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	DAY 1

	 

	“There are two means of refuge from the miseries of life—music and cats.”

	 

	– Albert Schweitzer

	 

	 

	 

	
 

	 

	CHAPTER One

	 

	 

	OCTOBER WAS MAGGIE’S FAVORITE MONTH. The hot, humid air of summer was finally chased away by autumn’s chill winds; leaves began to blaze in death, turning red, orange, yellow and brown, as they fell one by one to the ground. For many people, fall was the end of something—the end of their vacations, the end of their visits to family and friends, the end of the slow pace so common in jobs as people took time off and everything came to a halt in the summer bake. But for Maggie, fall, and especially October, was a beginning, bringing with its cooler temperatures a sense of renewal and ambition. She always wanted to do things in the fall. To accomplish goals she’d been distracted from as she suffered through the summer months. To open the windows and sleep in nature’s cool breath. To start over. But now, this year, that starting over came with the cost of immeasurable grief. For this time, at the age of forty-six, living in a large house whose renovation was only half complete, in a town as different from New York City as it could be, she was starting over alone.

	Maggie’s husband, David Dahl, left her life as unexpectedly and abruptly as he had entered it twenty-four years earlier. They’d met at an art gallery in Manhattan’s SoHo neighborhood, at a time before artists and their representatives had moved north and west to the Meatpacking District. Maggie was in the earliest stage of her nonprofit career, working as an administrative assistant at Brooklyn’s Hyde Museum of Modern Photography. She’d spent the summer there with an intern named Kate Lennox, an aspiring photographer who would later open her own gallery. The women were still friends, and Maggie had spoken to her several times since David’s death, reminiscing on their time together double dating for dinner and a Broadway show or just visiting each other’s apartments. 

	It was at the Schermerhorn Gallery on Mercer Street, a rainy Tuesday in May, when Maggie stood next to a man not much taller than her, gazing at a photograph by a young Japanese-American college student who’d made a splash in the photography world. 

	Maggie did not remember the student’s name. She did not remember much of anything from that night, except going there with Kate and then looking at the photograph, scanning its details left to right, slowly, until she turned and saw him staring at her. The sensation she felt next had been new to her,  something electric and almost frightening. Later, when she thought back on it, she could compare it only to something like looking up from the kitchen sink and seeing a face in the window—it had been that startling. But this was not the face of an intruder or a peeping Tom. This was the most handsome, warm, curious, wanting face she had ever seen on a man, and he was staring at her! 

	When he realized she’d seen him, he blushed. She remembered that, too, all these years later, and every day since his death. How shy he’d seemed after brazenly eyeing her just a moment before. He’d stepped back slightly, no doubt worried he would alarm her and lose any chance of  saying hello. 

	“I was just looking at this ...” he managed, indicating the framed photograph with a nod of his head, “amazing photograph, it reminds me so much of ...”

	“Me,” she’d said, looking back at him.

	“Pardon me?”

	“Me,” she’d repeated. “You weren’t looking at the photograph. You were looking at me.”

	He’d taken a moment to compose himself, then confessed. “Yes,” he’d said, like a boy caught with a cookie in his hand and chocolate on his face. “Yes, I was looking at you. You’re even more remarkable than the photograph.”

	She’d chuckled at that. It was either the clumsiest pick up line she’d heard, or the greatest compliment she would ever be given in her life. And now, with David gone, she knew, as she had known since that rainy night in SoHo, it was the latter: no one would ever make her feel that way again. 

	She could live with that. She had to. She had a house to finish renovating. A business she’d started with David when they’d moved to Lambertville, New Jersey. A son back in New York City who needed his remaining parent, and a sister coming from Philadelphia to live with her under the pretense of helping her move forward.  Maggie knew Gerri had other reasons for leaving Philly, three failed marriages and a recent bankruptcy among them. She couldn’t worry about that now. She had to finish getting Gerri’s room ready for the move-in that afternoon, as well as go to the small warehouse that served as the production facility for Dahl House Jams and make sure her biggest order to date got out on time. While grief was inescapable, it had to wait its turn on a day like this.

	She finished dressing in jeans, a navy blouse and a beige sweater she didn’t mind getting dirty, then headed downstairs. She’d thought she heard noises several minutes earlier but dismissed them as the old house settling, something old houses never stopped doing. She was halfway down the stairs when she realized with a start and a gasp that she’d been wrong. It was not the floorboards groaning on their own at all.

	“What are you doing in my house?” Maggie said, a half-dozen steps from the main floor. 

	She could see her entryway clearly, and to her left the large living room it fed into. There in the living room, looking into a fireplace that had not been used in years, was her next door neighbor, Alice Drapier. Maggie had learned early on that some of the locals called the woman standing in her house “Crazy Alice,” but she did not like the sound of it or the implications. Having spent her entire life in New York City before moving to Jersey, Maggie had encountered more than a few truly crazy people. Alice was not in that category. Maggie judged Alice to be eccentric, which is not the same as being crazy. Alice wandered. Alice sometimes said inappropriate (but never offensive) things to people whose presence she was in. And Alice had the unfortunate habit of intruding where she was not wanted or, in this case, even allowed.

	“I’ve lost Checks,” Alice said, bending back up from the fireplace. She’d been staring into the flue as if Checks, who Maggie assumed was one of her seven cats, would come crawling out of the chimney, its tail between its legs in embarrassment, waiting to be forgiven with a treat.

	“I’m guessing Checks is a cat,” Maggie said. “But that doesn’t explain why you’re in my house, Alice.”

	“The door was unlocked,” Alice said, as if that justified entering someone else’s home. 

	Alice was somewhere between fifty and sixty. She was short, standing just over five feet tall. She was always in a dress that looked as if it could double for a housecoat, the kind of thing some people called a muumuu, cinched in at the waist with a belt. Her hair was solid gray and her eyes brown, framed by a pair of glasses she kept from losing by hanging them on thin black cord around her neck.

