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      MURDERS UNDER THE SUN

      SEASON ONE; INTRO

      

      MOLLY: Welcome to Murders Under the Sun, a podcast that explores a series of unusual crimes that have occurred in sunny Southern California.

      I’m Molly Shure, your host. For the past five years I’ve worked as a journalist at a local news outlet. Stories of murder and mayhem come across my desk weekly, if not daily. However, one day last March, I noticed something startling.

      There seemed to be a connection between several crimes that transpired over a five year period—seven crimes to be precise. What connected them? Location for one. They all took place within a twenty-mile radius of each other, but that alone wasn’t significant.

      The thing that pinged in my brain was that many of the people at the center of these crimes knew each other. Not the criminals, which would be an obvious thread, but the victims. I know, I know, six degrees of separation. Didn’t I already say the crimes took place in a twenty-mile radius? But we’re not talking six degrees here. It’s more like one degree.

      You’ll see if you stick with me for all seven seasons of the show, the crimes circle back around. The people you meet in the first season play a role in Season Seven’s story.

      Am I imagining things? Is the connection real? Is there one mastermind behind the crimes? Or are they linked by some kind of social, psychological or even spiritual force? I’m afraid that’s something you’ll have to decide for yourself.

      Each season, I’ll do a deep dive into just one of these stories. You’ll hear from the people who were victimized, and listen to transcripts of journal entries, memoirs, and letters from others who were involved—sometimes the criminals themselves—and behind-the-scenes information you can’t get anywhere else.

      So, get out your sunglasses. We’re pulling back the curtains and letting the light shine on some of Orange County’s darkest mysteries.
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      MURDERS UNDER THE SUN

      SEASON ONE; EPISODE ONE

      

      MOLLY: Welcome to Season One of Murders Under the Sun. I’m Molly Shure, your host.

      I’ve titled this season The Cliff House, because we’ll be talking about the infamous Real Estate Killer. You may remember in 2017, a real estate agent named Sondra Olsen was killed in a vacant beach front property in Laguna Beach, California.

      What transpired after her body was discovered threw the Orange County housing industry into a panic, and for good reason. It soon became apparent someone was targeting agents and brokers.

      Gwen Bishop, an agent with Humboldt Realty, was at the center of these crimes. She graciously agreed to discuss her experience with me, but declined to be interviewed on air. Instead, I’ll be relating what she told me in as personal a way as possible.

      I’ve also located a never-before-released memoir from the actual Real Estate Killer. The literary agent who’s working on selling his story to a publisher contacted me. I’m sure she wants the publicity and happily for us, REK is a total narcissist. He’s delighted to have his story read to an audience.

      Honestly, part of me hates giving him the airtime. But in light of the mission of this podcast series, I decided to hold my nose and read it to you. It adds a missing element, and may help us understand why he did what he did.

      I won’t be reading his entire manuscript, however. Only the sections I feel are needed to round out the victim’s stories. REK’s entries will be interspersed as they fit into the chronology of events. I think you’ll find them as chilling as I do.

      Let’s begin this episode with one of the most terrifying of those entries.
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      Sometimes it’s best to leave a door closed. When I crossed the threshold of my father’s house on Cliff Drive, it changed me. Some would say not for the better.

      I could argue my behavior was justified. We all have the right to protect our property from thieves and swindlers. But, really, it came down to simple lust. I was captivated by possibilities, and I wanted everything. I should have known by the screech of rusty hinges that door was better left shut.

      I’d made an appointment to see the house as soon as it came on the market, about six months after my father’s death. Sondra Olsen, local real estate agent, met me on the curb out front. She opened the gate I’d only passed through once before in my life. The old fig tree I remembered from that time was bigger now and mantled the courtyard like a vulture, obliterating the light and warmth from the late afternoon sun.

      We traversed the walkway and came to the front door that had always been locked tight against me. She threw it open and ushered me in. The curved staircase that led to the part of the house reserved for the family—in other words, not me—rose before me without a barrier.

