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	CHAPTER One

	 

	 

	MAGGIE KNEW WHY THE COUPLE was staring at her. It happened infrequently, but often enough for her to know the source of their curiosity: she was the one who’d found the kidnapped woman in a basement cage. She was the one who had exposed a monster living among the community. It had made her famous in a way she’d never wanted to be, and it made her feel like a stop on some walking tour of Lambertville, New Jersey. “Look to your left, ladies and gentlemen, it’s the woman who brought a sadist to justice. Her name is Maggie Dahl. Remember it.” She was even asked for autographs from time to time, something she found unsettling and morbid. 

	“May I help you?” Maggie asked the young woman. “We’ve got some nice spring offerings, peach preserves and our new rhubarb jam.” 

	The woman looked to be in her thirties, dressed in leggings and a large blue button-down shirt, her long blonde hair in a single braid down her back. “We’re just visiting,” she said, as if that was an answer to Maggie’s question. Everyone who came into the store was just visiting, even if they bought something.  

	The man seemed impatient, glancing at his watch and looking toward the door. If Dahl House Jams and Specialties was part of a tour, he was ready for it to end. He didn’t look like he’d be leaving a tip for the tour guide.

	“Take your time,” Maggie said, choosing not to pursue these customers. After six-plus months in business she’d learned when to apply gentle pressure and when to leave it alone. 

	“May I ask you something?” the woman said, moving closer to the front counter.

	Here it comes, Maggie thought.

	“Of course.”

	The woman hesitated a moment, then said, “Does Shanna Delaney live around here?”

	Maggie felt foolish. She’d assumed the interest she’d sensed from the woman was about her—about her notoriety, her place at the center of an infamous chapter in the city’s history—when it was really about another famous person who lived there. Shanna Delaney was an author whose book of essays about life in a Delaware River town had made her a local celebrity. Her follow up, a series of personal portraits of the people who lived these lives, was to include a chapter on Maggie as a big city transplant who’d left the excitement and glamor of New York City for a quieter existence. Shanna had approached her about it several months ago at the store but had not yet followed up, and Maggie suspected the essayist’s interest in her had as much to do with the horrific events of the previous fall as it did with Maggie’s adjustment to life in Lambertville.

	The woman pulled Delaney’s book out of her large, daisy-covered cloth purse, and held it up for Maggie to see. Essays from a River Town was a collection of a dozen pieces Delaney had written detailing the joys, and occasional sorrows, of living in a small city nestled within a stone’s throw of one of America’s great rivers. It presented a way of life many saw as slower-paced, more relaxed, and more fulfilling than life in the nearby metropolises of New York and Philadelphia. Maggie found the book slightly unrealistic, especially given her own experience with the dark side of small city life since moving here. But the book was popular and had attracted its share of inquisitive tourists looking for a world that existed mostly in Shanna Delaney’s mind.

	“I was hoping to get her autograph,” said the woman.

	Trying not to let her disappointment show, Maggie said, “Shanna likes to write at the River Brew coffee shop, but only in the mornings, from what I’ve seen. Are you in town long?”

	The woman’s face fell. The man looked at his watch again.

	“We’re leaving this afternoon,” said the woman. Then, struck by an idea, she offered the book to Maggie and asked, “Could you have her sign it and mail it to me? I can pay for postage.”

	Maggie sighed under her breath. The only thing worse than being asked for her autograph was being asked for someone else’s.

	“Certainly,” she said, taking the book. “Just let me write down your name and address.”

	“Emily,” said the woman as she waited at the counter. “Emily Markham. This is my husband, Todd.”

	Todd kept his distance, staying by the door for a quick exit.

	Maggie leaned down behind the counter and got a pen and Post-It note from a drawer.

	“Where do you live, Emily?” she asked.

	She proceeded to write down an address in Maryland as Emily gave it to her.

	Emily picked up a tin of mints by the cash register and handed Maggie a five dollar bill.

	All this for a tin of mints, Maggie thought.

	She thanked Emily, smiled, and set the book under the counter while she rang up the purchase. Emily took her change and quickly joined her husband.

	“Thank you so much,” she said, as they left the store and disappeared up Union Street.