	Maggie knew Alice cordially, as many neighbors know one another. She and David had even invited Alice over for dinner once. It was not an experience they’d wanted to repeat. There was nothing bad about it, just that Alice tended to talk nonstop, mostly about her husband Fred who’d been dead for three years, leaving her a house she’d promptly surrendered to cats.

	Maggie took a deep breath and continued down the stairs. It was her own fault. She’d left the door unlocked. It was a habit she’d had since they’d moved to Lambertville nine months earlier. There was just something about being able to live in a house with an unlocked door that appealed to her after all those years in Manhattan. If you left your door unlocked there, truly bad things could happen to you. David had told her Lambertville was not some village where everyone knew each other and nothing bad ever happened. It was a fairly large small town, quite cosmopolitan in its way, and it was not safe to leave the door to your house open.

	“It’s not open,” she’d said the first time he discovered it. “It’s just unlocked. Nobody would even know that unless they tried the door handle.”

	“And by then it’s too late,” he’d said. “No, Maggie, we lock the doors here. Please.”

	She’d said yes and had kept her promise most of the time, but he was gone now and she just felt like leaving the door unlocked. Now she wished she hadn’t.

	“Listen, Alice,” Maggie said as kindly as possible, stepping down onto the floor and walking up to the woman. “I know how distressed you get when you’ve lost a cat.”

	“Misplaced,” Alice corrected her. “I sometimes misplace them.”

	It was an odd choice of words. Maggie wanted to tell her that cats most likely misplaced themselves, being independent creatures whose only use for humans was a food bowl.

	 “Misplaced, then,” said Maggie. “I just don’t think it’s appropriate for you to come into my house, anybody’s house, and look around like that. Seriously, Alice, you could get shot.”

	“Yes, well, I hope not, and I’m sorry, Mrs. Dahl ...”

	“Maggie, please.”

	“Maggie. I apologize. I just worry so much when one of them goes missing.”

	Maggie had been able to see Alice’s cats inside her house next door, sitting in the windows, meandering around. It wasn’t a cat house, the sort of place you see on the news after the owner dies and Animal Control finds dozens of cats inside. Alice wasn’t like that, and she’d stated the number of felines in her home as seven. That was a lot to most people’s thinking, and enough for some neighbors to call the cats’ caretaker crazy, but it was not extreme.

	“Here,” Alice said, taking several folded flyers out of her sweater pocket. Maggie had seen her putting them up in the past when one of her animals had run off. “This is Checks. He’s getting old and needs his blood pressure medication.”

	“Cats have high blood pressure?” Maggie said, taking the flyer.

	“Oh yes. Sometimes they go blind from it. Just like people. That’s why he needs his pill every day. That’s the only reason I would ever walk into your home. It’s an emergency.”

	Maggie doubted Alice needed a life-or-death pet emergency to enter her home uninvited. Alice was known to wander, especially when she was looking for a cat. She didn’t seem to think anything of crawling under a hedge row or climbing a fence. Maggie had heard the stories.

	She looked at the flyer. BLACK CAT WHITE PAWS, it said across the top in giant black all-caps. Below it was a picture of Checks, who Maggie had seen many times in Alice’s front bay window. Below the picture was a description of the missing cat, the information that he needed his medication, and a phone number with a plea to call immediately if the cat was spotted.

	“Maybe you can put it up at the store,” Alice said.

	The store. Jesus, Maggie thought. Another worry for the day. In addition to having a small factory, she and David had planned to open Dahl House Jams and Specialties in a small storefront on Union Street. The rent was steep but doable if they could keep the business alive. They’d expected to take a significant loss the first year and had set money aside for it. Then his sudden death, with everything changing. But not his dreams, not their dreams. Maggie would not let those die with him—not the company, not the house, not the move to New Jersey. She was determined to stay put and succeed, whatever it took. The store would open before Halloween, there was no other option as far as Maggie was concerned. That meant days of constant work, work she needed to get to now instead of talking to her addled neighbor who’d taken the liberty of walking into her home.

	“The store’s not open yet,” Maggie said. “Not for another week. I imagine you’ll find Checks long before then.”

	“I have to!” Alice said, startled by the idea her precious Checks could live without her that long.

	“Forgive me for rushing but I’ve got a lot to do today,” Maggie said. “My sister Gerri is coming to stay with me, and I’ve got this huge jam order ...”

	“That’s an odd name for a woman,” Alice said.

	Maggie stared at her, her patience having run out. “It’s short for Geraldine, not that unusual at all, at least not fifty years ago. Anyway, Alice ...”

	“Yes, yes,” Alice said, folding the flyers and putting them back in her pocket. “I need to get these put up around town.”

	“You do that.”

	“Thank you so much,” Alice said, heading to the door with Maggie at her side.

	Maggie had no idea what Alice was thanking her for, but she was happy to have the intrusion over. She held the door for Alice, waved at her when she glanced back from the walkway, then closed the door and went about her very busy day. 

	 

	
 

	 

	CHAPTER Two

	 

	 

	LAMBERTVILLE, NEW JERSEY, IS A Halloween town. Outsiders, among whom Maggie no longer considered herself, came in droves to view the annual displays put out by everyone with a porch, window or yard large enough to hold a ghoul, without fully understanding the depths to which the townspeople took their frightful passion. They strolled by the houses on Union Street; they drove slowly up and down like teenagers cruising Main Street in small Midwestern towns, gawking at the mummies, witches and zombies in various states of undress on people’s lawns and walkways. There was an unmistakable air of competition to it all, each house attempting to outdo its neighbor, but in a playful way. Maggie had come to know enough of these neighbors to realize the competitiveness did not include malice; and, in fact, nearly all the displays were the same from year to year, with just a goblin added here and there or a bloody corpse taken away for repair. 

	Fortunately, for Maggie, this was her first Halloween living in Lambertville. It did not spur memories from years past. For many people whose loved ones have died, especially spouses, the seasons can bring renewed grief, reminding the survivor of what they’d seen, done and felt the previous year when the other person was still alive. Christmases were notorious for making people think of someone who’d passed away; not so much Halloween. She was glad she had no memories of it with the man whose dreams had brought them here.