      My initial feeling about Sondra was one of warmth. She and I were sharing in a momentous occasion. She dropped the drawbridge across the moat and invited me into the castle, so to speak. But as we toured the house, my opinion changed. Yes, she was pleasant, subservient even, but I began to see beneath the surface.

      “It’s a fixer, but it has so much charm, don’t you think?” she asked with a dimpled smile.

      “Yes, to both.”

      “Come look at the ocean view.”

      I paused before I stepped into the living room I’d only seen in bits and pieces through doors and windows. I don’t know what I thought I’d find inside—the meaning of life, some kind of Holy Grail maybe.

      “What do you think?” Sondra asked. I couldn’t speak. It was a disappointment. A huge disappointment.

      It was much smaller than I’d imagined. The lack of furniture revealed nicked and scarred wood flooring. Blank, dirty white walls framed the space. I didn’t notice the cool breeze kissing my cheek until Sondra said, “Look at this view.”

      I walked through French doors onto a concrete patio and looked down on the beach where I’d so often stood. How many nights had I made my way across the sand or the water, depending on the tides, to bathe in the light emanating from these very doors? How many times had I sat on the rocks that looked so small from this vantage point, straining to catch a glimpse of the family within? His family. My family.

      “Leaves you speechless, doesn’t it?” Sondra said.

      I turned to answer her and inhaled sharply. She was caught in a beam from the setting sun, just like another girl on another day. Her hair glowed like gold around her head and on the shoulders of her sky-blue dress. The vision only lasted for a moment. She turned and entered the house, and it was gone. But I recognized it as a premonition of sorts.

      “The master bedroom has a terrific view, as well. Is there a partner? They’ll love it if there is. Very romantic.” She led me toward the foyer. Before heading up, I noticed a short, dark hallway to the left of the staircase.

      “What’s down there?” I pointed.

      “Believe it or not, that’s the basement. Most California homes don’t have them, but this house stands on top of a series of small caves that tunnel into the cliff. The man who built this place in the forties was a shipping magnate and a collector of art, furniture, all kinds of things. When he found out about the caves, he commissioned an architect to create a warren of storage rooms.”

      “Is there anything in the rooms?” I asked.

      “Probably, but don’t worry. They’ll be cleaned out before new owners move in.”

      “Can I see them?”

      “The door is locked. I don’t have a key.” A cloud passed over Sondra’s face as she said those words. She lied. It was my second clue. There must be a treasure within these disappointing walls after all.

      “Let’s go up, shall we?” She tilted her head and glanced at me from the corners of her eyes coquettishly, but it had no effect. She might as well have spit in my face. Unlike most men, I’m immune to the wiles of women.

      I fingered the box cutter in my jacket pocket, then moved so quickly I surprised myself. I pulled her close and showed her the blade.

      “Down,” I said.

      “In the kitchen. The...the...cellar keys are in the kitchen,” she said. We shuffled into that room like geriatric ballroom dancers.

      “The pantry.” She gestured with her chin toward a door. A round key chain with several keys hung on a hook inside. We stumbled back to the foyer.

      It took me three tries to find the correct key. Sondra was struggling the entire time. I had to get a little rough, but finally we descended the steep cellar steps together. Dim yellow lights revealed a long hallway with doors opening off it every ten feet or so. I twisted the knob of the first door on my right and nudged it open with my foot. A moldy funk wafted out.

      A single bulb hanging in the center of the room exposed stone walls, slick with moisture and the shadowy outlines of furniture. Old tables, chairs, desks, and bureaus were stacked and jammed into every corner. Nothing looked particularly valuable. Just old oak.

      We moved to the next door. I opened it and saw a mountain of cardboard boxes moldering on a damp floor. I stood Sondra in front of me, close enough to reach her if she moved, and opened one with my box cutter. I pushed aside the dusty cardboard and saw something that looked like peeling skin. I hesitated, then reached in and lifted the object. It was a woman’s purse; or rather it had once been a purse. I dropped it in disgust.

      “I told you. There is nothing here but trash,” Sondra said.

