
wench. When do we get to the sweet wines?” The bride-to-be’s
beefy elbows pressed against the countertop.

Tara looked directly at the young woman as
she announced that the next wine was a gewürztraminer.

“This better be sweeter,” the bride-to-be
muttered. She chugged the glass and nodded. “Better. But you know
what, lady? You need some pink wine here, ’cause that’s my favorite
color.” Tara stared at her smeared eyeshadow and noticed one eye
appeared to sit higher on her face than the other. Hmm, maybe
looking trashed is her perpetual style? Tara smiled wryly.

There were other white wines on the list,
but Tara skipped over them. Why bother? On to the reds. Again, as
per custom, she moved from dry to sweet beginning with a rosé. More
groans of disapproval were heard. Just then, the winery’s owner
Brendan and his son walked into the tasting room. They were
discussing label designs for Hare Hollow’s new releases but were
distracted by the commotion.

“Looks like Tara has a raucous crew today,”
Ryan said.

“Nothing she can’t handle.” Brendan laughed
as they walked back toward the office.

“Hey, lady,” the less-than-demure
bride-elect said as she poked Tara’s shoulder. “How come you keep
giving us wines that aren’t sweet?”

Tara could feel the vein in her forehead
throb as she addressed the women.

“Listen. Let’s be honest here. Do you all
just want some candy-ass sweet wines?” They giggled and nodded.
Tara looked around nervously, then leaned over the bar to whisper,
“I shouldn’t be telling you this, but you should visit Three
Trashed Witches Winery. It’s on Seneca, the next lake over. You’ll
have to pay $5 for the tasting, but they pour really tall
glasses of sweet wines and pair them with gluten-free cupcakes.
Sound good?”

“Ohmigod, that sounds amazing.”

“I love that name.”

“Where’s that winery again?”

Tara smiled brightly at the teetering
crew.

“It’s new, so it’s not on your winery maps.
Tell the driver to go north up Route 14, not that far past Bellona.
Look for the barn with a purple door and a red metal roof. The door
handle is a broom.”

“Love it! You’re a goddess,” the
bride-to-be slurred then reached at her for an awkward hug over the
bar toward Tara. “C’mon, bitches. Off to Three Trashed
Witches.”

The bridesmaids staggered out of the tasting
room. Before the front door closed behind them, the bride-to-be’s
final review echoed into the tasting room.

“Dudes, those wines sucked!”

Once the group stepped off the porch, Tara
exhaled loudly.

“Yikes, they were a tad hammered, eh?” said
Marla as they cleaned up the mess.

Tara disinfected the bar where the woman had
spat and nodded. “Days like these you wish we had a bouncer.”

Marla paused mid-wineglass rinse and turned
to her, “Say, I’ve never heard of that new winery you told them
about.”

“Of course not. I just made it up.”

“You’re kidding me. Ha! That’s
hilarious.” Marla pointed at her boss. “Girl, you’re
way too creative for this place.”

Tara nodded toward the beautiful view and
sighed.

“I know.”


Chapter Two

Friday, July 31 – 6:30 p.m.

The man with the black ponytail chewed a
stick of cedar-smoked salmon jerky as he watched roofers nail
shingles onto the Woodland Springs Hotel roof. It won’t
be much longer now, he thought.

Workers clanked down metal ladders propped
against the old hotel and carried their tools to a truck. Their
boss strolled over to the man watching them.

“You’re all set, Mr. Ozette. Paul will stop
by on Monday to begin installing the new gutters.”

John Ozette shook hands with him and walked
down the sloping lawn to the wide concrete dock so he could admire
their work. Woodland Springs had become a star attraction on Keuka
Lake when it opened in 1897. No expense was spared in constructing
the four-story hotel with its elegant wraparound verandas. The
idyllic setting, amidst a grove of towering oak and pine trees,
provided an atmosphere that enhanced the mission of the sanitarium.
Where John now stood, steamboats out of Hammondsport once docked to
drop off crowds of passengers to the hotel. Its world-renowned
mineral spring waters bubbled from a deer lick in the woods nearby
and were said to cure the myriad ailments of concern at the time.
Visitors drawn to partake of them included wealthy industrialists,
politicians, celebrities—even everyday residents. Woodland Springs
offered its customers an immutable regimen of abundant
“balsamified” air, immersion in Keuka Lake as well as
sulphur spring baths, complemented with a vegetarian diet. The
water cure, as it was known, included baths of various temperatures
that when combined with a swim in the lake were said to “free
stresses and infirmities from restricting optimal blood flow.”