	Until a year ago, David and Maggie Dahl were diehard New Yorkers. Maggie had lived in New York City her entire life, having been born and raised in Brooklyn before moving to Manhattan just out of college. David had been a transplant to the city, like so many who called it home. He’d grown up in Detroit and moved to the East Coast when he was twenty-five. By the time the two of them decided to move to New Jersey they’d raised a son, Wynn, put him through college, and watched him move to Astoria, Queens. Not exactly far from home, but not the Upper East Side where the Dahls had lived for twenty-three years before agreeing that life outside the city might have more to offer them in their midlife years.

	Maggie had worked at museums her entire professional life, beginning as an administrative assistant at the Hyde and working her way up to the Director’s position at the Bolyn Museum of Modern Art in Brooklyn Heights. She spent fifteen years there and had expected to someday retire from the job. David had been a successful financial manager, handling the personal wealth of a half dozen very rich clients. He’d been a stock broker before that, and had tried his hand at selling commercial real estate in his twenties. He’d been at the photo gallery the night he met Maggie as a way of prospecting for potential clients. He’d heard the gallery owner was looking to move to a larger space, and he had a few on offer. The gallery owner was not interested; David left the real estate game six months later, and his and Maggie’s lives were forever changed by that chance encounter.

	The previous October they decided to venture out of the city and see what New Jersey had to offer. They knew the state was beautiful once you got out of the large cities into the rural counties and towns. It was called the Garden State for that reason: New Jersey offers lush valleys, hills, farmland and rivers as far as the eye can see, once the eye is no longer looking at Newark Airport or the buildings of Trenton.

	They’d been to New Hope, Pennsylvania, once before and thought it was a lovely town. This time they headed across the bridge that connects Pennsylvania to New Jersey and found themselves in Lambertville. Lambertville. It didn’t sound like the vibrant, artistic, bustling town it was. Much to their surprise, they both loved it. They strolled for an entire Sunday afternoon, up and down the streets, looking at the historic homes, stopping at nearly every shop along Union and Bridge streets. And while David had said it was a little too soon to make a definitive judgment, he was smitten with the place and knew by the time they headed back to Manhattan that he wanted to live there.

	Maggie had been reluctant at first. New York City was all she’d ever known as a place to live and it took her awhile to imagine life without the Theater District, Lincoln Center and Central Park. But she was devoted to David and she knew he wanted to change their lives. He’d grown tired of the relentless pace, the demands and the pressures of being successful in Manhattan. He’d grown tired of the concrete, the ubiquitous scaffolding that covered every other building, and the ceaseless noise.  New York City was never truly quiet, just like it was never completely dark. Not the kind of darkness you experience on a country road, or out beneath a blanket of stars. The reflection of Manhattan’s million lights created a permanent gray haze over the city, and David had reached a time in his life when he wanted to look up and see the glowing heavens, when he wanted to lie in bed at night and hear absolutely nothing.

	“What are we going to do there?” Maggie asked one night when they were reading in bed. It was a habit they’d shared since their wedding night. Both were voracious readers, and each night would end with David holding a book or magazine while Maggie read the next chapter of some historical fiction, her favorite genre. 

	“Do we need to know that now?” David replied. 

	They’d met with their financial adviser (David did not think acting as his own adviser, when he handled other people’s money for a living, was a good idea) who went over their assets and assured them they would be fine, for several years at least. 

	“Well,” Maggie said, “I enjoy the whole spontaneity of this move, Sweetheart, but there are a few things it would be nice to know before the moving men haul our lives to New Jersey.”

	“Like?”

	“Like, what will Wynn think?”

	Their son had been very independent all his life. He was now twenty-two, pursuing a career in freelance journalism and living with his boyfriend across the river. 

	“He said he was fine with it.”

	“When we mentioned it as a hypothetical. This is no longer a ‘what-if.’”

	“He’s got Leo. He’s got his career. And he hates being mothered.”

	“This is not mothering.”

	“Refusing to live your life so you can stay near your son, who wants you to go anyway, is the worst kind of mothering, Maggie. If we stay, he’ll know why and he’ll feel responsible. It’s not fair to him.”

	Maggie knew he was right but she was still not completely convinced it was a smart move. “So what are we going to do there? We’re too young to retire.”

	“Jams,” David said, as if it were the obvious response.

	“Excuse me?”

	“Jams,” he repeated. “We’re going to launch Dahl House Jams.”

	Maggie remembered making a stop on a trip to Maine to see the sprawling property of Kenwood Kitchens, a wildly successful jam, jelly and specialty company started by two women. David had been fascinated by their story and the whole challenge of entrepreneurship, and Maggie remembered him saying at the time they should start Dahl House Jams. She’d laughed it off that day, taking it as a passing comment among the many they shared in their travels. Now she knew he was serious.

	“What do we know about making jams?” she asked, closing the book she’d been reading and setting it on the night stand.

	“Nothing. That’s the point. It’s an adventure.”

	“Which part of it?”

	“All of it!” he said, as he tossed his magazine on the floor and rolled toward her. Their twenty-fourth anniversary was coming up soon and they still made love as if they’d been married a week. It was one of the things Maggie held most dear about their marriage, and one of the things she missed most achingly now.

	She would never make love with David again. She would never feel him kiss her breasts or glide his finger with a feather’s touch along her spine. On the other hand, she would never again wake up to find him dead in his sleep, taken from her by viral myocarditis that had presented as a flu, a bout of heartburn that would be gone in the morning. 

	Instead it had been David who was gone in the morning. David whose loss cratered her soul and left her struggling to put one foot in front of the other.