      I jerked her forward. The possibility she told the truth angered me more than her attempts to get me to leave off my search. I threw open door after door. The farther we went through the basement, the more enraged I became. My dream, the thing I’d longed for all these years, was nothing but a graveyard of old, decaying junk.

      Sondra struggled against me. “Let me go. I won’t tell anyone about this. I promise. Let’s just go⁠—”

      “Shut up.” I tightened my grip across her chest and nicked the smooth skin of her throat with the box cutter. She tensed, but stilled.

      We came to the dead end of the hallway. I could hear the faint sound of waves throwing themselves against the cliff walls like they were seeking entrance. I kicked open the last door. The heavy wood bounced off the wall behind it. I dragged Sondra into the room, thinking I’d kill her here. Here at the dead end of my hopes. It would be my first time to kill a stranger, but I couldn’t very well leave her alive after holding a box cutter to her throat.

      I pushed the blade of my knife higher in its case. She began to fight in earnest now, scratching and biting. I threw her to the floor and fell on top of her. Her head slammed against the stone. She went limp.

      As I sat panting, straddling her body, I saw it. Something glinted in the spill of light from the hallway. I stood to investigate. Joy dawned with realization. What was hidden here was better than I had ever imagined. It was an inheritance meant only for me. Maybe my father did think of me after all.
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        * * *

      

      MOLLY: I told you his words were terrifying. It’s not often we hear about a murder from the point of view of the killer. I’m sorry to expose you to it, but again, I believe it’s integral to understanding the story as a whole.

      Now let’s hear from Gwen Bishop. Gwen, as I said earlier, was offered the listing on the Cliff Drive house just three months after Sondra’s murder. I interviewed her and have done my best to put her story into an engaging and informative narrative.
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      It took Gwen three passes to maneuver her Honda CRV into a tight spot between a MINI and a Ford pickup. Cliff Drive in Laguna Beach bordered Diver’s Cove, a popular dive beach in an even more popular tourist town. Parking was at a premium, but that wasn’t the only reason it took her so long to settle in and turn off the ignition. Her excitement bordered on anxiety.

      “Is this it?” Maricela asked, awe creeping into her tone.

      Gwen glanced at the elegant Mediterranean home she’d parked in front of. “No. It’s at the end of the block.”

      She led Maricela up the sandy sidewalk until they reached a fence bulging from a jungle of vines and branches fighting to escape from the yard behind it. All that was visible of the house was a bit of gray, shingled roof rising above the fray.

      Gwen pushed open the gate. “This isn’t a mini-mansion like the rest of the houses on the street, but, hey, it’s beachfront property.”

      The sound of the gate, hinges half-broken, scraping across the concrete seemed louder than last time she was here. “It’s been empty for a long time,” she said, then mentally kicked herself. She’d done it again. She was apologizing for the multimillion-dollar property. This house, as dilapidated as it might be, could be a game changer.

      “The owner’s father died almost a year ago after living in a nursing home for years. She just inherited.” Gwen picked her way up the broken walk around the gnarled roots of a large fig tree. Its fruit, in varying stages of decay, littered the ground.

      “Do you have the listing already?” Maricela said.

      “No, but it’s mine if I want it.” She spoke slowly, consciously omitting relevant information. Gwen pulled a set of keys from her purse, fitted one into the front door lock and pushed it open. “I need your advice. Fiona, she’s the owner, gave me a budget for repairs. It’s not big, but it’s something.”

      Gwen squinted into the dim interior, and her heart rate rose. It wasn’t only the home’s history that caused her reaction. Dark, dank places had always made her nervous, and this house had both. It needed serious help if she was going to move it.

      Through the shadows, she could see a circular staircase dividing the foyer in two. A hallway opened to its left. The hallway led to a basement of cave-like rooms. She’d never gone down to see them, and she wasn’t planning to. They sounded like a breeding ground for the kind of creepy-crawly things nightmares were made from. Just walking past the cellar door made her queasy.

      Milky sunlight beckoned from a room to the right of the stairwell. Gwen hurried toward it. Maricela followed.