John Ozette had purchased the building in
May of the previous year. He intended to use it in the same manner,
offering similar treatments to cure modern day malaise.
Athletically built, his shiny black hair pulled into a long
ponytail, Ozette looked younger than his fifty-seven years. He
pushed his sunglasses up and imagined the site near the beach where
he would erect the thirty-foot-high totem displaying symbols of the
Makah. Ozette was born one of the “People of the Cape,” an
indigenous tribe living in Neah Bay, Washington near the confluence
of the Pacific Ocean and Strait of Juan de Fuca. He'd made a
lucrative income conducting land and sea adventure tours of that
area and he enjoyed helping people destress from life’s upsets.
However, there were other reasons why John had been drawn to this
specific location on the other side of the continent.

At that moment, his eyes were drawn to
movement in the cloudless, cerulean sky. Even though the bird was
soaring above him at a dizzying height, Ozette recognized the
silhouette of the bald eagle’s straight unfurled wings, and he
thought it was probably hunting salmon near Bluff Point.

“Hmm, eagle medicine. That’s a sign…the
ancestors approve. Everything is coming together.”

***

A little past eight that evening, a
murmuring of starlings convened within a massive pin oak sheltering
the Kennedy family home in Dryden. The century-old farmhouse
commanded a hilltop just twenty miles southwest of Skaneateles
Lake. From their perches, the gregarious birds watched the
hillsides toward the interstate in the distance. A warm breeze
stirred leaves illuminated by the setting sun, dappling the black
birds in scarlet light. Beyond them mist rose from the damp, newly
mown hayfield at the far end of the property. When a blue SUV
crested the hill, it escaped the birds’ notice until the vehicle
turned off the road and crunched over the gravel driveway toward
the house. The starlings’ chatter shut off like a flipped switch.
Four happy voices spoke rapidly as a family emerged, ran up the
wooden porch steps, and faded through a doorway into the house.

Slowly the starlings resumed their
cacophonous conversations.

“Conor? Conor? CONOR! NOOOOO!” A
woman’s shriek cut across the fields like a sharpened scythe. Black
wings flap-scattered in all directions. Pulses of every living
thing within earshot quickened at her cry.

Neighbors opened their lace curtains just
enough to watch the ambulance arrive, its red strobe lights
illuminating their curious faces. Nearly a half hour later, EMTs
lifted a gurney with a nineteen-year-old’s lifeless body down the
porch steps. The driver paused after she closed the ambulance’s
back door, watching an apricot moon crest the eastern horizon. It
pained her. Such ethereal beauty outside, such gruesome reality
inside.

The youth’s parents, younger brother and
sister returned solemnly to the SUV, backing away to fall in line
with a grim procession toward the hospital. Hands released their
grips on curtains in the neighboring homes. Whispers about star
athletes gone astray and the opioid epidemic creeping across
Central New York quieted in the dusk.

***

The Caviston sisters agreed to have dinner
after sunset, when cooler air would rise from the lake. Around
8:30, Tara walked up the lawn to the deck where her sister Maureen
was grilling a pizza margherite.

“Do you want the cabernet sauvignon or the
merlot with dinner, Maureen?” She held out two bottles of wine for
her sister to inspect. A sliding door squeaked behind them.

“Both,” Kelly grinned.

Tara pointed a bottle at her.

“And that’s why you are the brains of
the family.” Tara set the wine on the table and removed the
wrapping around their corks. Kelly wandered over to the grill and
inhaled the aroma of the cooking pizza.

“Mmm, that smells so good. I’m so hungry, I
could probably eat it all myself.”

“Didn’t you stop for lunch today in Geneva?”
Maureen asked as she grabbed the crust with a pair of tongs and
slid the pizza onto a round pan.

“Nah. I wasn’t too hungry then. To be
honest, I didn’t want to linger after what I saw on the way
there.”

“What was that?” Tara looked up as she
poured cabernet sauvignon into their wineglasses.

“A barn owl nearly hit my car. It landed on
the stop sign near the Preemption Road intersection. Just sat there
staring at me. Creeped me out.”

Maureen cut into the pizza with a rolling
knife. “You saw an owl? In the daytime?”

Kelly nodded. “Yeah, it struck me as odd
although I’m no owl expert. I mentioned it to Tim when I arrived at
his shop. Bad idea. He informed me that there’s some Mexican
folklore about a witch who shapeshifts into a white owl. Her name
is La Lechuza. Legend says if you see her in the daytime, it
means someone in your family will die soon.”