	She shrugged it off as best she could: the memories, the expectations, the shock. She had not given up. She had not gone running back to New York City in a widow’s veil, seeking the comfort of friends who doubted her resolve. No. Dahl House Jams was a going concern. They had their biggest order to date, 2,000 jars of custom Halloween jams: Crabby Apple, Strangefruit, and Pumpkin Paradise, a recipe David had been working on when he died. The order would go out on time. The storefront on Union Street would open on time. And, Maggie realized looking at her watch, her sister Gerri would be moving in that afternoon, on time. There wasn’t a minute to waste, so she guzzled the rest of her coffee, popped a last sliver of rye toast in her mouth and rushed out the door, locking it behind her. She did not want to see Alice Drapier or anyone else standing in her living room unexpectedly again.

	 

	
 

	 

	CHAPTER Three

	 

	 

	THE FACTORY, AS MAGGIE AND her assistant Janice Cleary called it, was a converted auto repair shop a mile outside Lambertville. Located along Route 29 just up the road from a CVS and a popular farmer’s market, the building had been empty for several years, though not in disrepair. Its owner, Bud “Auto-Man” Grassley, had died doing what everyone said he loved most: turning a wrench on a car engine, struck down by an aneurism that exploded in his brain. 

	“He never saw it coming,” his wife Maryanne had told Maggie and David when they’d first approached her about buying the old shop. “Like a balloon popping, the doctor said. One second he was under a hood talking to our son Buddy, the next he was gone. I suppose that’s a blessing.”

	Maryanne told them she had not held onto the property for any sentimental reason. It was just that no one had asked to buy it. It wasn’t a good location for a restaurant, or a retail shop of any kind. But a factory that made jams and jellies? Why not!

	So it was that Dahl House Jams (the official name of the business’s jams, jellies and preserves side) made its way from the Dahl’s garage into a proper factory setting, and within six months it was running well enough to take on its largest order.

	Maggie employed three people besides Janice, making it a very small, tight team that included two local women in their late forties and a man named Peter Stapley best known around town as the father of a twelve-year-old girl who’d vanished ten years ago. Maggie knew Peter’s story. She knew his wife Melissa had left him a year after their child’s disappearance, and that he had not been the same since the couple first realized their daughter was never coming home. She did not like to think of herself as taking pity on people (except the demonstrably less fortunate), but there was something about Peter that told her he would not be returning to his old self, whoever that had been. Working at a jam factory was just about his speed at this point in his life and with what he’d endured. The women, Gloria and Sybil, were cousins who’d both returned to the work force after getting their kids off to college. Maggie liked hiring older people. She cared about each of them, and about Janice, the youngest of the crew at thirty-two and the only one who would be dividing her time between the factory and the store Maggie was opening. Janice was her right hand, without whom she might drop every single ball she was juggling.

	The morning went smoothly after a slight delay with the jar delivery. Dahl House Jams was a small start-up and Maggie could not afford the kind of equipment she needed to grow the company much more. That was coming, she was sure of it, but for now they made their jams, jellies and preserves by hand, using vats, pots and everything else they needed that David had purchased from a school cafeteria that was upgrading.

	The idea for Dahl House Jams had been in David’s mind long before their visit to Kenwood Kitchens. His grandmother Patricia used to make her own jams, and one night while they slept soundly in their Upper East Side co-op, David had a dream about her. According to his retelling the next morning, he didn’t remember much of it except that she had served him toast with her homemade jam. He’d been just eight years old when she died. Here she was forty years later, bringing him comfort and bread in a dream. It came back to him on their visit to Maine and the jam company. Then they made the trip to Lambertville. The dominoes soon fell, and now Maggie was a widow struggling to establish a company and open a store in a town she’d only known for nine months. 

	A few of her friends, the ones who still spent evenings in restaurants on Columbus Avenue or enjoying a concert at Carnegie Hall, had encouraged her to move back. Others carefully suggested the whole thing had been for David, that she had left in pursuit of her husband’s dream, not hers. While knowing there was some truth to what they thought, Maggie had no intention of calling it quits and returning to the city. The move, house and business had become both their dreams. She would not go running back to Manhattan. She would not give up on the new life they’d just begun when David died. She would not abandon their dreams. Not today, not tomorrow, not ever.

	Maggie was lost in thought, barely listening to Janice explain the timeline and how they would get the jams made and shipped in the next two days, when her phone vibrated. She kept the sound off, preferring the occasional vibration to having conversations interrupted by a ringtone. 

	“Excuse me,” she said, turning away from Janice. She slipped the phone from her sweater pocket and glanced at the caller ID: Gerri. 

	“What’s up?” Maggie said, stepping away from the small desk where Janice was sitting.

	“Where are you?”

	“I’m at the factory. Where are you?”

	“On your front porch! Where I’m supposed to be.”

	Maggie glanced up at the wall clock. It was 11:00 a.m. 

	“Three hours from now,” Maggie said. “You were supposed to get here around two.”

	“Yes, well, the movers showed up early and I didn’t have as much to bring as I thought. You said I would have two rooms. That’s not a lot of space, Maggie.”

	Maggie sighed. “I meant two rooms for living. A bedroom and an office or whatever you want to do with the second room. But it’s a big house, for godsake. You could bring whatever you wanted.”

	“Which wasn’t much. The whole apartment reminded me of John,” Gerri said. He was her third and, she swore, last husband, who had left her six months ago for the receptionist in his office, something Gerri had considered pedestrian beyond words. 

	She’d taken her abandonment as a final humiliation and filed for divorce. “I sold what I could and gave the rest away, Maggie. The furniture, that awful bamboo cabinet from his dead mother.”

	“He left it?”

	“No, he just never came to get it like he promised. I got fifty dollars for it on Craigslist. He said it was worth five hundred, lying prick. Now it’s gone, he’s gone, and so am I, standing on your porch wondering where you are.”

	Maggie heard a truck horn in the background.

	“They want to get going,” Gerri said. “And I’m paying them by the hour. I rode with them, by the way.  They smell like movers. Please hurry.”

	“I’ll be there in ten minutes, just hold on,” Maggie said. She hung up and walked back over to Janice.