	Another day, another dollar, Maggie thought. No, really. A dollar.

	She could not complain. She knew each penny counted for a small business like hers. The dream she’d shared with her husband David, and that she’d pursued after his sudden death, depended on every sale to keep it going. She was doing well. She was content. Her businesses—both the store and the factory that produced what it sold—were on solid ground. She valued each tin of mints purchased by a customer, each shipment of jam sent out. She may be irritated from time to time, but she was never ungrateful. 

	She would keep the book with her, and the next time she saw Shanna Delaney she would honor her promise to the young woman from Maryland. 

	 

	 

	
 

	 

	CHAPTER Two

	 

	 

	MAGGIE HAD BEEN A WIDOW for just over a year. David Dahl had died in his sleep from viral myocarditis, an inflammation of the heart muscle. He’d mistaken its symptoms for heartburn and a shortness of breath he had dismissed as nothing serious. He’d thought there was no reason to see a doctor, insisting he would feel better in the morning, but what he’d been in the morning was dead. Maggie went to sleep next to the man she’d shared her life with for twenty-four years, and woken up alone. Completely, permanently alone, in the way only those who outlive their soulmates know. There were still people in her life, of course, all those who had not died in their sleep: her son, Wynn, and his husband Leo. Her friends in Manhattan, and her many friends in Lambertville. Her staff at Dahl House Jams and the store that shared its name. Her sister Gerri, who’d been living with her since the previous fall, and, not to be minimized, Checks the cat, perhaps the most stoic and loyal of them all. But the part of her that froze in time when she turned to David to wake him up and found him dead had not thawed in the least. It was a room in her soul even she did not have a key to, and she had made her peace with that. She knew she would grieve for him the rest of her life, a grief that had settled into a familiar, almost comfortable, ache. It was part of her, as David had been part of her. She did not regret it or want it gone. She knew time would fade everything else: the memory of his face, the sound of his voice, the feel of his touch. She did not want the sense of loss to fade with all the rest, just to lessen to the point she could still enjoy life—and what a life it was.

	Maggie and David had moved to Lambertville from New York City to build a dream. Not so much to pursue one, since neither believed they were chasing anything. To chase something is to always be behind it, trying to capture it. This had been a new adventure, one they would take one action-point at a time. Buy the house in Lambertville, sell the apartment in New York City, find a good location for their jam and jelly business, and, finally, open a store to offer those jams and jellies to a buying public. David had not lived to see its completion. He’d been around for the opening of the factory, and the people who worked there had all known him. But he’d not been there to see the opening of the store, the marriage of his son, the glowing reviews of Dahl House Jams and Specialties as a new and welcomed member of the local business community, or the media circus that had surrounded Maggie exposing a killer. She was glad for that last part. David would have been appalled at the attention it brought. He might even have stopped Maggie from getting involved at all. In some ways—she cringed thinking it—he had died just in time. 

	No, Maggie, she told herself as she made breakfast with the sound of Gerri getting ready upstairs. There was no “just in time.” There was no good time to die, or to be left behind. 

	Her sister Gerri had been trying for the past two months to get Maggie to date. Not date again, since the last date Maggie had gone on was with the man she’d married. But to test the waters, to have dinner with a gentleman, to let those rooms inside her, all those rooms except the one with no key, to air out, to breathe. She had shrugged off Gerri’s suggestion at first, then pushed back firmly, and finally told Gerri to stay out of it, it was none of her business how long Maggie wanted to remain closed off. It wasn’t until the past few weeks, when she’d allowed herself to find men attractive again, that the possibility of an evening out with one of them had not racked her with guilt. She felt that part of her coming alive—the part that badly missed a light conversation with a man, laughter across a restaurant table, a touch on the arm—and it scared her. It also reminded her that David himself would want this. She was still young, several years from fifty. He would not want her veiling herself off for the rest of her life. 

