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			Prologue: The Discovery

			A skeletal hand and wrist appeared above the wet embankment, poking out of emerging green and what was left of the brown leaves. Its fingers reached toward her. Threatening? Pleading? Warning?

			Jenna Rossi gasped and fell backward against a tall oak tree. On trembling legs, she slid to its base and landed hard among roots and leaves. Unaware of the damp earth soaking her jeans and unable to think, she stared wide-eyed and perspiring in the cool spring morning. 

			Unmarked, time passed. Only two questions formed: Who are you, and who put you here? Since eight generations of the MacKenna family had owned this estate, Jenna glanced heavenward and asked, “Kathleen! Did you know about this?”

			Jenna’s memory of her friend screamed back at her, NO!

			Jenna stared toward the Victorian house hidden by the forest. Then she studied the woods around her and wondered, With over nine hundred acres to choose from, why bury you this close to the stream bank? She stared at the ragged rim of earth that slid down to the wide, fast stream. Her organized mind snapped back to clarity, and she understood. “You,” she said aloud, “were not buried this close to the stream back then.” 

			She stood and stared toward the estate road, hidden by distance and trees. “Maybe your grave digger couldn’t carry you farther.” Yes, she thought, the only roads deeper into the estate go past the house, and they’re little more than dirt trails. “Almost impossible at night,” she said aloud, and repeated, “At night.” 

			The police. I need to call the police. Sergeant Harley’s a good guy. Her inner voice cried, No. I might be calling the police on Kathleen, or Ronan, or Liam, or Finn. The fact that they were all dead made it worse. They were not there to defend themselves. No police, she thought, not yet.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1: Opened Endings

			Kathleen, the last of the MacKenna clan, had died three weeks earlier, and Jenna always remembered that day as though she were reliving it. 

			Kathleen’s twenty-year-old maid, Aida, had called Jenna, crying. “Please come, Miss Jenna. Miss Kathleen’s fightin’ with the doctor, again, and I’m scared for her!” 

			Jenna had thrown a light wrap over her nightgown and sped to the old Victorian house. She used her key and ran up the familiar steps to the second floor. 

			Aida sat in the back corner of the shadowy room. Her black uniform made her all but invisible. Only the fireplace glow reflected in the girl’s golden eyes gave her position away.

			A fire, seventy-eight degrees on the thermostat, and heavy drapes stifled the room. The young doctor perspired while Kathleen lay shrouded in blankets and shivering.

			In a soft voice, Jenna said, “Excuse me.” 

			The doctor flinched. 

			“I’m Jenna Rossi, a friend of Miss Kathleen’s.” 

			The doctor assessed her small frame and pixie haircut and said, “Good. Then you can convince Mrs. MacKenna that the best place for her is in hospice.”

			Jenna frowned and asked, “And what will they do for her there?”

			The doctor assured the two women, “They’ll help her.”

			Eyes narrowed, tone sharp, Jenna asked, “And they’ll restore her health?”

			The young doctor’s face flushed. In a tight voice, he said, “Mrs. MacKenna is seventy-nine years old and ill. Restoring her health is impossible, but they can manage her pain.”

			Jenna softened her voice and asked her friend, “Are you in a lot of pain, Kathleen? Do you want the hospital?”

			The old woman wrinkled her nose and gasped the phrases, “Strange bed. Cold room. Nurses waking me every time I fall asleep. A damned monitor ticking off my last minutes. By the saints, no!” 

			“Ms. Rossi,” the doctor snapped, “my patient does not have time for this.”

			Jenna moved past the doctor to Kathleen’s side. She stroked the white hair that was once thick and fiery red. She stared into the watery eyes that were once emerald green. Swallowing hard, she asked, “Kathleen? Do you want to risk dying sooner if you stay here?”

			From the corner, Aida gasped.

			The doctor interrupted, but Jenna cut him off with, “Kathleen. It’s your life: your choice.”

			Through cracked lips, the old woman sputtered, “He’s not my doctor, Jenna. I don’t know him, and I’ll only be leavin’ my home for my grave.” 

			Jenna faced the doctor. “Aida and I are witnesses to Miss Kathleen’s intention to stay,” she said. “If you’ve called an ambulance, cancel it.”

			The doctor opened his mouth but closed it fast.

			Before he recovered, Jenna asked, “You’re the son of her regular physician, aren’t you?” Not waiting for an answer, she added, “So, I suggest you call your father for his opinion. I’m sure Miss Kathleen won’t mind if you used the phone on the landing.”

			The doctor left, and Jenna went back to Kathleen. She touched her cheek and assured her, “I’m doing what I can to help you end this where you want.” She saw relief in her old friend’s eyes. 

			The doctor returned and handed a bottle of pills to Jenna. “For pain,” he said, and left. This time they heard his footfalls on the stairs and the heavy front door open and close.

			Jenna turned to Kathleen and asked, “Do you want anything for pain?” 

			“No! It’ll only fluther away the last of me.”

			Laughing, Jenna asked, “Okay. You want company or rest?” 

			With effort, Kathleen breathed out, “Ah, visitin’ would be grand, don’t-cha know?”

			Jenna turned to Aida and asked. “ Do you mind bringing sweet tea—and one for yourself if you’d like to stay with us.”

			“Yes, ma’am,” the young woman answered, leaving for the kitchen.

			Jenna hoped the shy young woman would join them. 

