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Prologue
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We met the ghostbuster in Hiptown in the sleepy, early dawn at the site where my last flip had gone terribly wrong. My name is Katelyn Baxter and I’m a Home Rehab Specialist. Renewing houses is my passion.

“I’m Bernie. Glad to meet you!” He stuck out his hand and gripped my BFF Myra Alexandria Payten’s hand. He turned to me and did the same, saying, “I specialize in moving spirits into the light, perform weddings, and I’m a Lyft driver. When you call me, you get a full-service ghostbuster, driver, and wedding official!” He delivered his spiel in a high-pitched voice, grinning, showing coffee-stained teeth. He appeared to be a slick operator with dark eyes and brown wiry hair which was thinning on top. His trim build was solid. I guessed him to be thirtysomething. 

The wild look in his eye matched the intensity of his energy. He toted a boom box and a backpack. He unzipped his pack to display several sage bundles. He focused his piercing look on Myra. “We’re going to get this ghost gone, man.” 

She blinked. “How?”

“I’ll put on some kick butt tunes and light the sage. We’ll dance. Chase him out. You on board?”

“Why would we dance?” Myra gulped.

“Ghosts hate music. Sage cleans the space.” 

“I don’t dance,” she said bluntly.

“That’s okay. You can move your arms,” he said, with a wink and another grin.

“We get the sage. We’ve done that a couple of times.” I interrupted the two. “I’ll dance.” Myra looked uncomfortable. Her jaw was tight and her shoulders tensed as if she might bolt. 

I’d do a jig if it meant getting rid of the ghost. I felt guilty that Myra had bought the house from me, ghost included, before we knew the land was haunted. To be fair, once upon a time the dwelling had been in her family, so she wasn’t totally in the dark. Dancing was the least I could do.

“Ready?” Bernie loaded the disc player. It was surreal as the theme song from the old movie blared, “Ghostbusters!”

I rolled my shoulders, getting into the rhythm. Myra, her face stoic, lightly lifted her hands and swayed with the music. I did the moon walk, à la Michael Jackson. Bernie shook his head in the manner of a head banger, and swiveled his hips, enjoying the momentum. Suddenly, we heard “Awaaaaill” in a tortured tone. “Awaaaaaill.”

There was a puff of smoke from the planting bed beside the old garage. Myra gasped. The music player went silent. We quit dancing. 

“Did we do it? Is the spirit gone for good?” I whispered. 

Bernie winked and grinned. “Yep. Might be. We’ll light the sage now.”  

“Oh,” Myra said, inhaling. “Is that necessary?” Her complexion had paled with a greenish cast. I felt a little sick to my stomach, too.

“Best to be thorough. We’ll start with the spot where the smoke appeared, then trek the edge of the lot,” Bernie said, his voice a high tenor. The traffic was picking up. The Hiptown lot was a street over from the main drag, and the sounds from vehicles threatened our mission.

He dug out the sage bundles and plates. Lighting each bunch, he handed them off. “We’d better hurry.”

“Amen,” I said, and hurriedly crossed myself. Myra hesitated, then did the same. The ghostbuster led the way to the garage spot, holding the plate with the sage above his head, the smoke wafting into the area.

I mimicked his movements, and Myra sighed, following suit. One by one, we marched with a container of sage held high around the border of the grounds. When we finished the perimeter, the ghostbuster motioned to the home’s foundation, where the footings were ready for the cement pour. Myra and I glanced at each other and followed him as he rounded the area and stopped at the garage site. 

“Done.” Bernie blew out his bundle. We quickly snuffed out our packets.

“Everything all right?” An early morning runner called. He’d stopped en route to the lake. Dressed in a gray t-shirt, shorts, and wearing a cap to shield his eyes from the dawning sun, he stretched his muscular legs while he observed us.

“We’re good!” I yelled. Myra nodded.

“Thanks, man!” Bernie bobbed in agreement. He collected our plates and the remaining sage, stashed the dishes in his pack, zipped up, slipped the pack on his back, and hoisted the boom box.

