
Deadly Flip

A Home Renovator Mystery

by

M. E. Bakos

Copyright 2018 by M. E. Bakos

All rights reserved. No parts of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording or by any information storage and retrieval system, without written permission from the author, except for the inclusion of brief quotations in a review.

––––––––

For information: email mebakos@yahoo.com



  	
	    
	      Also by M. E. Bakos

	    

      
	    
          
	      A Home Renovator Mystery

          
        
          
	          Fatal Flip

          
        
          
	          Deadly Flip

          
        
          
	          Lethal Flip

          
        
          
	          Killer Flip

          
        
          
	          Mortal Flip

          
        
          
	          Twisted Flip

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          The Perfect Match

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at M. E. Bakos’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Also By M. E. Bakos

Dedication

CHAPTER 1

CHAPTER 2

CHAPTER 3

CHAPTER 4

CHAPTER 5

CHAPTER 6

CHAPTER 7

CHAPTER 8

CHAPTER 9

CHAPTER 10

CHAPTER 11

CHAPTER 12

CHAPTER 13

CHAPTER 14

CHAPTER 15

CHAPTER 16

CHAPTER 17

CHAPTER 18

CHAPTER 19

CHAPTER 20

CHAPTER 21

CHAPTER 22

CHAPTER 23

CHAPTER 24

CHAPTER 25

CHAPTER 26

KATELYN’S HOME IMPROVEMENT TIPS

Sign up for M. E. Bakos's Mailing List

Also By M. E. Bakos

About the Author



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    For hubby Joe Sebesta and  Chipper

      

    

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 1
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“What the heck!” I tugged at the edge of a board in the bottom of the window seat in the second-floor bedroom of my home renovation project. This was my third project in my new profession as a Home Rehab Specialist. I had purchased the house at auction a couple of weeks earlier and was in the midst of the remodel. 

“What?” asked my BFF Myra Alexandria Payten, poking her head out of the closet she’d been dusting. She wore a blue denim shirt with sleeves rolled at the cuffs, matching jeans and sported casual work shoes that cost a fortune. Her highlighted hair was freshly styled. She was humoring me with cleaning. 

The house was a few blocks from where Myra lived. She was a staunch supporter of my new occupation. It was with her encouragement that I’d decided to flip houses for a living after I was canned from my marketing job at a hospital. She had a passion for home improvement projects, and renewing houses. She had her projects done for her. Me, not so much. She lived in one of the stately mansions facing the “couples” lake in Minneapolis, Minn. It was one of three lakes in the Hiptown area; the other lakes were known as the “singles” and “family” lakes.

She had been over-the-top thrilled when I told her about the project.

“It’s a wonderful house, Katelyn! A marvelous opportunity,” she’d gushed. 

“But I do renovations in Crocus Heights, close to home,” I had argued.

“This is a perfect opportunity to expand your horizon. Besides, it’s a great deal.”

“How do you know?”

“My brother told me the house was up for sale.”

“Really? The chief of police follows foreclosures at auction?”

“This one is special. It has a history.”

“History?”

“There was an incident, a murder....” As her voice trailed off, she coughed and avoided my stare. 

“I don’t need bad karma,” I warned her.

“The actual murder took place in the garage. The body is gone. No body. No bad karma.” She sounded evasive and a little flippant. My guard was up.

“I wouldn’t be too sure about that,” I said, my eyes narrowed.

“Katelyn, I’d like you to renovate the house.” She studied me; her gaze was steady, serious. 

“Why don’t you renovate the house?” I countered. It wasn’t like her to push a project. It was weird, especially after my experience with a dead body in my first rehab.  

“I’m not the expert that you are in home renovation,” she said firmly.

What could I say? 
My name is Katelyn Baxter. Most people call me Kate or Katie. I am a Home Rehabilitation Specialist, or a house flipper. It is my passion. 

Myra had confidence in me. That meant a lot. If I didn’t know better, I would have thought she had a personal interest in the house. But she had grown up in a mansion on Lake Minnetonka, an heir to the Johnson Construction Company. 