	Standing at the kitchen counter buttering toast, she glanced at her wedding ring. She knew it would need to come off eventually. She knew, too, what she would do with it. She’d picked out a sturdy gold necklace specifically for this purpose, one that would not break if she caught it on a sweater or be easily lost. If any man was uncomfortable with her wearing the ring around her neck, he was not a man Maggie wanted to know. When she dated again, it would have to be with someone as comfortable in his own skin as David had been, as understanding and supportive. She knew she was tough. She’d kept their business alive and expanded it. She had people working for her who were nearly as devoted to her as David had been. She did not tolerate fools, and had nothing to offer the emotionally needy. Any man who had dinner with her, let alone what might follow, would have to be exceptional. She had not yet met that man, but for the first time since David’s death she was entertaining the idea of it.

	“What are you thinking?”

	Maggie quickly moved her right hand back to the toast. She’d been twisting her wedding ring, unaware of what she was doing until Gerri came into the room behind her.

	“I was just thinking about the business,” Maggie replied, putting the bread on paper plates. 

	She and Gerri often had simple buttered toast to start their morning, chatting about the day ahead or the evening before. Gerri had gone to dinner with her boyfriend—a term Maggie felt silly using for people their age—for the second time that week. Tom Brightmore owned the Brightside Diner, a local restaurant that had been in business for two decades and that Tom had taken over from his father. He and Gerri had been dating for six months, having met shortly before the previous Halloween. So much had happened since then: the store opening, the murder investigation, her son’s marriage, and Gerri finding love again after three failed marriages and a move to Lambertville. Tom was also ten years younger than her sister, something Maggie did not bring up anymore. The couple seemed truly committed, and Maggie knew it was only a matter of time before Tom either proposed to Gerri or simply asked her to move in with him. 

	“You’re always thinking about the business,” Gerri said, sitting at the table.

	Gerri was three years older than Maggie and about to celebrate her fiftieth birthday in the fall. The sisters had led drastically different lives but had always been close. Shortly after David’s death, Gerri insisted on leaving Philadelphia and moving in with Maggie. She’d helped Maggie solve a murder, and now worked part-time at the store. Maggie was short, Gerri was tall. Maggie had only had one love in her life, Gerri had tried several, with disastrous results. Her last divorce had been quick but brutal, and Gerri had sworn off men forever, until she had lunch one day at the Brightside Diner and Tom offered her a seductive smile with a refill on her coffee. Waiting tables at his own restaurant had not been beneath him, and she’d returned the gesture by offering him a discount on any item at the store, provided she was working that day. He’d shown up the next morning.

	“I keep pinching myself,” Maggie said, joining Gerri at the table, setting the paper plates down. “We’re past the six-month mark with the business and we’re in the black.”

	Maggie was self-confident but had to admit she’d expected a harder go of it. She had Janice Cleary, her invaluable right-hand. She had the workers at the factory, minus Peter Stapley, who’d left town with his daughter after she’d been freed from an upstanding citizen’s basement. She had David in spirit, and while she was not a superstitious woman, she believed he watched over her. Success without him had been a surprise to her. Failure was an option, but she had not failed. Dahl House Jams had been so successful she’d recently had an offer from a much larger operation to buy it, something she would never allow. If and when the company no longer existed, it would vanish as completely as David had, and she would let it.

	“What’s that?” Gerri asked, nodding at the book on the table.

	“Oh, that’s Shanna Delaney’s essay collection,” Maggie said. “I promised this young woman I’d have it signed and mailed to her.”

	“Can’t she do that herself?”

	There was a tone of unpleasantness in Gerri’s question. She did not care much for the book’s author. Shanna Delaney was a fixture in town and had an expansive sense of her own importance. Gerri had tried to converse with Delaney a few times, once on the street and twice at the River Brew when Gerri had stopped in for coffee while Delaney was writing at her usual window table. In Gerri’s opinion, Shanna Delaney had little use for anyone who wasn’t there to flatter her. If you didn’t want an autograph, why were you speaking to her at all?

	“She was visiting from Maryland with her husband,” Maggie explained. “They left town yesterday, and she asked me if I’d get the book signed and sent to her.”

	“And you said yes, of course.”

	“Of course.”

	“You’re too nice,” Gerri said.

	“I’m a business woman. ‘Nice’ is part of the job description.”

	“Well, I hope she bought something.”

	“It wouldn’t matter if she didn’t.”