The runner surveyed our group. We must have been a spectacle, even for the jaded city dwellers of Hiptown. 

“Okay.” He shrugged and ran off.

“So, we’re done?” I asked Bernie, ghostbuster, Lyft driver, and marriage officiator.

“Yep.” He stood and said loud enough for any passersby, his head bobbing, “Your space is clear. This place is gonna be awesome!”

Myra and I looked at each other. 

“How can you be so sure?” Myra asked. 

“Everything is as it is. You are where you are.” Myra handed him a check and, loaded with his wares, he strolled to the sidewalk, and sauntered across the street to the lakeside path. The sun rose higher in the sky and robins chirped. We watched his back until he disappeared.

“What does that mean?” I burst out, laughing.

“Who knows?” Myra sniffed, her brows creased, and she scanned the lot. “It seems better.” It was brighter with the sunlight filtering through the trees to the site. The air smelled fresh. The day was warming. 

“You know. It does.” I cocked my head and studied the site. “I’m sure it will be a great home!”

“I think so, too. Like Bernie said, ‘It’ll be awesome!’”

“Our job is complete,” I said, and gave her a light hug. “I’m off to the flip.” My newest renovation project was an easy-peasy, cosmetic refresh in my old stomping grounds of Crocus Heights, Minnesota. I wanted less traffic and drama after the Hiptown project had gone up in flames.

“I’m meeting with the contractor for the new house,” Myra said, and checked her watch. “Oops. I’d better go.” 

“Good luck!” 

She waved and hurried to her black SUV parked on the street overlooking the “couples” lake in Minneapolis. 

I lingered, scanning the lot for the new construction. I hope this does the trick. 

Mulling over Myra’s new building project, I headed to my white hatchback, eager to start my newest project. 

Flipping homes is how I make my living since I quit my job at the hospital. Okay, maybe it was mutual. Well, maybe it was more their idea than mine. I won’t bore you with the details, except to say it wasn’t pretty. 

Rehabbing houses has been more challenging than I’d expected, but this new project on Warbler Street promised to be peaceful. Until later that day. 
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Chapter 1
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“Oh dang, not again!” Boots, my Tuxedo cat, surveyed me coolly from his perch on the counter while he licked his paws. “Easy for you to say. Remember what happened at Hiptown?” He wrinkled his nose. Like the old comedian said, I get no respect.

I watched the ambulance, police, and fire rescue activity from the picture window. Rescue workers walked a gurney out of the home across the street to the waiting ambulance. They’d covered the form on the transport from head to toe with a sheet. The EMTs loaded the body while two officers talked to the homeowner.

“Boots, stay here while I check it out.” I dropped my broom and trotted outside, lingering on my lawn with two others who’d ventured out to see what had transpired. The officers were talking to Fernando Garcia, the jovial, happy-go-lucky homeowner I’d met while evaluating the split-level dwelling on Warbler Street.

“I think Sarah had been ill,” a woman chimed. “That’s her husband. The handsome, bronzed-skinned man. He’s very friendly. She kept her maiden name, Anderson.” She was a chatty, fiftyish, plump gal who lived in a tidy rambler next to my split. I’d seen her out mowing her lawn and walking a small white dog.”

“I saw blood on the sheet,” another neighbor, a man, said. 

“Oh my!” The talkative woman gasped and the three of us stared. 

I spotted Don Williams, the local sheriff and my reluctant love interest pulling up in his squad. He leaped out, the silver in his blond hair catching the light, shoulders squared, and jaw firm, as he joined the officers and husband of the deceased. I left the neighbors on the lawn, caught Don’s eye, and moved in closer. 

“She was being treated for vertigo. I came home from work for lunch and found her in the kitchen. There was blood all over. I called 9-1-1. I don’t know what happened,” the dark-eyed husband recounted. His attitude had been open and disarming when we met, but he shook now, wiped his brow, and blotted his face with a handkerchief taken from his back pocket. 

“The medical examiner will determine the cause of death. Until then, the residence is a crime scene. Let the detectives do their job,” Don said. “We’ll need you to come to the station for an interview.” Two men escorted the distraught spouse to a squad and drove away. The ambulance left the scene, the sirens silent.