      “Okay. This is nice.” Her friend’s voice echoed in the empty living room.

      “Nice? It’s fantastic.” Gwen’s tone held a falsely optimistic note. She cleared her throat and walked toward the French doors at the far end of the room. They framed a panoramic view of the Pacific Ocean.

      The sight sent a ripple of pleasure up her backbone. It was the primary thing about this house that excited her. Her real estate portfolio to date consisted of tract houses in planned communities, attached townhomes, and condos. Then last week she got the call.

      Fiona Randall, a woman she’d sold a three-bedroom to a few years back, had inherited the family home on the cliffs in Laguna Beach. This was the kind of listing that made careers, moved agents out of the scrabbling masses and into the elite ranks of real estate brokers. Gwen had dreamed of breaking into that echelon since she started in the business. However, the house had issues.

      She threw open the French doors and stepped onto a veranda of cracked concrete that overlooked a sandy beach. A crisp breeze carried the sounds of crashing waves, children squealing in the surf, and the clanking of diver’s equipment. It was a symphony to Gwen’s ears.

      Yes, this house needed to be renovated and it had baggage. Terrible baggage. But beachfront property in Laguna Beach, California was as rare as red diamonds and much pricier.

      “It has beach access.” Gwen pointed to a rickety railing rising out of the ice plant at the end of the neglected garden.

      Maricela rested a hand on the back of a rusted deck chair, the only piece of furniture on the patio. “If you want to die young.”

      “It needs a little work.” Gwen gestured at the chair and smiled brightly. “That has to go.”

      “This place needs more than a little work, chica.”

      “That’s why you’re here. You’re a pro. If you had thirty thousand to throw at it, what would you do?”

      Maricela’s dark hair reflected the sun as she shook her head. “I’d start by putting a barrier across the top of those stairs. If someone breaks their neck, it’ll decrease the value.”

      Gwen didn’t respond. Maricela’s joke hit a little too close to the truth for comfort. Instead, she pulled a pad of paper from her purse to make notes.

      “Show me more,” Maricela said.

      Gwen re-entered the gloom of the house and led the way through the living room to the foyer and up the hardwood stairs. “I’ve been looking at the comps, and nothing with beach access has sold for under twelve million in the past year and a half. Fiona has her hopes set on ten.”

      Talking about numbers like ten million and twelve million made Gwen feel like a child playing at real estate agent. When she was small, she had a toy cash register on which she rang up plastic food and empty cereal boxes. The prices she set then had no more meaning to her than the price of this house. There were too many zeros for it to compute. But, still, the zeros made her happy.

      “Wait until you see the view from the master bedroom,” Gwen said.

      The floor groaned under their feet as they walked toward a room at the end of the hall. A triangle of light pointed outward from a partially opened door. She looked over her shoulder to monitor Maricela’s reaction.

      “Ta-da,” she said and pushed the door ajar.

      Maricela’s eyes widened.

      “It’s spectacular, right?”

      Maricela’s mouth opened, but she didn’t speak.

      “You can see Catalina on a clear day.” Gwen’s voice faltered.

      “Oh, chica.” Maricela had recognized the room. Gwen could see it on her face. Gruesome photos of what it had once held had been plastered all over the internet. The view, the pale blue walls, and the antique oak bed frame had been visible in many of the shots. “I can’t believe you’re even thinking about signing this place.”

      “I’m just considering… I mean…” Gwen stammered.

      Maricela turned on her heel and headed toward the stairs. “Murder is a disclosure item,” she shot over her shoulder.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1.1.3

          

        

      

    

    
      Five hours later, Gwen hefted her feet onto the coffee table in her suburban living room and cradled the glass of wine Art had poured for her.

      “So, Maricela didn’t think you should list the house,” he said.

      She took a large swig before answering. “No, she didn’t, but that was to be expected.”