Tara sipped her wine recalling the last time
she heard an owl. It was hooting in the woods behind the winery’s
pavilion after a big tasting event had been held there. Staff
members were putting away tables, and the owl’s foreboding call had
creeped them all out. Maureen was also reminded about an odd owl
encounter. Once near the end of her shift at the spa, she had
discovered a tiny screech owl perched upon a rattan recliner when
she walked into the solarium to retrieve towels. How it had gotten
in there, she had no clue. She opened a window gently and then
tiptoed out the door. When she returned in a half hour, it was
gone.

Kelly lifted her glass of wine to her lips
as she looked out at the becalmed lake. Maybe it was the intensity
of the sunset, or the silhouette of the old man fishing alone in a
skiff just past their dock, but there was no explanation for the
sense of sadness that overcame her. Something was up with their
universe, her intuition warned. She dreaded seeing how it would
unfold.

“Great pizza, Maureen. Where’d you get this
recipe?”

“One of my new clients at the spa was
telling me about it. I was doing her pre-massage assessment and
somehow our conversation drifted to Italian food. She just got back
from Rhode Island, and this was her favorite meal on the trip.
Salad anyone?”

Just as Tara reached for the bowl, the
landline rang inside.

“Who’s that?” Kelly asked, annoyed.

“Who knows? Everyone we talk with regularly
has our cell numbers. Probably some telemarketer.” Tara gestured as
if brushing the robocall away.

“What if it isn’t though? Might be
important. And it’s after nine. Telemarketers rarely call at this
hour. Sit, I’ll go answer it.” Maureen rose from the table. Kelly
noted Maureen’s concern and unconsciously tapped her wineglass.

They heard a familiar tone in Maureen’s
voice as she spoke with the caller, so Kelly and Tara figured it
was OK, someone they knew. It was a brief conversation and Maureen
jotted something on a piece of paper after she hung up. As soon as
she walked back outside her two sisters asked in unison, “Who was
that?”

“Well, that was certainly odd. It was Cousin
Bob Caviston. Aunt Ellen has gone missing. She’s in the early
stages of dementia. Thought we should know in case she somehow
shows up here.”

“Wait, don’t they live in Pennsylvania?”

“I think so. Erie?” Kelly turned toward Tara
and nodded.

“It was so kind of Bob and his wife to take
her in after Uncle Lew died.” Maureen sat and reached for her wine.
“How sad to think she’s out there wandering somewhere alone.”

“Well, Dad always said his sister was
loopy.”

“Tara,” Kelly frowned, “What if
something bad happens to her?”

The phone rang again. The sisters looked at
each other, irritated by another interruption.

“Well, don’t all rush to answer it.” Maureen
laughed, and went back inside.

“Maybe Aunt Ellen has already been found?”
Tara wondered aloud.

“Wouldn’t that be great? Uh-oh, look at
Maureen’s face. Something’s happened.”

They turned and watched Maureen pace with
the phone receiver, sometimes pausing to rub her brow. She wrote
something down and hung up. Maureen walked back onto the deck and
stood wringing her hands as she gathered her words.

“Well, that was our other cousin, Tom
Kennedy.”

“Tom? Was Ellen found in Rochester?”

“No, Tara.” Maureen took a deep breath.
“Something much worse has happened. To his brother’s family.”

“What?” Kelly touched her mouth with her
hand, her pulse starting to race.

“Kevin and Andrea drove to Syracuse today
with little Katelyn to pick up Aidan from basketball camp. When
they got home, they found Conor unconscious, sprawled in the
bathtub, fully dressed.”

“What happened…,” Kelly started the sentence
and Tara finished it. “Is he OK?”

Maureen glanced toward the phone and squared
her shoulders, as if summoning the courage to speak her next
words.

“No. He…I can’t believe it, but he
overdosed.”

Tara and Kelly fell back in their seats.

“My God! On what? Alcohol? I know he’s been
hanging out with a rowdy bunch at school in Buffalo.”

Maureen shook her head toward Tara.
“Worse.”

Kelly scrunched her face and shook her head.
“You can’t mean he was doing something like….”

“Heroin. It was probably tainted with that
fentanyl, too. The EMTs tried Narcan, but they couldn’t revive
him.”

Maureen plopped into her chair and reached
for the wine bottle to top off her glass as the sisters sat in
stunned silence.

“But…,” Kelly’s voice quivered as she spoke,
“Isn’t he a great student—and popular?”