By this time, I stood next to the sheriff. 

“Katelyn. You again,” he said with a brief smirk.

“I always show up wherever there’s a dead body,” I snarked. I was peeved about our standoffish relationship. It didn’t help that I found him great looking, albeit aloof. I gave him credit for showing up with an apology pizza the last time he’d visited. It was the least he could do when he was interested in someone else. Or so I thought. He’d never explained the perky redhead he’d been with and said it was best if we were just “friends.” Yeah. Right.

Just then the white sewer/drain cleaning truck I’d seen a few times roared past, throwing up dust as it rumbled through the neighborhood. Randy’s Plumbing truck advertised his business with a picture of a leaking faucet on the side panels. 

Lord, please don’t let me have any water problems.

“Are you okay?” The sheriff watched as I paled with the silent prayer. My last flip had been a nightmare with water complications, and the mere presence of a plumber made me squeamish. Not to mention the resident spirits that had made the renovation untenable.

“I’m fine. What happened?”

“We’re investigating the woman’s death,” he said. “Why are you here?”

I pointed to the split-level. “It’s my newest project. A creampuff. A little cleanup, painting, and flooring replacement. It has a newer roof. The original siding has been updated to vinyl. No maintenance,” I crowed. 

“You bought a rehab in a neighborhood where a death just occurred.” His eyebrows shot up and he gave me a weary glance.

“Hey. Just what are you saying?” I stood my ground and stared him down. I’m sure my hair was a full-blown, dark brown disaster, and I probably had dirt on my face from sweeping out the garage.

“Harrumph.” The lines at the corners of his eyes crinkled. “You have a penchant for being in the wrong place at the wrong time.” He stared at the renovation. The place looked dismal. The lawn needed mowing, and the bushes begged trimming. Everything needed cleaning. My old, but spunky Ford Festiva in the driveway needed a car wash too. 

“I resent that,” I sputtered.

“Where’s Wayne?” he asked. “Doesn’t he help with your rehabs?” Wayne Hamer is my handyman.

“Visiting his daughter in Michigan. He took Gillie with him.” The two seniors had been seeing a lot of each other, and it wouldn’t surprise me if they made it permanent. Gillie, or Mrs. Greta Gilman, had challenged his attitude towards commitment, and it looked as if they might make it a legal union. Both are my neighbors at the townhouses where I live. 

“You’re working alone?” He frowned. “No Myra?” 

“She’s at the Hiptown house. I can handle myself, and I have my cat for company.” Boots, my rescue cat, is a good listener, but not so good at conversing.

I took a deep breath and gestured toward the ranch-style house from where the woman had been removed. “Do you think she was murdered?” I asked, alarmed. 

He dodged my question, and his gaze narrowed. “So, Wayne and Gillie are away?” 

“Crocus Heights is a safe area,” I protested. My heart warmed with the thought that Don Williams worried about my working alone, and being at home without neighbors nearby. 

“You know,” he said, and he focused laser eyes on mine, “bad things happen in good neighborhoods, too.”

“Great,” I muttered under my breath.

“Be aware of your surroundings. Keep your doors locked. Take normal precautions.” He relaxed, and chuckled. “I know you can handle yourself. Boots is no slouch, either.” The cat had come to my defense and attacked a bad guy from my last project, causing the creep much pain and many scratches.

“This part of town has an abundance of wildlife. Watch out for owls. We’ve had reports of the birds attacking cats and small dogs.”

“Owls?” I was incredulous. 

“A female owl will attack if she feels threatened. Especially when protecting her young,” Don said. “Great horned owls can attack small mammals.”

“Is that so?” I glanced toward the backyard, which was bordered by a large wooded lot. The residence was on a path to the river, full of mice and small animals that the creatures like for food. 

“Yep. They’re fierce. They’re called the Tigers of the Air,” Don said. “It’s their nesting season and they may have a new brood. Their talons are dangerous weapons if they’re riled.”