	“I’m so sorry …”

	“You have to go, I heard. Don’t worry about it. I’m on top of it. We all are, Boss. We won’t let you down.”

	Maggie had gotten used to Janice calling her Boss and had stopped telling her not to. She knew that when Janice said they would not let her down, she meant they would not let her and David down. He and Maggie had hired each of them. They had grieved his loss together. They’d only known him a month when he died, but they knew him as a kind, funny and generous man.

	“Thank you, Janice,” Maggie said. “I don’t know if I can get back today. I have a feeling my sister is going to suck all the air and time out of me, at least for the day.”

	“Don’t worry! Just go. Call me as often as you need to for reassurance. I’m telling you, Boss, we’ve got this. You’re on your way.”

	“We’re on our way,” she said. “We’re a team, and a good one. This is ours, remember that.”

	Janice nodded, reached out and squeezed Maggie’s hand. Maggie thanked her a final time and headed out of the factory. 

	 

	
 

	 

	CHAPTER Four

	 

	 

	MAGGIE’S RELATIONSHIP WITH HER SISTER Geraldine had always been complicated. Gerri, as she’d been called since childhood, was three years older than Maggie and had led a very different life. She’d left their home in Brooklyn when she was only seventeen, running off to be with a man who was ten years her senior and who her parents detested. That misadventure had taken her to Chicago for several years before her husband abruptly left her without explanation. One night he was home, and the next morning he was gone. Gerri never heard from him again and was relieved to be rid of him. She moved back in with her parents while Maggie was in college and living at home, commuting to school by subway. Two more husbands followed, with the third, John Corker, taking Gerri to Philadelphia with him to start a series of failed businesses before he replaced her with his receptionist. Her only regret this time was that it had been so cliché. She would have preferred he run off with a male stripper or rich older widow, anyone but a receptionist.

	“I think he’s gay anyway,” Gerri told Maggie one night shortly after John had departed. “The sex was always terrible. Is that a sign?”

	“Of being gay, or just a lousy lover?” Maggie had said.

	She wanted to feel badly for her sister, but Gerri never seemed to feel badly for herself. It was one of her strong suits: she was a tough one and oblivious to her own misfortune.

	“I really don’t know what the signs of being gay are,” said Maggie. It was just a week before Gerri announced she’d be moving to Lambertville to support her grieving sister, a convenient motive for escaping Philadelphia and the disappointment it represented. 

	“Wynn’s gay,” Gerri said. Wynton Dahl, like his aunt Gerri, had always used a diminutive of his name. Maggie and David had never had the slightest issue with their son’s sexual orientation; nor had Wynn appeared to have any difficulty with it. He was gay—he knew it from the age of five and Maggie knew it even sooner. She and David cared about Wynn’s happiness and the things he wanted to achieve in life, nothing else.

	“Gerri,” Maggie said, sipping a glass of wine on her couch while her sister, an hour away by car, drank gin, “I don’t think there’s some list of …”

	“Symptoms, just call them symptoms.”

	“Being gay is not an illness with symptoms, if that’s what you’re implying.”

	“Traditions, then. Manifestations. Affectations. Whatever. John was dreadful in bed … or on the couch or in the laundry room, wherever we did it.”

	“The laundry room?”

	“It’s more common than you think.”

	They’d shared a laugh at that and changed the subject. A week later Gerri told her she was coming to Lambertville.

	“Coming?” Maggie had asked, feeling her stomach drop.

	“Moving, Maggie. I’m moving in with you.”

	Maggie had suspected this was coming but was still startled when Gerri said it so matter-of-factly. “Why would you want to move here, Gerri?”

	“Listen to yourself! You’re so lost without David you can’t even see the obvious. You need me, and I will not, under any circumstances, fail to be there for you.”

	“You can visit me.”

	“No, no,” Gerri had said with a finality that told Maggie there was no point in resisting, at least not for a while. (She hoped Gerri would find Lambertville stifling, small and inhospitable, and move back to Philadelphia within a few months.) “I will be moving in to support you as only a sister can. You need me, Maggie.”

	Maggie had wanted to tell her the best way she could help would be to stay in Philly. But … the truth was she was incredibly lonely without David. The house was so big and empty, more so with the unfinished renovations they’d started. The only company she had anymore were visits from Janice to go over the books, and a local contractor named Chip McGill they’d hired to help with the house. The business was still struggling to finds its legs, and the store was planned for a mid-October opening just a week away. She needed companionship, if not help. She’d not argued with Gerri after that, and now, with things heating up and moving quickly, she welcomed her sister to her home with some appreciation and great hesitation.

	The move went smoothly and quickly. Gerri had brought her belongings in a small moving truck, with one man driving while she’d sat pressed between the other and the door. Maggie had hurried home after the call at the factory and found Gerri standing on her porch as if they’d just hung up from talking. The men were sitting in the truck cab smoking cigarettes. One of them glanced at his watch when Maggie arrived, a signal to get this over with.

	The entirety of Gerri’s possessions consisted of her bedroom set, her clothes, some wall hangings, a filing cabinet, a coffee table, two book shelves, and a desk Maggie recognized as having belonged to their grandmother. Harriet Lerner had been a gossip columnist of  minor fame. The desk had been moved into the their home after Harriet died when Maggie was thirteen, and there it had remained until their parents were killed in a car accident on the Taconic State Parkway. A drunk driver going the wrong way had veered into their Taurus and ended their lives instantly. Maggie was forty at the time, Gerri forty-three. The desk was the only thing from their parents’ Brooklyn apartment Gerri wanted. Here it was, being moved into Maggie’s house and carried upstairs to one of the two rooms Gerri would be calling her own.

	 

	 

	The next time Maggie checked her watch it was six o’clock. The afternoon had flown by, with Gerri talking nonstop about her life without “that man,” as she called her third ex-husband, about her disillusionment with Philadelphia after living there for so many years, about her expectations for a new life in Lambertville.