“And a star athlete, too. Already on the
basketball team in Buffalo,” Maureen said, folding her arms.

“This doesn’t make any sense,” Tara said
angrily. “How would he have gotten hold of it?”

“College athletes are easy targets for
dealers.”

Kelly shook her head.

“Oh my God, poor Aidan and Katelyn. They’ll
have a tough time getting over a sight like that.”

“I know, Kelly. And then there’s Kevin and
Andrea. You know how she already struggles with depression.”

Tara pointed at Maureen, “Maybe the kid had
the same form of depression.”

The other two nodded.

“I’d like to know WHO sold him the drug. I’d
like to….”

As Tara unleashed her anger in a string of
expletives, the way she drew out the word “who” distracted Kelly.
Her mind jumped immediately to the owl legend she’d heard about
earlier that day: La Lechuza. She felt a sudden chill and
pulled her shoulders in close, rubbing her arms. The Irish believe
things happen in threes. First Aunt Ellen, and then Conor. Was
something else bad about to happen?


Chapter Three

Wednesday, August 19 – 11:30 a.m.

Three weeks gone. Already.

A pall of sadness settled upon the Kennedy
household. Most of the joy in Aidan’s and Katelyn’s lives had been
extinguished by the abrupt loss of an older brother whom they had
idolized. Staring at the empty seat once filled by her first-born
son, who looked so much like her husband when he was that age,
broke Andrea’s heart. Kevin pushed aside his unyielding grief and
struggled with guilt for missing the signs that Conor had drifted.
As patriarch, he shouldered the burden of tending to the rest. He
held the family together, though tenuously. Shopping, laundry, and
cooking supper were tasks he assumed without protest. Got to
keep everyone moving, he thought. What he longed for was
simple: just to have a normal conversation with his family
again.

Days were something they did their best to
endure, not engage in whole heartedly.

Kevin and Andrea were close friends with a
couple of professors who taught at Cortland State where he worked.
At their insistence, Kevin accepted the invitation for his family
to stay at their cottage on Skaneateles Lake. The wife suggested it
would aid their healing process after the terrible shock the family
endured. There would be plenty of quiet, great views, and access to
a private beachfront. It was a tough offer to refuse, especially
since the accommodations were offered for free.

He had never stayed on Skaneateles
before—Kevin and his family regularly visited their Caviston
cousins on Keuka Lake—so he knew little about this lake. The
cottage they would be staying was on the southwestern shore,
cushioned by woods far away from the quaint village on the northern
tip. Little traffic to worry about with the kids.

“You may want to get a fishing license,
because trout are plentiful at our end of the lake,” Maury told
Kevin. “The swimming is great and there’s a bonfire pit on the
beach. There’s also a rowboat and two kayaks by the dock. You’ll
love it.”

Kevin and Andrea discussed the offer
briefly. She hadn’t spoken more than a few words at a time since
that horrible day and curled herself into the far corner of the
couch as he relayed the details. Just when it appeared that her
rejection of the gift was firm, he got her to accede. That ended
her voluntary involvement. Kevin quietly assembled items for the
trip. He bought inflatable rafts for Aidan and Katelyn to use at
the beach. Each time he went grocery shopping, he stocked up on
food to bring for the week. There were bags of snacks and soda for
the kids in the pantry. Andrea used to love to do crosswords, so he
bought her a couple of mixed puzzles magazines too.

It was an agonizing effort for Andrea to
just get out of bed, shower and change out of her night clothes by
midday. Kevin knew this because his job involved working from home
three days a week. When he’d carry his coffee past the bedroom into
the home office, the door was never open, and she wouldn’t stir for
at least a few hours.

Of course, the kids were affected. The once
ebullient Aidan grew quiet. Thanks to the friends he’d made at
basketball camp, though, he was engaged in the outside world
through social media. It helped him focus on something other than
the gaping hole in his life. Katelyn, on the other hand, behaved
oddly exuberantly at times. She assumed the duty of trying to make
everyone smile again. Cheerful by nature, she scrolled through
online videos to find funny parts and played them over and over for
her mother, who’d just sigh in response. Sometimes she’d dress the
cat in doll clothes and her mother would smile faintly. Katelyn
loved running through the backyard fields and picking wildflowers,
and every day she’d present her mother with a fistful of wilted
flowers. With each indifferent response from her mother, she slowed
down and resumed playing quietly with her dolls or reading in the
corner.