It was late March. Snow was still possible. April rains would clean up the crusted remains of the winter landscape, if Mother Nature didn’t dump more of the white stuff. 

“I’ll watch out for owls. When will we know anything about the death?” I asked, gesturing towards the neighbor’s residence. Crime scene tape was stretched across the door.

“There is no ‘we,’ Katelyn. The only person who needs to know is the husband,” he said firmly.

“This could affect my resale value, if the death isn’t natural or an accident,” I protested. “I’m not being snoopy.”

“Uh huh.” He viewed me, skeptically. “The authorities will investigate. It’s best you get back to work.” 

“Friends is just fine with me,” I grumbled, as I left. “Just fine.”

“What did you say?” he called as I reached the edge of my property.

“Nothing.” I grimaced and shrugged. I wouldn’t let the sheriff get the better of me. I’d had a decent day at the job. I’d made a dent in cleaning and prepared a list of repairs. Boots had been a fabulous, albeit quiet, companion. It worried me it wasn’t a slam dunk that the woman died of natural causes. I’d keep an eye on the handsome husband, and be alert for owls. It’s the spouse who has the most to gain financially when a wife dies, and I’d make a point of talking to him, if only to satisfy my curiosity.

I went inside and gathered my cleaning supplies and equipment, and stored them in a corner for the next day’s work, then coaxed Boots into his carrier. 

“Let’s get some chow.” I grabbed my messenger bag, and headed home. It was dinnertime, and I was famished. My lunch was a snack, and I’d kept going all day fortified by strong coffee.

The exterior of my four-unit complex resembles a stately English Tudor-style residence, with a stucco finish and wood beams as accents. Besides the appeal of looking like a single-family dwelling, the central hall entrance has the added benefit of sheltering each unit entry from rain and snow.

“Oh, oh.” I spotted Eddy Pascal’s pickup in the parking lot as I drove up and parked in my garage. He wasn’t in his truck, which meant he let himself in. 

Eddy is renting my Bluebird Street rehab and has a habit of showing up, calling me “Wifey” to annoy me, and saying weird stuff, like, “We could get married again.” We’d married as teenagers, divorced after a year of fighting, but remained friends.

Later, I’d married Jake, and lost him. I tell most people he died in an accident, cleaner that way. Saying he’d died saving the life of a youngster who’d been playing with his cell phone while walking on railroad tracks is too much information, until you get to know someone. 

Life with Eddy was always a surprise. Like when he lost jobs, or got another one, or took up with a woman, and left that one for another. He meant well, but his follow-through wasn’t always the best. 

I stopped at the letterboxes outside the homes and plucked out the mail for Wayne, Mrs. Gilman, and myself. I’d promised to collect the mail for the couple while they were on vacation. When I reached my door, the first unit, I took a deep breath and went in. 

“Katie!” Eddy chortled from his sprawled position on the sofa. He had a remote in one hand, a beer in the other. His deep brown eyes danced, and I treaded warily. Boots yowled from his cage while I unloaded the mail and my bag on the kitchen table. 

“Let me help.” He leaped up, grabbed the crate and opened it. The cat darted to his bowls, and meowed again when he saw they were empty.

“What’s up? The key is for emergencies.” I couldn’t help nagging, and bit my tongue to stop a torrent of questions.

“Katie, I wanted you to be the first to know.” He sidled in beside me while I took out a can of kitty chow from the kitchen cupboard.

“Know what?”  

“Lola and I are getting back together. She’s moving in with me.”

I dropped the can. It clattered and rolled off the counter. I lunged for it; he caught it first. Handing over the tin, he grinned, and his eyes sparkled.

“Here. You dropped this.”

“Yeah, yeah.” My stomach had made an unexpected lurch, but I recovered. “So, you want to put her on the lease?”

“No. Don’t need to. I thought you’d want to know.”

“I’m happy for you, Eddy.” As a couple, we’d been over long ago, but no one was more surprised than me at my reaction. Somehow, I thought he’d always be there. A slightly annoying, but constant presence. 

“You look a little green,” he countered.