			Faster than expected, Aida returned with a tray. On it was a pitcher of water they had not requested and three chilled glasses of sweet tea. The girl settled into the chair farthest from the fire. 

			The late hour and the shadowy room kindled Jenna’s memories. She began telling Kathleen just what their friendship meant to her.

			Jenna’s voice sent them all back in time to the years when Kathleen’s sons—Jenna’s friends—were still alive, and the old house vibrated with the laughter of teenagers. In the glow of the bedside lamp, Jenna drew vibrant word pictures of Christmas parties, fireside chats, late-night snacks in Kathleen’s kitchen, and formal meals in her dining room. In specific places in each story, she tried to imitate the heavy brogue of a younger, more vital Kathleen. She was terrible at it, but her efforts made Kathleen laugh: short and wheezy, and wonderful to hear. 

			Kathleen’s cloudy eyes cleared, and her ragged breathing evened out. She smiled and said, “I better not linger too long, darlings. I need to be at heaven’s gate an hour before the devil knows I’m dead!” 

			Laughing, Jenna shared memories for another half-hour. After the last sip of her sweet tea, she said, “Rest now, Kathleen. I’ll visit again in the morning.” Jenna leaned over to kiss her friend and saw that Kathleen’s eyes had closed. Her old friend had stopped breathing. 

			Aida came out of her chair with her hand in front of her mouth. She stared at Kathleen with large eyes. Trembling, she asked, “Is she gone?” 

			Police and people from the coroner’s office controlled the rest of the night. Jenna and Aida did their best to answer an exhausting string of questions.

			The next thing Jenna did was go with Aida to the young woman’s bedroom and tuck her in as though she were a child. Then she pulled the heavy draperies against the morning sun. The last thing she did was curl up on the loveseat near the bed, not wanting to leave Aida alone. Everything that came after that night happened fast. 

			On the day of the funeral, few people came. Kathleen’s dignified and sad lawyer stood with her teary-eyed doctor and his distracted son. Several black-veiled locals came to celebrate the passing of someone they openly envied. 

			I wish they didn’t have the satisfaction, Jenna thought, of another MacKenna tragedy to gossip about. She closed her eyes, chastising herself for her judgements.

			Later that day, Kathleen’s lawyer read the will to only Jenna and Aida. He also gave Jenna a letter. Because it was in Kathleen’s shaky hand, it must have been written at least five years before, when Kathleen could still write. It said:

			My Dearest Jenna,

			I have only three requests.

			First, find a way to keep the house in your family. Leave it to the son who loves it most. Second, please breathe your life into the old place. My sweet husband, my boys, me—none of us ever resisted an estate sale. They were our sport and our obsessions. But you, my dear, have that demon need to be neat. Sell whatever you want to pay for the preservation of the rest. Third, and most important to me, if you or your boys must sell land, please keep a one-hundred-acre square of woods around the house. I can’t bear the thought of the world crowding it in.

			Love, Kathleen

			P.S.: When you are ready, call the auctioneer, Sam Lester. I’ve bought enough from him to trust him.

			The lawyer went on to explain that Kathleen had established a trust to pay taxes on the estate. She also left a few thousand dollars to Aida, along with the 1958 Cadillac the young woman had used to chauffer Kathleen around town. 

			Alarmed, Jenna realized that Kathleen did not have the assets to give Aida enough. The young, uneducated, out of work, now homeless woman needed more than a few thousand dollars to restart her life. 

			When Jenna had a moment alone with her, she asked, “When I move into the Victorian, do you want to take over the lease on my apartment? You can have most of the furniture, and I’ll keep paying the rent for two months to give you time to find work.”

			Aida had stared at Jenna and asked, “Really?”

			“Yes. I’ll try to work it out with the landlord.”

			Speechless, the young woman nodded her assent.

			After the funeral, Jenna had spent the next week swapping homes with Aida. The single mother of three teenagers paid the next two months’ rent on Aida’s apartment and helped her young friend search want ads for jobs that only needed a high school education. 

			A week later, Aida and Jenna sat at the round table in the younger woman’s small kitchen. Aida folded her newspaper, and Jenna closed her laptop. Undaunted, Aida ignored their failed search and said, “Wow. This is the first place I’ve ever had that’s mine, ever! How can I thank you?”

			“It’s not a fair trade.”

			“Miss Kathleen gave me a safe place to live and helped me with my elementary and high school homework, but that didn’t make the Victorian mine or make her my mother. You’re as much one of her children as her own sons—God rest their souls—so the will’s better than fair; it’s right.”

			Jenna squinted at the younger woman and asked, “Had you two talked about it?”

			Aida smiled and cooed, “Now, Miss Jenna, you aren’t really asking me to break a confidence, are you?”

			“No. I guess I’m not.” 

			The young woman, who made a T-shirt and jeans look like a fashion statement, said, “I really have a place that’s mine!” 

			“Yours and the landlord’s. I’ve talked to my sons, and they agree. Sell things, move things, change stuff, paint…do whatever you want within the rules of the lease.”

			“Thank your boys for me.”

			Mention of her boys reminded Jenna of Kathleen’s Liam and Finn. Jenna had been only a little younger than them when they died. She and Kathleen had held each other when they cried and shared a long and agonizing period of grief. Yet Jenna never understood the depth of Kathleen’s grief until she had sons of her own to lose.
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