      Art sank into his favorite easy chair. It sat across from the couch but was easily angled toward the television. Gwen didn’t like the oversized, brown monstrosity. It didn’t go with the mid-century modern decor of their home, but it was the only piece of furniture besides their Cal King bed that fit his tall frame. So, she put up with it. Marriage was all about deciding which hills were worth dying on.

      “I’m surprised you asked for her opinion.” He sipped his own wine, then set it on the coffee table.

      Gwen shrugged. She didn’t bother explaining that she needed Maricela’s expertise. The woman was a force to be reckoned with. She’d won the top agent award at Humboldt Realty the last two years in a row. She had an uncanny ability to know just what alterations a home would need to sell quickly and to sell at the top of the market.

      Art gazed at her through blue eyes—sky blue, true blue, trustworthy blue. That was her husband.

      He was currently the acting principal of St. Barnabas Lutheran School. At the end of the month, he would be reviewed and either get the job permanently, along with the commensurate raise, or he’d go back to being a lowly English teacher. She had a hard time believing the board wouldn’t keep him on. He was made for the job—a cross between pastor and educator. It suited him perfectly.

      “I hope she wasn’t traumatized,” he said.

      Gwen rested her head on the couch and stared at the ceiling. “That was over two years ago.”

      “Yes, but it’s the kind of thing you never fully recover⁠— “

      “Stop.” She held up a hand. “You aren’t her psychiatrist, or her priest, or her father. Maricela is a tough lady. She’s extremely good at her job, and I need her help.”

      Art’s mouth tightened. “Is she going to give it to you?”

      Gwen swung her feet off the table and sat up. “Yes, as a matter of fact, she is. It took some convincing, but she’s on board.”

      “Are you co-listing?”

      “No.” Neither she nor Maricela wanted that. “I haven’t made up my mind about it. She’s just giving me some advice—as a friend.”

      She leaned forward, elbows on her knees, and he leaned back in his chair. It was as if they were on a seesaw, balancing each other while keeping a safe distance. What had happened to them? Three kids? A dog? A mortgage?

      “What are you doing tomorrow night?” he asked.

      Something warm stirred in Gwen’s chest. Maybe she’d pouted too soon. Friday nights used to be reserved for date nights. Was Art reviving the tradition? She smiled. “Why?”

      “First school orchestra concert of the semester. They asked me to say a few words before it starts.” He lifted his glass from the coffee table and raised it to his mouth. “Thought it would be good to wave the family flag,” he said before sipping.

      The warm feeling cooled. “I don’t know, probably working.” Her voice sounded flat, even to her. She stood. “I’d better get dinner going.”

      “I’ll make the salad,” he said.

      That was Art. Gwen splashed more wine into her glass from the bottle on the kitchen counter. Kind, thoughtful, clean, and thrifty—a regular Boy Scout. Unlike her mother, Gwen had married a good man. However, every once in a while, she wished he’d be bad. Not very bad. Not bad like her father had been, but not quite as perfect.

      As she pulled the leftover spaghetti sauce from the fridge and set it on the stove to heat, she allowed her imagination to return to the house on Cliff Drive. She’d made notes of all Maricela’s suggestions once she could get her to make them. A vision of clean windows, brightly painted walls, and sunlit rooms now flickered in her mind.

      Whatever Art thought, Gwen believed it was good for her friend to face her fears. Wasn’t that how people recovered? If you were agoraphobic, you went outside. If you were afraid of snakes, you visited the reptile display at the zoo.

      After what had happened in Texas, Maricela had almost quit her job. Instead, she’d gotten counseling, moved to California, and become one of the best real estate agents in Orange County.

      Taking her to a home where a crime had been committed was another step toward healing. The murder, just like Maricela’s attack, was in the past. Ascribing evil to the places those things had occurred was illogical.

      If the property on Cliff Drive were restored, made beautiful again, would anyone remember what had happened there? Didn’t the house deserve a second chance?

      Art’s voice preceded him into the kitchen. “Can you take the kids to school tomorrow?” He entered a second later and gave her an apologetic smile. “Pancake breakfast with the board.”

      “Sure.”