“It’s been a rough day. They took the woman who lived across the street from my Warbler Street project out on a gurney, dead.” I paused in opening the container.

“No!” His eyes widened. “What happened?”

“Don’t know. One neighbor said she’d been sick, another reported he’d seen blood on the sheet covering her. The husband claims she had vertigo.”

“Vertigo doesn’t bleed, Kate,” he said, grimly.

“No. But, if she had a dizzy spell and fell, she might have banged her head. That would explain the blood,” I suggested.

“Yeah. That’s rough,” he said. “The husband found her?”

“Yes.” I nodded, while dishing food into the cat’s bowl.

“Do you want me to stay? We could get a pizza? Your choice?” He leaned against the counter, his arms crossed and gazed expectantly. He knew my weakness for Hawaiian pizza.

“No. I’m sure Lola’s waiting for you.” I placed the cat’s bowl, and filled the water dish.

“She’s not like that. She’s cool.”

“Huh.” I glanced at him. I didn’t know what he meant and didn’t care to ask. “I’ll see you out.” I pushed him towards the exit. “Thanks for telling me about Lola.”

“No problem, wifey.” He grinned and held his hand to his mouth. “Sorry, it slipped out.”

I shut the door and did an eye-roll. I headed to the refrigerator, rummaging for dinner, fixed a peanut butter sandwich, poured a glass of wine, and placed the laptop on the table by the plate. I had to distract myself from Eddy’s news. Learning that he and Lola were getting back together had sent me into a funk. Things would change, and probably affect our rental agreement. Not to mention, he wouldn’t be as available for the occasional favor where muscle was needed. 

As the machine powered up, I shook my head at Boots who stared at me after scarfing his chow. 

“What are you looking at? I’m not snooping!” I started Googling the neighbor who lived across from my newest property. After searching for some time, I got fed up with dead ends. Although I knew his name as Fernando Garcia and his wife as Sarah Anderson, both names were common. She’d kept her maiden name, so she wasn’t traditional in the sense of taking her husband’s surname. I gave up, powered down the computer, and went to bed.

I’d have to rely on old-fashioned, in-person snooping.

My credentials for private investigating are sketchy. I credit myself with being nosy and determined. And maybe sneaky.
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Chapter 2
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The next morning, I started work by ripping up worn carpet in the main living area of the split entry. The sun was rising with rays of orange and yellow. I brought Boots again, deciding he could have the run of the place. He lounged on the kitchen counter while I worked and spied on Fernando’s residence. 

My mission was to track the neighbor’s movements. A dead wife is a hot button for me. After all, I’d been a wife a couple of times. Granted, neither Eddy nor Jake had tried to do away with me, but relationships can be frustrating. Was Sarah’s death natural? An accident? Or something more sinister?

Okay, snooping kept my mind off something too painful to admit. I was lonely. Eddy getting back with Lola had reminded me I was unattached. Single. Don was distant and unavailable. I missed the companionable silence that Wayne and I had as we worked. Myra was preoccupied with building the new residence in Hiptown. Any restless spirits must be at rest, because I hadn’t heard from her. Roy Orbison’s tune of “Only the Lonely” alternating with Adele’s “Rolling in the Deep” rumbled in my mind, and added to the solitary feeling.

FWEET FEW! The cell phone broke my funk with a wolf whistle tone, and I fumbled for it in the pocket of my hoodie. I’d changed the sound out of desperation for entertainment. Besides, the catcall made me feel pretty.  

Lunch at Ivan’s? the text read. It was Myra. Ivan had dropped the Popov’s surname from the diner’s name for the sake of simplicity. He also thought it lent the grill an upscale air, something Maggie, his wife, longed for. 

Sounds good. 1:00? 

See you there. 

The exchange lifted my spirits. At last, a friendly voice. I went back to the job at hand. The project was moving along. Thank goodness for the mini-crowbar. Using the tool, I lifted the room’s molding and pulled the carpet from the padding. Removing the pad and pulling staples from the subfloor would be the next chore. Systematically, I folded the rug back and ripped it with a carpet knife, tearing it into manageable sections. I’d ordered a roll-off dumpster to haul away the waste, which I expected to be delivered that morning. 