	Neither woman felt like cooking; besides, Maggie had a habit of keeping almost nothing in her refrigerator. It was another change since David’s death: she wasn’t hungry and took no pleasure in grocery shopping, the way she had when it was the two of them going aisle to aisle at the Giant in New Hope. Even grocery store aisles seemed haunted to her now, so she avoided the place and shopped instead at a local corner market, buying just what she’d need for a meal of pasta and a salad, or to make a sandwich with a bowl of soup.

	“You’re too thin, Maggie,” Gerri said, when they finally sat in the large, overstuffed matching chairs in the living room. 

	Maggie and David had brought the chairs from their apartment, where they’d seemed massive and a little cramped for the space. Here, in the Lambertville house David had insisted they buy specifically because it was so large and in need of renovation, the chairs seemed swallowed up by the room. Angled toward each other, they faced a fireplace that had not been used in years and that David had looked forward to lighting logs in. Now Maggie would be doing it alone—or, more precisely, with her sister—but do it she would. Winter was coming, and the room, as well as the rest of the house, had to be heated. Maggie dreaded the bills she’d be seeing.

	“I thought you couldn’t be too thin or too rich,” Maggie said, staring at the cold, empty fireplace, swirling a glass of red wine in her hand.

	Gerri looked at her over the rim of her eyeglasses. “I’m serious. You’ve lost weight, and you were already small as a bird.”

	Maggie was a short woman and she had always maintained a low weight. It was true she’d lost ten pounds since David’s death. On the other hand, she’d finally pulled out of her emotional tailspin and was focused on the factory, store and, soon, the house. 

	“I’ll put the weight back on,” Maggie said. “Don’t worry about it. You’re just thinking about food because you’re hungry.”

	“Well, it’s almost seven o’clock. How about DiPalo’s?”

	Lambertville offered an impressive selection of restaurants, with some of the finest dining in New Jersey. DiPalo’s was a local legend, an Italian restaurant run by two women who’d been in business for twenty years and married for five. Maggie knew them well and could think of no better place to eat. But the day had been long, and tomorrow would be even longer as Maggie set about getting everything done before Halloween. Going out to dinner was not something she was really up to.

	“How about Chinese?” she said. “There a good place not far from here that delivers.”

	“Ugh,” replied Gerri. Then, probably realizing she’d frustrated her sister, she said, “Sounds fine, Maggie, really. Rice, broccoli, steamed chicken. But you get an eggroll and lots of that brown, gooey sauce. You need the calories.”

	“I’ll call them,” Maggie said. She was just about to get up from her chair when she heard a noise. She stopped, her hands still pressed on the arm rests. “Did you hear that?”

	“Hear what?” Gerri said.

	“Shh. Listen.”

	Both women remained still, turning their heads. Then it was clear: a meowing, coming from outside.

	“I didn’t know you had a cat,” Gerri said.

	“I don’t. But I know who does.”

	Maggie got up and went to the front door. Opening it, she saw Checks, the missing cat, perched on her porch just inches from the door. He looked up at her, his expression one of annoyance and impatience. And he meowed. Again and again.

	“That’s odd,” Maggie said, glancing around outside. She flipped on the porch light. Looking down at the black cat with white paws, she said, “What are you doing here, cat? Or should I call you Checks?”

	The cat waited silently a moment, as if weighing his response, then yowled, throwing a piercing meow at the woman who did not seem intelligent enough to understand him.

	“What’s going on?” Gerri called from inside.

	“Nothing,” Maggie said over her shoulder. “It’s just my neighbor’s missing cat.” 

	She pondered her options, worried that if she simply closed the door, Checks the cat would keep crying all night.

	“I’ll be back in a minute,” Maggie said. “Get the takeout menu. It’s in the kitchen drawer under the phone.”

	Maggie stepped outside, closing but not shutting the door behind her. She leaned down and picked up the cat. He was heavier than she’d expected, and she had to cradle him like a giant sausage in her arms. To her surprise, he stopped crying and offered no resistance. She hurried over to Alice’s house, wanting to be done with the errand and get back for her dinner. She felt mild hunger pangs and realized she may finally be returning to normal, whatever that was.

	She rounded the front hedge that gave Alice’s house some privacy from the street … and she stopped, cat in arms. The lights were off. That was odd. Despite her habit of wandering, Alice rarely went anywhere at night. She was usually home, and even when she wasn’t, she left the lights on, as much for the cats as to foil any intruders. Maggie could normally see lights in the living room and kitchen. If the sun was going down, Alice’s lights were coming up, that’s how it had been since the first day Maggie and David lived in the house next door.

	Maggie felt the cat begin to squirm in her arms.

	“Hang on,” she said, carrying him up the steps and onto the porch. Holding Checks with one arm, she reached out and rang the doorbell. 

	Nothing. She rang the doorbell a second time, then a quick third, waiting to see a light come on or a sleepy-eyed Alice open the door and explain that she’d been taking a nap.

	No Alice appeared. Instead, Maggie was met with silence and a strange misgiving. She stepped to the side and peered through the front window.

	“Oh my God!” she shouted, stepping back and dropping Checks, who landed on his paws and scurried quickly away. 

	One of Alice’s other cats, a fat Calico, had jumped up onto the inner window ledge just as Maggie peered in. The sudden sight of the cat had startled her. 

	Something felt wrong to Maggie. She cupped her hand over her eyes and peered into the house. 

	“Huh,” she said, stepping back. She doubted anything had happened to Alice, but you never knew. She hadn’t expected David to die in his sleep, either, leaving a beloved corpse to shock his wife the next morning.

	Maggie decided to go around to the back of the house. She knew Alice had a kitchen entrance there and often used it when she came out to tend her small garden or hang her clothes on a line. That Alice still hung clothes out to dry was another thing her neighbors complained about—this was not a tenement neighborhood on the Lower East Side in the 1930s—but there was no city ordinance against maintaining a clothesline.