      He caught her hand as she turned to the cupboard to get the pasta and pulled her close. “I’m not that worried about Maricela.”

      “No?” she spoke into his chest.

      “No, it’s you. I don’t like the idea of you listing a house where a woman was stabbed to death.”

      “That was three months ago.”

      “I know, but…” Instead of finishing his sentence, he pressed his lips to the top of her head for a long minute, then released her.

      “When’s dinner? I’m starving.” Tyler, their eleven-year-old, burst into the kitchen through the back door.

      “Ten minutes,” Gwen said.

      He turned and yelled into the yard. “Ten minutes.” Then, he disappeared again.

      Gwen and Art worked together to get dinner on the table as they’d done a thousand times before. Their conversation turned to school gossip and Art’s mother’s health.

      It wasn’t exciting or passionate, like in the early days of their marriage. It was more like a well-rehearsed scene from a beloved movie. The ending might not be a surprise, but it was still enjoyable to watch it play out. She and Art were a team. They were good together, and that was enough for now.
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      Gwen tapped out her frustration on the steering wheel. “What is going on up there? You’d think they were being dropped off for a six-month tour with the Peace Corps instead of six hours of school.”

      The twice-daily traffic jam at St. Barnabas Lutheran School reminded her of a herd of cattle headed for a watering hole. Mothers in minivans rattled their horns and jostled each other to best position their young.

      “Everyone have their backpacks? Lunch?” Gwen said when she was able to pull the CRV forward.

      “Keep driving, Mom,” Tyler said. “We’ll jump and roll.” Tyler was the funny man in the family.

      Emily, the youngest, not to be outdone by her older brothers, said, “Yeah, let’s jump and roll.”

      “You’ll mess up your uniform,” Gwen said.

      She jockeyed left to the drop-off point. Tyler and Emily bolted from the seat behind her, and Jason, her oldest, exited the shotgun position.

      “You have your sister,” Gwen said when Jason came around the driver’s side. “Take her to her classroom, please.” Jason gave her a quizzical look. Emily was in third grade and had been walking to her class alone all school year.

      “Or, not,” Gwen amended. She was being twitchy—had been all week as Art had pointed out last night. He thought she was nervous about the Laguna Beach listing. He was wrong. She didn’t know what it was, but it wasn’t that. There was no reason to be twitchy about that.

      Her children turned to walk toward the brick front building.

      “Hey. Goodbye.” She called after them.

      Emily returned, stood on tiptoes, wrapped her arms around Gwen’s neck and leaned in for a sticky kiss. Tyler, smelling like soap and cereal, was next. Jason stooped; the top of his red head entered the window first. He pecked her on the cheek. When had he gotten so tall?

      Then they were off. Jason loped with the awkward gait of a teen whose brain hasn’t figured out how to handle the extra inches. The two towheads jogged to keep up with him. Gwen watched until they reached the double glass doors of the school, love making her heart ache. A horn behind her sounded, reminding her of the day ahead. She put the car in gear.

      This morning, she was meeting Fiona Randall and a contractor at the Laguna Beach house. Fiona had called to ask if they could all get together to discuss what needed to be done to get the place ready to sell.

      It had only been available for a week when Sondra Olsen of First Team Realty had been found in the master bedroom. The police believed she’d been killed in the basement, then carried upstairs and arranged on the rug near the bed.

      The story had received a lot of media attention. It was sensational—realtor dies in multimillion-dollar beach house. Time and a flood of other horrid news stories were the only things that would dim the community’s memory of the crime. Hopefully, enough of both had flowed by.

      Fiona and a tall, dark-haired man were already there when Gwen arrived on Cliff Drive. They stood in a patch of sunlight next to the creaky gate, their backs to the street. Fiona waved at the fig tree while the man nodded. Gwen hoped she was giving orders to have the eyesore removed.

      She parked, exited her car, and clicked the locks shut. Fiona and the man turned at the sound. “Hi, sorry I’m late.” She began making excuses as she crossed the street.

      “You’re not,” Fiona reassured her.

      The man held out his hand. “Lance.”