Periodically, I’d stop and peer at the neat, sienna-colored, ranch-style dwelling with stone accents. It looked like a solid starter home. I presumed the owners were going for a tropical or desert feel with the color. 

Between my carpet removal and surveillance of the neighbor’s residence, the rubbish hauler arrived and backed into the driveway. I watched from the front door as he left the container. The driver waved and drove away. Propping the door open, I began hauling old flooring to the dumpster. A flash of black and white fur dashed past me. 

“BOOTS. NO! Dang it anyway!” Exasperated, I sprinted after the cat.

He picked up speed and darted to a maple tree. I charged after him. He passed on the maple and darted to the base of the next tree.

“No,” I pleaded. “Boots. NO!” Giving me a sly look, he put paws up, ready to climb a red oak. From out of nowhere a huge bird swooped down, talons extended. 

“NOOOOOO!” I screamed and waved my arms, hyperventilating.

The great horned owl retracted its claws, and its wings brushed the rebel cat, startling him. I gasped and held my breath. Boots yowled, turned tail and sprinted into the house. “Serves you right, silly cat,” I chided and strode to the entry, my face flushed, agitated from the close encounter.

“You must be mindful of the owls. Particularly in the early morning. The noise from the waste hauler delivering the dumpster must have disturbed it.” The silky voice startled me and I jumped. It was Fernando, his face creased with worry. “They have new babies to feed.” He wore jeans and a navy hoodie and gripped a mug of coffee. The aroma of fresh java wafted towards me.

“I guess.” My adrenaline was up. I caught my breath and brushed back unruly hair. I hadn’t spoken with him since the first time I viewed the Warbler Street project, before his wife’s death. Remembering my manners, I said, “I’m sorry about your wife.”

“Yes. Thank you.” He nodded; his face fell. Saddened, he turned towards his house. He stopped and pivoted, his brown eyes dim. “Forgive me. It’s been a shock.”

“Of course.” I nodded with sympathy. He didn’t look like a killer, and I had a pang of guilt about my earlier surveillance. He was so vulnerable in his grief.

“How is your remodel coming? Your flip, I believe it is called?” An accent colored his questions. His face brightened with interest.

“The project is going well. I should have the living room carpet out today.”

“I would be happy to help? It is heavy work.” He grinned with an engaging attitude but his eyes were still sad.

“No. Thank you. I’m fine. I need the exercise,” I joked. I bit my tongue, thinking this was a bad time to kid, and added, “I do a lot of demolition work.”

“It is my pleasure. Perhaps I could dispose of a few items in the container? I would help with your flip in exchange?”

“Well, in that case, that’d be great. But are you sure you have time?” I asked delicately.

“Sarah had made plans for her passing,” he said, understanding the meaning behind my question. He sighed. “She had been ill for some time.”

“Oh?” I was puzzled. Vertigo didn’t seem serious.

“She had many health problems. She suffered with depression and high blood pressure. The doctors were trying to control her health problems with different drugs. The dizzy spells were caused by the medications she took.” He rubbed his temple, as if he relived the confusion of Sarah’s health symptoms.  

A case of the cure being worse than the disease. 

“I’m sorry,” I nodded, empathetic. After all, I’d lost Jake, my husband and love of my life. 

“Thank you.” He lowered his gaze, and said quietly, “My Sarah had two boxes she wanted to dump or donate.”

“You don’t have a garbage service?” I frowned, hesitating. My thoughts went on overdrive. Why would Fernando dispose of his wife’s belongings so fast?

“It is embarrassing.” He flushed. “We share a service with a family member’s business. But two boxes are too much. We have one bag a week. Many times, it is not a full bag.”

“Okay.” I scratched my head. 

“Sarah had many medical bills. We saved money by sharing trash removal,” he explained. 

“You won’t have to pay anything. Let’s call it neighborly,” I said, thinking quickly. That made sense. But my suspicions rose again. “Why not donate?” 