	Maggie hurried around back, conscious of her sister waiting for her at home. She got to the back door and stopped. It was open slightly. She stared at the door knob. She quickly ran through a couple scenarios in her mind: maybe Alice left the door open hoping Checks would come back; maybe Alice went off to visit someone and didn’t want to take her key. That’s absurd, Maggie thought, still staring at the open door. Alice kept a hidden spare key outside that she’d told Maggie about, in case of emergency; she wouldn’t need to leave the door open. She knew the only way she could answer her own questions was to go inside. She reached out and gently pushed the door open.

	“Alice?” she called out. “Alice, it’s Maggie. Are you here? I found Checks!”

	She carefully stepped inside. The kitchen was dark. The whole house seemed to focus its emptiness on this small space, disturbed only by the unseen movement of cats.

	The moon provided the only light, sending its faint glow through a window above the sink. Maggie pondered its eerie beauty for just a moment before her gaze scanned down from the window, down from the sink, onto the floor, where she saw it and screamed.

	Alice was not gone. Alice was dead, flat on her back with her eyes gray and staring up at nothing. A hammer lay on the floor next to her with what appeared in the moonlight to be a piece of Alice’s scalp stuck between its claws.

	What if she’s not dead? Maggie thought, her mind racing. She hurried to Alice and knelt down, reached for Alice’s arm and felt for a pulse. The flesh was cold. Alice was not breathing. Maggie screamed again.

	 

	 

	 

	
 

	 

	DAY 2

	 

	“In ancient times cats were worshiped as gods;

	they have not forgotten this.”

	 

	– Terry Pratchett

	 

	 

	
 

	 

	CHAPTER Five

	 

	 

	MAGGIE WAS SURPRISED SHE’D SLEPT at all. The last three hours felt like a waking dream broken only by brief periods of blackness. The clock had advanced ten minutes or so each time she’d looked at it before slipping back into oblivion.

	“You look awful,” Gerri said, standing in Maggie’s bedroom doorway. “I’ve got some coffee for you.”

	Wearing a thick blue terrycloth robe and holding a large mug of coffee in her hands, Gerri walked over to the bed and set the mug on Maggie’s night stand.

	“Did you sleep?”

	Maggie rubbed her palms over her eyes, stretching the skin of her face. “Here and there, I think.”

	“It’s better than nothing. Are you taking the day off? I think you should.”

	“I can’t, Gerri,” Maggie said, picking up the coffee and blowing across the top of it before taking a sip. “The order has to go out soon for Thanksgiving and we’re finishing the last batch of Pumpkin Paradise. This is a big deal for us, two thousand jars to Hearth and Home. They’ve got stores all over the east coast. This could make us, Gerri.”

	“Can’t Janice handle it?”

	“She’s got enough on her plate. Besides, I need to stay busy.”

	“David’s death still weighing on you?” 

	Maggie wasn’t sure if it was a question or a statement. She said nothing for a moment. She knew grief did not have a beginning, middle and end. One of the best things she’d learned from a bereavement group she’d attended was that “grief is not linear.” It’s more like a wave that comes and goes. And while she did not want to come out and tell Gerri she was still haunted by David’s death, that was the truth. She had trouble most days just moving forward. She knew it would be this way for a long time, but for now she had other excuses.

	“It’s a horrible thing to find your neighbor dead like that. Murdered, Gerri. Someone smashed her head with a hammer. I can’t get that image out of my mind.”

	“Well, you’ll have to relive it for a while at least. You’re scheduled to meet with Sergeant Hoyt this morning.”

	Ah, Maggie thought. Sergeant Hoyt. He’d arrived at Alice’s house shortly after the first patrol car came. It took only minutes for the police to get there, though it seemed like hours. Maggie was waiting for them in the yard with Gerri standing next to her. She’d led them to the back door. They’d told her to wait outside while they entered the house and saw the body for themselves.

	About fifteen minutes later a plainclothes sedan showed up, driven by a man who appeared to be in his early forties. He was wearing a suit with a badge clipped to his belt and, Maggie saw, a gun holstered next to it. He introduced himself as Sergeant Bryan Hoyt and asked Maggie and Gerri to follow him to the front of the house. Apparently one of the arriving police officers had unlocked the door and turned on the living room lights.

	The next hour was a blur as Maggie told Hoyt what happened while Gerri waited on the porch at Hoyt’s request. Sitting on Alice’s couch, listening to the sound of people in the kitchen, Maggie told him how things had unfolded: hearing the cat at the door, taking it back to Alice’s house, finding the back door unlocked, and finally seeing Alice’s body on the floor with the hammer next to her.

	She’d noticed the sergeant glance at her clothes and realized he was probably looking for blood, even as he continued writing down what she told him.

	“Did you call the police immediately?” he asked. 

	“Well ...” Maggie said, feeling rattled and having to stop and think back. “I screamed, and then my sister Gerri came running over.”

	“The woman on the porch?”

	“Yes, she just moved in with me today from Philadelphia.” After thinking a moment, she said, “Oh my God, she must have thought I was being attacked!”

	“It’s okay, Ms. Dahl.” Taking her name down had been his first order of business. “Please continue.”

	“Well, she came running over and I showed her the body, and then we used the kitchen phone to call 911.”

	He continued to interview her, asking certain questions two or three times. She knew, reflecting on it afterward, this may have been his way of testing her—to see if her story was consistent. 

	By the time he’d finished his preliminary interview, Maggie knew there were more people in the kitchen with Alice’s corpse who had arrived since she’d been in the living room. She could hear them talking as they examined the scene.

	At the end of their conversation, Hoyt told Maggie to come to the station the next morning and make a formal statement. He then asked her to wait on the porch while he interviewed Gerri. Impatient and agitated, Maggie had gone home instead, pacing in her kitchen while she waited for her sister to come back. Apparently the sergeant had fewer questions for Gerri, since she showed up at the house fifteen minutes after Maggie had gone home.

	Finally, near midnight, they had eaten their boiled eggs and cereal in silence, each tired of talking and wanting to just lie down.