      She took it and gazed at his face. It was a very nice face. Too nice, really. He was the kind of handsome she often took an instant dislike to. The entitled kind of handsome. The kind of handsome that produced shallow people who’d never had to endure the slings and arrows everyone else had to endure.

      “Gwen.” She shook the proffered hand.

      A comical expression crossed Lance’s face as he looked from one to the other of the women. “Are you two sisters?”

      Fiona grinned. “No. We should be though.”

      “You look so much alike.”

      Lance wasn’t the first to note the similarity in their appearances. Although there was a superficial resemblance between them—they were both tall with lean builds—their faces weren’t the same at all. An observant person would notice that Gwen’s features were much larger than Fiona’s patrician ones.

      What caused the comments was their unusual hair color. Each had a head of thick, wavy, auburn hair and they wore it in the same casual, mid-length cut. Gwen was thinking of cutting hers.

      “Were you a carrot top when you were a kid?” Fiona asked.

      “I was. I hated my hair.”

      “Me, too.”

      “Well, the pain paid off,” Lance said, with inappropriate admiration in his voice.

      “What were you two talking about when I pulled up?” Gwen gestured to the fig tree, wanting to change the subject. Her hair was none of Lance’s business. “Getting rid of that, I hope.”

      “Yes,” Fiona said. “I was telling him how it blocks the light in the entryway.”

      “Can we take a look?” he said.

      As they walked through the home, Gwen laid out the suggestions Maricela had made about bathroom upgrades, new windows, and brighter colors on the walls. It sounded as if she’d already made up her mind to list the property, which she hadn’t, but the idea of renovating the old place was exciting. She’d love to watch it transform into a more modern version of its original elegant form.

      Fiona nodded her agreement as Gwen spoke, but Lance only jotted notes into a tablet. Gwen tried, unsuccessfully, to read them over his shoulder. What did he think of her ideas? Well, of Maricela’s ideas. And why was he being so quiet? And why did she care?

      When they came to the kitchen, he finally spoke up. “This is a mess.”

      “It needs new appliances,” Gwen said, a little defensively.

      “Needs a lot more than appliances.” He walked to the sink and turned on the tap. A loud bang sounded from someplace inside the walls. Fifteen seconds later, water spit from the faucet.

      “I’d suggest having a plumber in to look at the pipes. It’d be a shame to have to pull up the new flooring if you got a leak,” he said.

      “Who says we’re putting in new flooring?” Gwen stomped her foot on the boards. “This is hardwood.”

      Lance crossed to the butler’s pantry, bent down, and pulled up a section of the floor before she could protest. “The kitchen needs tile.” He carried it to the women with arms extended, like it might explode.

      The smell made her wince. It was green with mold. “Future health hazard,” he said.

      Fiona grimaced. “I may have to increase the budget.”

      Lance dropped the wood, wiped his hands on his pants, turned to his tablet on the counter and began scrolling through a very thorough-looking form. It seemed to cover all the things they’d discussed, including costs and time estimates.

      Gwen wandered away as the two pored over the document. She needed a moment to think. She opened the French doors and walked onto the balcony, breathing in salt air to wash imagined mold spores from her lungs.

      Did she or didn’t she plan to represent Fiona Randall? She was torn. The house was in terrible condition, but the woman was obviously willing to invest in improvements. She’d hired a contractor.

      No, the real reason Gwen was hesitant was because of the murder, which was completely illogical. As she’d said to Maricela and to Art, she didn’t believe there was such a thing as resident evil. She couldn’t accept that the violence done here had somehow permeated the walls. That, like blood spatter that had been scrubbed away, it would reappear if the conditions were right.

      “Gwen?” Fiona’s voice echoed from the empty living room. “Here.” Gwen turned toward the sound.

      A moment later the homeowner stepped onto the patio,

      Lance directly behind her. “Needs paving.” He made an adjustment on his tablet.

      Fiona’s face clouded. “I hate to put my entire inheritance into fixing this place.”

      “You’ll get it all back and then some when it sells,” Lance said.