Kevin kept his emotions together most days
at home. In his moments away from the family, they seeped out. A
friend from work noticed and recommended a counselor who worked in
the pastoral care department of the hospital in Cortland. Kevin met
with Reverend Art every Tuesday afternoon. He hadn’t told Andrea
about it yet because, well, they hadn’t really had a deep
discussion since Conor’s funeral.

Whenever he drove home from work, Kevin
allowed himself to think about what had happened to his elder son.
How was it possible that an A student and award-winning athlete
could be dead from a heroin overdose just two weeks before heading
back to his sophomore year of college? In retrospect, there were a
few signs that he had strayed down the wrong path. Kevin should
have noticed that Conor had seemed weirdly drowsy when he visited
him at his summer job—he was a scooper at an ice cream stand. Conor
had kept scratching his palms. Kevin wondered at the time if he
were developing some sort of rash from using the cold metal scoop
during his shift—but later read it was a sign of heroin use. There
was also an unshaven young man that Kevin had noticed loitering by
service window. When business was slow, the kid would lean on the
window ledge to chat with Conor. Was this kid the dealer who sold
Conor the drug, his son never realizing it was laced with
fentanyl?

Why didn’t I ask Conor who he was?
Kevin thought. Why didn’t I listen to my intuition that this kid
was bad news? Why didn’t I confront Conor when Andrea noticed she
was missing some of the opioid pills prescribed after her
hysterectomy? Why did I remain silent? What if I could have saved
him?

These were the questions that Kevin asked
himself aloud on these commutes. Sometimes by the time he reached
his destination, his face was wet with tears. At least when he
spoke with himself, it felt like he was processing the pain out of
his system. Kevin never raised these questions with his wife. It
felt like she was teetering on the verge of running away from
everything and he did not want to trigger her. Kevin couldn’t let
Aidan and Katelyn witness their mother completely unraveling.
Losing their older brother was enough trauma for now.

***

Beware the wrath of a duped bridezilla. As
payback for Tara’s sneaky tactic diverting the rowdy bridesmaids to
an imaginary Three Trashed Witches winery, the former bride-to-be
launched a social media vendetta. Mrs. Claudia Rapini wrote a
scathing email to Brendan complaining about the awful wine tasting,
Tara’s “rudeness” and the “evil trick” she played on them, and how
she told everyone at her 400-guest wedding to never buy Hare Hollow
wines.

As Tara left work for the day, Brendan
called her over and mentioned the email. He suggested she sleep on
it, and they could meet tomorrow morning before the tasting room
opened to discuss an appropriate response. Once home, she scoffed
at his suggestion. How could she sleep on it? The worry over
how this spoiled brat might affect her job made sleep an impossible
dream. Tara rolled the essential oils blend Maureen had made her
onto her wrists and inhaled deeply. It calmed her, but she was
still awake. Even several rounds of solitaire on her phone didn’t
make her drowsy. Sometime after 4 a.m., she finally drifted
off.

A ping from her phone on the nightstand
wrested Tara from weird dreams about witches getting married. She
opened one eye barely enough to see the text message alert on her
phone. But first she noticed the time.

“What? It’s after eight?” Off flew
the comforter as she leapt from her bed. Tara saw her reflection in
the mirror and cringed. Brendan would be expecting her in less than
an hour. She had mere minutes to take a shower and make herself
look decent. She glanced back at the phone. The text was from
Marla.

“Have you checked out Instagram yet? Look
for the hashtag #harehollowsucks.”

Tara opened the app on her phone and
searched for it.

“Oh…hell no!” She sat on the bathroom
hamper and scrolled through the damning images Claudia Rapini and
her entire bridal party shared under the hashtag. Even one of their
competitors reposted a video of Claudia pouring the contents of a
bottle of their wine into a toilet and flushing it away. “Oops,”
the competitor wrote in her caption. “Looks like someone needs a
Marketing 101 refresher course.”

“Last time I’ll drink your crummy wine,”
Tara muttered.

Claudia had expended a good deal of effort
posting photos of her tale of woe. First was an unflattering photo
of Tara frowning with red devil horns drawn on it as she spoke
about the wine. That was followed by an image of the meek
bridesmaid pouring out her wine into the bucket on the counter.
Then there was a series of photos showing the group in the
limousine, all excited to try out Three Trashed Witches winery.
Tara had forgotten there really was a barn on Route 14 with a red
metal roof and purple door (or maybe the faint memory of it
inspired the tale she had told the obnoxious group to get rid of
them). Claudia narrated the video of them getting out of the limo
and running up to the door, only to discover that this was Martin’s
Mennonite Pie Shop. (The purple door was an homage to the fact that
they feature grape pies.) Claudia’s photo essay continued inside,
with bonnet-clad Mennonite girls giggling and looking a bit puzzled
at the raucously drunken group.