	The conversation stopped for a moment. Weighing her words, Maggie asked, “Have you and Tom considered ...”

	“Considered what?”

	“You know, living together.”

	Gerri sighed. “I know you want to get rid of me.”

	“That is not true!” Maggie protested. “I’ve gotten used to you.”

	“Like you’ve gotten used to Checks.”

	The difference, Maggie thought, is that Checks is a cat she expected to care for the rest of his life, while Gerri could pack her belongings and move. She did not say this.

	“Where is he, by the way?” Gerri asked between bites of toast.

	“In a window somewhere. Or on a pillow. Those are his first two choices.”

	Whatever the circumstances of Checks’s life before Maggie took him in, he would spend the rest of it in a state of comfort and feline bliss.

	“Tom has not asked me to move in with him,” Gerri said. “I’m not ready for that, anyway. My track record’s not good, and the only thing that could jinx it more than being asked to live with him would be a marriage proposal. No, no, no.”

	“Yet,” said Maggie.

	Gerri smiled despite herself. “Yet,” she said.

	Maggie finished her toast, washing it down with the last of her coffee. She got up from the table and tossed her paper plate into the trash can by the stove.

	“I’m heading out now,” Maggie said, walking over and picking up the book. “I’ll stop by the River Brew on the way to the factory. Shanna should be there.”

	“That’s right,” Gerri said. “She speaks to you. Aren’t you in her new book? ‘Big city refugee discovers the benefits of the small town life,’ or something like that.”

	“She hasn’t reached out again, maybe she’ll leave me on the cutting room floor.”

	“That sounds appropriate, she can be very cutting. Give her my love, will you?”

	Maggie took her car keys from a wall holder. “You never know, Gerri, there might be a chapter on you. She has to include the darker side for authenticity.”

	“Very funny,” Gerri said, unamused.

	“I hear a lot of people in Lambertville are in it. The town’s buzzing.”

	“Really? Is this a tell-all she’s writing?”

	“It’s a follow up to the first book,” Maggie said. “More essays, but this time it’s not just her idealized version of life along the Delaware River. It’s about the people who live here.”

	“Oh, that’s juicy. Does she name names?”

	“I have no idea,” Maggie replied. “I assume she plans to use mine, if she was serious about it.”

	“And how do you know these things if she’s not communicating with you?”

	“It’s all on the grapevine, things I’ve heard.”

	“Because she can’t stop talking about it, I’m sure,” Gerri said. “She’s one of those writers.”

	“As compared to all the other writers you know.”

	“Please go. And tell her you’re naming a jam after her. She might say something nice about you in the book.”

	Maggie waved at Gerri and left the house. The sun was out. It was a perfect day, unseasonably warm for April. 

	She glanced at the house next door, where Alice Drapier had lived before meeting a savage death. She suspected that had something to do with the house still being for sale. It might not be haunted, but it would always be a crime scene.

	 

	
 

	 

	CHAPTER Three

	 

	 

	THE RIVER BREW COFFEE SHOP was located on Bridge Street and named for the Delaware River two blocks from its doorstep. Lambertville’s main thoroughfare ran directly up to the bridge leading across into Pennsylvania. A painted line halfway across marked the border. You could straddle it, as selfie-taking tourists regularly did, with one leg in each state while the mighty Delaware flowed below.

	Many of Lambertville’s main businesses were on Bridge Street: Booketeria, the town’s popular local bookstore; a jewelry shop; the Brightside Diner, and the River Brew among them. Shanna Delaney could be seen through the coffee shop’s window most mornings sitting at her usual table with a view, writing on her laptop with a refillable cup of coffee next to her. She was an unmistakable presence who had made herself more so since the publication of her first book. Her essays depicted growing up in Lambertville, maintaining community values, the healing power of the river itself, and the city’s rebirth as an artistic haven. Her keen eye for detail and her witty examination of human nature had been rewarded with good reviews and a celebrity status she milked for all it was worth. It was lost on no one that she chose a window seat as much to be seen as to see, as much to be noticed as to take note of the passersby. A measure of stardom had come later in life for her, and she intended to shine as long as she could.