      “If it sells,” she said.

      Gwen took a step toward her. “It will. This is Laguna Beach.”

      “I’m tempted to put it up ‘as is’ again.”

      “That’s not⁠—”

      “I wouldn’t⁠—”

      Lance and Gwen both spoke at once. She closed her mouth and let him continue.

      “The place is one of a kind. Make it shine, and you can ask whatever you want.”

      Fiona massaged her forehead as if she were struggling with a headache. “It’s one of a kind, alright.”

      Gwen felt a surge of sympathy. The house was both a gift and a burden, one she may be able to help carry. “I agree with Lance,” she added quickly. “You can’t erase the home’s past, but you could disguise it.”

      Fiona’s hand slapped to her side, and she glared at Gwen. “You know we’re going to have lookie-loos from all over the county here as soon as we put it on the market.”

      Gwen inclined her head. “All the more reason to manage perceptions.”

      Lance’s brow furrowed. “What are you talking about?” Both women’s eyes shot toward him.

      “You don’t know?” Fiona asked.

      “Know what?”

      She bit her bottom lip as if she hated to tell him.

      Gwen did it for her. “The first real estate agent to list the property was found dead—stabbed—in an upstairs bedroom three months ago.”

      Lance took a step backward, as if he’d been pushed. “What?”

      “Some days I feel I’m responsible. That this house…” Fiona reached an icy hand toward Gwen and gripped her wrist. “Maybe I shouldn’t list it again.”

      The thought that she could become a target had never occurred to Gwen. It chilled her as much as Fiona’s touch.

      Lance blinked hard. “Do they know who did it?”

      Fiona shook her head slowly. “No. At first, they thought it was the husband. They’d been having troubles. But he had an alibi.”

      “It was probably random, like what happened in Texas a couple of years ago,” Gwen blurted.

      Lance turned a blank gaze on her.

      “Real estate agents were being attacked in vacant properties.” Maricela’s face appeared in Gwen’s mind. “It was terrible. They never caught the guy.”

      “The victims were raped, not killed,” Fiona amended.

      “This could’ve been a copycat that went wrong,” Gwen said. “Or maybe it was a lover, or an angry co-worker. We don’t know who killed Sondra, but there’s no reason to think this house—” She lifted her hands and gestured around her. “Had anything to do with it.”

      Nobody spoke for a long minute. The waves crashing on the shore below filled the silence. Finally, Lance said, “I’ll write this up and send you over a contract tomorrow. If you want to go forward, I can get started on Monday. I had a cancellation.”

      He nodded goodbye and left. Fiona watched him go, then looked at Gwen. “You never sent me a listing agreement.”

      “I know. Things at work…” She allowed her excuse to trail off. She didn’t want to tell Fiona she hadn’t made up her mind. Why wouldn’t she jump at the chance to add this house to her portfolio? Superstition and fear, those were the only reasons.

      The same superstition and fear plagued Fiona, however, and she seemed to understand. “You saw the lockbox on the front door?”

      Gwen nodded.

      “I’m leaving it for the workmen, but you still have the keys I gave you, right?”

      She did. The fact that she hadn’t brought them, hadn’t returned them, said something. Gwen was leaning toward taking the listing.

      Fiona touched her arm lightly. “Feel free to come by, walk around, think about it.”

      “I will.” Relieved the conversation was over, Gwen moved toward the house.

      “But, Gwen,” Fiona said.

      Gwen turned.

      “I need to know by Monday. Other agents have contacted me.” She raised a hand, palm forward in a gesture of peace. “I’m not pushing. You know that. But I need someone to oversee the renovations. I’ve got too much going on to do it myself.”

      “Of course,” Gwen said.

      “I hope it will be you.” She lifted a lock of hair. “Sisters and all.”

      Gwen grinned. “I’m sure it will be. I just have to look at the schedule.”

      It should be her. When she was on the veranda looking at the ocean view, she felt confident. But as she passed the cellar door in the dim front hall, an involuntary shiver walked up her spine, and the confidence fled.
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