Tara set her phone back on her nightstand
and returned to take a shower. Had Brendan seen those photos yet?
she wondered, her hand reaching for the calming aromatherapy shower
gel. Does he even know what Instagram is? What would she do
if she lost this job over something so stupid? A faint wave of
nausea rolled through her empty stomach. There’d be no time for
breakfast or even coffee before her meeting. Ugh.

Tara breezed into Brendan’s office promptly
at nine.

“Hey there,” she said with a cheery smile
that belied her churning gut.

“Good morning, Tara. Have a seat. How are
you today?”

“I’m always happy to have the opportunity to
chat with my favorite boss.” She sat on the edge of the leather
chair opposite his carved oak desk.

He smiled slightly, then sat back in his
chair and folded his hands together. Tara read his expression as
one of warmth and then she relaxed a bit.

“Have you ever spoken with a woman by the
name of Concetta Albers?”

Tara looked at the ceiling, then back at
Brendan and shook her head.

“I’m not familiar with that name. Should I
be?”

“Probably not, but surely you know her
niece, Claudia Rapini.”

“Oh yes, the infamous bride-to-be.” Tara
gripped the arms of the chair. Here it comes, she
thought.

Brendan picked up the printout of Claudia’s
email, put on his reading glasses and began reading. The message
rambled on and on about the rudeness of Tara and Marla toward the
bridal party and expressed her utter embarrassment at being led to
a nonexistent winery on Seneca Lake.

“‘Our bachelorette party
was ruined by their stunt!’ she wrote in all caps,” Brendan
said, smiling slightly. He continued reading the email aloud.
“‘Ever hear of Concetta Albers? Well, she’s my aunt and she was not
happy at all about our treatment at your awful winery. Oh, and just
FYI, she works for the New York State Liquor Authority.’”

Tara’s jaw dropped.

“Is that true?”

Brendan nodded. He wasn’t smiling anymore.
Tara’s mind raced with thoughts of what Brendan might do next.

“So, was she making a viable threat?”

“Doesn’t matter if she was. I checked with
our attorney and luckily, you did nothing wrong from a legal
standpoint. And by the way, there were witnesses to their unruly
behavior. Ryan and I walked into the tasting room and saw what you
were dealing with. Most of those women were highly
intoxicated.”

Tara took deep breath. Vindication?

“Tara, I’m just curious. How are you liking
your job? Do you feel like it’s becoming too much lately?”

She noted his expression. It appeared
empathetic, but there was also some concern.

“I enjoy it very much,” she said as she
wrapped her hands around her knee and leaned forward. “I’ve met so
many interesting people and I enjoy being an ambassador for our
wines. This winery produces great vintages, and I’m proud to
introduce so many people to them.”

Her flowery praise was so effective that she
almost sold herself on it, when in truth she felt like most of her
job had become routine. Tara longed for the excitement she had felt
when challenged with a new project back in the days when she ran
her interior design firm, Articulation. Though she did enjoy
working at the winery most days because of her innate sociability
and love of making new connections, this job dampened her creative
spirit. Her salary and benefits were both amenable and she
certainly couldn’t complain about the job’s biggest perk—deeply
discounted premium wines. It was just the fact that an important
part of who she was—an artistic being—had been pushed aside for far
too long. Inventing Three Trashed Witches winery had been the most
creative thing she’d done in ages.

Brendan interrupted her rambling
thoughts.

“Listen, I think the best response is to
keep doing the great job you do here every day. Let’s not give this
nonsense too much oxygen. Our tasting room security cameras caught
enough bad behavior on Ms. Rapini’s part that if she tries to
threaten us further, we can share it with her aunt. I want you to
know that I think you’re a valuable part of our team, Tara. You did
your best in an awful circumstance…but detouring them to a
Mennonite pie stand….”

Tara cringed as she awaited his
reprimand.

“That, Tara, was an act of sheer brilliance.
Now get out there, slugger, and sell some wine.”

Her eyes fill with tears as she stood up
from the chair and thanked him for his support.

“I’m here if you ever want to discuss your
job and how things are going. Remember that, Tara.” Brendan gave
her a thumbs up as she walked out the door.

Tara finally exhaled at the end of the
hallway and walked into the tasting room. Marla handed her a tall
coffee and an English muffin
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