	Shanna was tall and thin, with long brown hair cascading over her shoulders. She wore flowing skirts to match her flowing hair, and rings on six of her fingers and one thumb. Her follow up book of essays was widely assumed to be about the citizens of Lambertville, with more than a few gossipy tidbits revealed. She was rumored to have turned her focus from the bucolic to the barbed, with commentary on the townspeople themselves more than the idealized lives they lived. Maggie had no idea how this information got out, but she guessed it had been leaked by Shanna herself to create interest in, and perhaps a little mystery to, her eagerly anticipated sequel. 

	Maggie knew the author only casually, and through a single conversation they’d had about including Maggie’s story in the book. She’d seen Shanna many times writing at her table at the River Brew when she stopped to get coffee and pastries for her staff. There was a coffee pot at the factory, but Maggie liked to give her employees something extra once or twice a week. She always said hello to Delaney, but the author seemed permanently distracted and never interested in a real conversation. 

	Maggie found a spot and parked a half block away. She paid the parking fee and headed to the coffee shop, expecting to see Delaney sitting by the window, but today the table was empty. She had the book the customer had asked her to get signed, and she was disappointed to think of making another trip. She entered the shop and immediately saw Stefan, a young man who worked there and was the owner’s nephew. He’d always struck Maggie as malnourished, with the lankiness of a late-stage teen who hadn’t yet filled out with manhood. 

	“Morning, Mrs. Dahl,” Stefan said, as he loaded more muffins into a display case. “What’ll it be today?”

	“Actually, I was looking for Shanna,” Maggie replied, glancing around at the empty space. Other than some debris on a table, the only sign of life was Stefan taking muffins out of a box with a gloved hand.

	“She hasn’t been in for a few days,” he said. 

	Maggie thought that was odd. Delaney was always there, six days a week—the coffee shop was closed on Mondays—writing and letting herself be seen.

	“Maybe she’s out of town,” Maggie said, more to herself than to Stefan.

	“Her car’s in her driveway,” Stefan said. 

	“You know where she lives?”

	“Everybody knows where she lives.”

	Well, I don’t, Maggie thought. But of course everyone else would. She probably has a plaque on her door, ‘The home of author Shanna Delaney,’ or something like that.

	“Is it nearby?” Maggie asked. She’d suddenly thought to stop by Delaney’s house, saving herself another trip to the coffee shop.

	“One block over, on Ferry Street,” said Stefan. “It’s the small red house between Klines Court and Union.”

	Maggie knew which house he was talking about. She’d always noticed it but had no idea Shanna Delaney lived there.

	“And you say her car’s in the driveway?”

	“It’s a red MINI Cooper.”

	“To match the house.”

	“Pardon?”

	“Nothing,” Maggie said. “Thanks for the information, Stefan.”

	“Any time, Mrs. Dahl.”

	Maggie watched him a moment. She wondered if she would always be Mrs. Dahl. Would her name, like the wedding ring she would soon wear around her neck instead of on her finger, be permanently part of her? She certainly wouldn’t change the name of her business.

	“Are you okay?”

	Maggie snapped out it. “I’m fine,” she said. “Thank you again.”

	She exited the coffee shop, turning left toward Klines Court and away from her car. She looked at her watch: just after 9:00 a.m. She had plenty of time to stop by Shanna’s house. She could get the book signed, make a run to the post office to mail it overnight, and be at the factory before their morning break. She might even stop back at the River Brew and take them some treats.

	 

	 

	
 

	 

	CHAPTER Four

	 

	 

	IT WAS DURING THEIR SECOND visit to Lambertville when Maggie and David decided this was where they wanted to live. They had been in New York City their entire adult lives—David a transplant from Detroit, Maggie a Brooklyn native—and they were ready to try something completely different. David had been a financial manager, shuffling rich people’s fortunes from one investment to another, while Maggie had worked in the non-profit world of museums. A chance encounter at an art gallery changed their lives forever, and set them on a path that would lead them many years later to this small city. Maggie didn’t take as many walks now that David was gone. She didn’t have the time, with two businesses to run, and she wondered again if she should slow down with her life. She wasn’t given to self-doubt. She knew she could make the dream they’d shared a reality because she’d done it, but she had also used it to stay ahead of the grief that was always just one step behind her.