“It would save a trip to the thrift store and be most convenient.”

So, time and gas money. He had medical bills and now funeral bills. I understood his thrifty ways. I kept my expression bland, dismissing any doubt about ulterior motives, and said, “I’m going to lunch. Knock yourself out.” 

“Thank you very much.” He smiled, and the sun glowed brighter. He was indeed very handsome. His mood had lightened during our exchange and I left with another guilty twinge.

I met Myra at our favorite restaurant, Ivan’s Bar and Grill, at 1 p.m. Ivan and Maggie stood at their usual spot at the front of the restaurant, greeting customers as they arrived.

“Good to see you!” Ivan grinned and Maggie chimed, “Ya!” They were Russian immigrants, and their speech was colored with the accent of their native country.

“Hi, Ivan, Maggie.” I nodded. I smiled at Myra, who waited by the hostess station. I was flushed from my conversation with Fernando and his request to use my dumpster, not to mention Boot’s close encounter with the owl. I’d thrown a jacket over my sweatshirt and jeans, smoothed my hair and dabbed on lipstick to meet Myra. Despite her own project in Hiptown, she looked calm, cool, collected, and sported a new hairstyle. If we weren’t good friends, it would be annoying. As it was, I tried to take more care with my fashion-challenged style. I try. Honest.

Our not-so-favorite hostess, Katarina, seated us in a booth in view of the dish bussing station and dropped menus. “I bring you coffee!” She stalked off. Her shoulders were squared and a bad attitude seeped from every pore.

“She’s got to be family,” I whispered, staring at her rigid posture.

“Must be,” Myra murmured. “Ivan says he wants to go upscale.” 

“Really? In Crocus Heights?” I shrugged, doubtful.

“It might be a nice change,” she said, and smiled. 

“Hum,” I said, not convinced. In a rush, and with a low voice, I said, “I have news about the neighbor who lives across from my rehab.”

“Do you mean the husband of the woman who died?” She lowered her menu and looked at me, eyebrows furrowed. I’d filled her in on Fernando.

“Yes. He wants to dispose of boxes from his deceased wife.” I was breathless, flushed with the news. “In my dumpster! And an owl almost took Boots!”

“He’s throwing away his wife’s belongings?” She laid down her menu, immediately attentive. “That seems quick, and rather odd.” She frowned. “They’ve wrapped up the investigation at his house?”

“I thought it was fast too. Yes, they removed all the crime scene tape.”

“I guess that would be fine, if they’re done. But to get rid of his wife’s things the same day seems questionable.”

“He said she’d packed two boxes, planning to donate or throw them before she died.”

“That is different.” She cocked her head. “They aren’t containers that he packed?”

“No. He says she did.”

“How can you be sure he’s telling you the truth?” Her expression was searching, and she tilted her head, pensive.

“I can’t. When it gets dark, I’m going to take out the cases, and go through them,” I whispered, excited.

The server appeared at my elbow. “You order now!” and I jumped.

Myra and I looked at each other, stifled snickers, and chose the Ivan burgers, one of their specialties. 

“What happened with Boots?” she asked and sipped her coffee.

“A huge owl rushed him. He ran out as I was taking the old carpet to the trash container. It scared me to death.”

“I’ll bet.”

“I yelled so loud the bird flew away.” I laughed.

“Good for you!” She inhaled and grinned.

“Yep. I think my screams brought Fernando out of his house. He’s very handsome.” A flush of color warmed my face. I reached for my coffee and cradled the warm cup in both hands. 

“I wish I could be there,” Myra said, and studied me. By then, my face felt crimson. She sat back. “Handsome? You do remember his wife just died? Under dubious circumstances?”

“Yep.” Yikes, what was I thinking? “I think I need to get out more,” I added lamely.

“You do,” she nodded, and went on, “I’m so busy with the new house in Hiptown, it’ll be months before I have any free time.”

“How’s the construction coming?” I asked, eager to change the subject.

“Frustrating.” She shrugged; her expression dimmed. “New construction is a big job. I needed a breather from the turmoil.”
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