	Maggie took another long sip of her coffee and set it back on the nightstand. “You never told me what Hoyt asked you,” she said.

	“Probably the same questions he asked you.”

	“Then why was there no request for a second interview with you?”

	“Maybe he sees you as the prime suspect and I’m just your alibi.”

	Maggie looked at her in horror.

	“I’m kidding!” Gerri said. “But I am going with you to the station.”

	“You really don’t need to do that.”

	“I want to be in the room with you when he questions you again.”

	“Why? And shouldn’t I have a lawyer present instead? Oh, God, Gerri, do I need a lawyer? Does he think I killed Alice?”

	“Of course not. But let’s be honest, he may think you know something about it. Which you don’t. This is just how police investigations go.”

	“How do you know this?” Maggie asked.

	“Years and years of police procedurals.”

	Maggie remembered her sister was a fan of cop shows. Gerri claimed to have seen every episode of Kojak, Cagney & Lacey, and Rizolli & Isles, with seven seasons of The Closer thrown in for good measure.

	“This is not television,” Maggie said. “It’s not even reality TV.”

	“Never mind that. Just get dressed and we’ll stop at the police station before we go to the factory.”

	Maggie had not known Gerri planned to go to work with her but she would welcome the company, and she would politely tell Gerri to stay in whatever waiting area they had at the police station. She’d driven past it many times on the outskirts of town but never had reason to go inside. 

	“Take your shower,” Maggie said. “I’ll take mine and we’ll stop for breakfast on the way to see Sergeant Hoyt.”

	“Good,” said Gerri. “I’m starving.” 

	She left Maggie alone in the room to finish her coffee. Maggie sipped it slowly, wondering what one wears to an interrogation.

	It’s not an interrogation, she told herself. He just wants to ask you ... the same damn questions he asked you last night. Go talk to him. Get it over. You have a life to get on with.

	She set the mug down and headed into her bathroom, slipping off her nightgown as she stepped to the shower. 

	
 

	 

	CHAPTER Six

	 

	 

	LAMBERTVILLE’S POLICE DEPARTMENT SITS JUST outside the town proper, along Main Street once it has morphed from New Jersey Highway 29-S. Consisting of several sergeants and a dozen police officers, all supported by a small but dedicated staff, the department serves a community that experiences the types of crimes familiar to a bucolic riverside town—petty theft, burglary, traffic violations and an occasional domestic altercation. Murder is a rarity, and now they had a doozy: Alice Drapier, local eccentric and borderline cat lady, had been found bludgeoned to death on her kitchen floor. The body was discovered by someone new to the community, who admitted to entering the house to tell Alice her cat had come back after running off for the day. At least that’s what Maggie Dahl and her sister had told sergeant Bryan Hoyt. 

	Hoyt met the women in the station lobby. His expression was neutral, neither welcoming them nor displaying any displeasure at seeing them again. 

	“Can I get you some coffee or water?” he said, offering his hand first to Maggie, then to Gerri, as they got up from their waiting room chairs.

	“Thanks, but ...” Maggie started to say.

	“We’d love some,” Gerri interrupted. 

	“Black?” said Hoyt. 

	“That’s fine,” Maggie replied, wondering why her sister had jumped at the chance for bland office coffee. Then, to her surprise, he excused himself and disappeared down a hallway. She had not expected a police sergeant to make coffee for visitors. She glanced at the older woman at the front desk who’d asked them to have a seat while she let Sergeant Hoyt know they’d arrived. She did not appear to have any help; perhaps, Maggie thought, everybody pitched in here, including making coffee for suspects.

	You’re not a suspect, she told herself. Get a grip, Maggie.

	Hoyt returned a few minutes later, holding a cup of black coffee in each hand. He handed them to the women. Gerri started to sit back down, when Hoyt said, “Oh, please, I’d like to talk to both of you again. I’ve reserved a conference room.”

	He led them past the reception desk and down the same hallway he’d used to get their coffee. Maggie looked at Gerri and shrugged. Gerri responded with a self-satisfied smile. Maggie glared at her and the smile vanished.

	 

	 

	“Am I a suspect?”

	Those were Maggie’s first words once she and Gerri had taken seats at the small conference table. Maggie quickly determined it was not an interrogation room, at least not one she’d imagined. The chairs were cushioned and comfortable, not metal and cold. The temperature of the room was moderate, not deliberately high to make a suspect sweat and confess just to get out the room. And there was not a handcuff or leg chain in sight.

	“Not at this point,” Hoyt assured her. 

	At what point will I be? Maggie thought. She wanted to ask him that but decided it might seem defensive.

	 “I will need to record this. You understand.”

	“We understand,” Gerri piped up, with a little too much enthusiasm for Maggie’s comfort. The entire thing was happening because a woman was dead; it was not a dinner theater production of a staged murder mystery.

	Hoyt reached out and turned on a digital recording device on the table. The days of actual tape were long gone.

	“State your name, please.”

	“Maggie ... Margaret Evelyn Dahl. Forty-six, widow of David Dahl. What else?”

	“Do you live at 69 Delevan Street, Lambertville, New Jersey?” Hoyt asked, simultaneously taking written notes in what was either proper shorthand or his own custom scribbles.

	“Yes. I’ve lived there for nine months. Six with my husband and ...” She choked up.

	“That’s fine, Mrs. Dahl,” Hoyt said. 

	“I moved in yesterday,” Gerri added. Her tone was subdued now that she’d seen Maggie’s grief resurface.

	“Let’s talk through this again, step by step,” Hoyt said. “Starting when you heard the cat at the door. Then I’d just like to ask ...” He turned to Gerri, not sure how to address her.

	“Ms. Lerner,” Gerri said. “Or just Gerri. I use my maiden name. I can’t imagine going through life with the name of any of my three loser husbands. Who were losers completely on their own, you understand. I had to find out the hard way.”

	“Thank you, Ms. Lerner. I’ll be asking you to tell me your recollections
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