	Maggie had been on Ferry Street many times on her regular walks. She was familiar with the red house halfway up the block. It was old, but not one of the historic homes that dotted the local streets. Those all seemed to have plaques on them proudly stating their age and provenance. Shanna Delaney’s house was more colorful than most. There were spring flowers lining the walkway, and more beneath the front windows. Her red MINI Cooper was parked in the driveway.

	Maggie stopped on the sidewalk and looked up at the house. She noticed something unusual: the living room lights were on. Even in daylight she could see the room was illuminated, as if Delaney had a preference for indoor lighting or had simply forgotten to turn them off.

	Maggie walked up to the door and rang the bell. She heard a ding-dong echo inside. She expected Shanna to appear any moment, and she hoped to get the errand over with quickly. All she needed was a signature on a book, along with a short sentence she was sure the author had written a hundred times, to a hundred fans.

	No one answered. Maggie rang the bell again. She sighed, wondering if she should leave a note asking Delaney to contact her.

	“Are you looking for Shanna?” a voice called.

	Surprised, Maggie looked to her right and saw a neighbor standing on the porch next door. A recently washed light blue Camry sat in the neighbor’s driveway, almost touching the closed garage.

	Maggie had seen the woman around town but did not know her name. She was watering one of several large plants she had in giant urns.

	“Yes, I am,” Maggie said.

	Not wanting to shout between houses, Maggie hurried across the lawn. She stopped short a moment when a large Golden Labrador shoved the front curtain aside and barked several times through the window. It was evident the dog couldn’t get to her, but its sudden appearance startled Maggie and she froze.

	From inside, a man’s voice said, “Stop that, Lola.” Seconds later the man stepped to the window and looked out, shooing the dog away. He was tall, with hair that was either buzzed to the nub or shaved, she couldn’t tell through the reflecting glass. He was wearing a button-down sweater opened to reveal a dark T-shirt over black slacks or jeans. He waved briefly at them, then turned and walked away from the window. The dog did not bark again. 

	“That’s Geoff, my husband,” the woman said. She’d set her watering can down and had pivoted back to Maggie after returning her husband’s wave. “And the dog is Lola. She’s harmless, but a good watch dog, as you could tell by the bark. Now where were we?”

	“I’m Maggie Dahl,” replied Maggie. “I was just hoping to speak with Shanna for a minute.”

	The woman stood over her, taller on the porch while Maggie remained on the steps. She wore jeans and a red hooded sweatshirt. Her hair was short and completely gray. She took off one of her gardening gloves and shook Maggie’s hand in greeting. 

	“I’m June Gleeson, pleased to meet you. Shanna’s not home, as far as I know.”

	Maggie thought about this. The car was in the driveway, the living room lights were on.

	“Maybe she went for a walk,” Maggie mused.

	“Actually,” the woman said, “I saw her leave Saturday morning.”

	Maggie looked at her curiously. It was now Tuesday, three days later. “Without her car?”

	“In someone else’s car.” Then, as if the name had just registered with her, she said, “You’re the Maggie Dahl who owns the jam shop. I’ve been there.”

	“That’s me,” Maggie said. Not wanting to get sidetracked into a discussion of who she was or her business interests, she asked, “Do you know the person she left with?”

	“No,” June replied. “I’ve never seen the car before. And I couldn’t see the driver. It was a gray Prius, one of those hybrids. I knew that because Geoff and I almost bought one. We’re partial to Toyotas, as you can tell.”

	Maggie glanced at the Camry, then turned her attention back to Gleeson.

	“Did she have a suitcase?” she asked. She thought perhaps Delaney had gone out of town and left the lights on so people would think she was home.

	“No. Just her purse and a large envelope. Not letter size, bigger than that, like it had a bunch of papers in it.”

	Or a manuscript, Maggie thought, given Shanna Delaney’s profession.

	“It looked like she was in a hurry. I saw her get into the car and they drove away—whoever they were.”

	“Was it a man or a woman?”

	“I couldn’t tell from here.”

	“And Shanna
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