Like I said, I had been resistant to this rehab. The job was out of my target area of Crocus Heights, where I’d done my first two projects. The craftsman style house needed a lot of TLC along with beaucoup renovating. It needed updating, plumbing, and electrical work. But it was in a good neighborhood with well-kept lawns and a diverse population. Many residents were young college students who lived in the historic brownstone apartment buildings. Homeowners loved the serenity of the city’s lakes close to the hustle and bustle of an urban setting. 

I bought the house that had one other offer from a tall, thin older woman with a hooked nose, and wispy hair. She sneered and hurried away when she learned I was the lucky bidder.

“Let’s take a break,” Myra suggested.

“Excellent idea.” I gave the board a rest, and we headed to the front porch, discussing what would be next in the renovation. Sheriff Don Williams interrupted our kibitzing. He pulled over, got out of his cruiser, and bounded up the front steps.

“Myra,” he nodded.

“Sheriff,” she replied. “Out of your jurisdiction, aren’t you?” Her hazel eyes twinkled. 

“On my way to the office,” he said. “Say hello to your brother.”

“I will.” 

He pivoted. “This is your house?” The corners of his eyes crinkled.

“It is, now.” I brushed back my dark, unruly hair, and met his cobalt blue eyes, steeling myself against the flutter in my stomach when our eyes locked. 

He held out his hand, gripped mine in a firm handshake. “Congratulations, you bought the DJ house.”

“DJ?” 

“Double jeopardy.” His expression held a hint of sympathy mingled with regret. “A young woman, Skye Jones, a tenant, was murdered here about four years ago. The man who killed her stored her body in the garage over the winter. In the spring, he buried her under that planting bed next to the garage.” He pointed to the detached, stucco, single-stall garage. 

“They charged two men, Ruston Ahoe, the owner/landlord, and Daemon Pleasant, another renter. The tenant took a plea deal and the owner plead not guilty. When the jury acquitted the owner, he confessed to the murder.”

“Why would the guy confess after he was acquitted?” I scratched my head, puzzled.

“Don’t know. But they released the tenant who took the deal,” the sheriff said. “Nothing the owner said implicated him.”

“Because he didn’t do it?” I asked. “So, nobody paid for this girl’s death?”

“They jailed the renter for a short time. The owner couldn’t be charged and tried for the same crime again. Double jeopardy.” He smiled wryly. “It’s the law.”  

It was March, and the area he indicated was covered with the remains of dead plants and winter debris. The reality that they found a body at the same time of year, years earlier, hit me.

“Oh. My. God.” Talk about bad juju. 

After Don left, I turned to Myra, “You didn’t tell me the part about double jeopardy.”

“I said the place had history.” She avoided my gaze, picking a piece of lint off her jacket.

I knew I should have done my due diligence and Googled, but the deal had come up quickly. It was a good project, and Myra approved. I had been carried away by the solid home and visions of how I could renew it. But, a murder that no one paid for? A girl lost her life, and the man convicted for the crime gets released? The actual killer is freed?

“You told the sheriff I’d be here this morning, didn’t you?” 

“Maybe.”

“He knew I’d buy the house, didn’t he?” I asked.

“Maybe.” She smiled coyly.  

After finding a body in the attic of my first flip, I was a little sensitive about karma. I didn’t want to find a dead body in another renovation, ever. I wanted a simple, straightforward rehab. The place creeped me out. 

We went back upstairs to the bedroom to resume work. We passed Wayne Hamer, who was tearing out a wall between the dining room and kitchen. 

Wayne is my handyman and neighbor at the townhouses where I live, about a twenty- minute drive through the heart of the city. He is a self-described, recovering alcoholic and has stayed sober for many years. He resembles a hippie with long gray hair and round, metal-framed glasses. He’s a wizard with wood. 

And, he was freaked. Unlike his usual gregarious manner, the mostly retired carpenter had been quiet outside of occasional bursts of “dang it, anyway,” frowning while he tore into the project. Every time the lights flickered, he grumbled. When he checked the circuit breaker panel in the basement, the lights would stop sputtering. An electrician was next on my list to call. 

Back at the seat, my head deep in the window bench, I took the board out and examined it. 

“The bottom’s loose,” I muttered. “I’ll have to get some wood glue,” I said. I wiped the board with a cleaning solution of white vinegar and olive oil and sat back on my heels. I put the board aside and peered inside.

“It’s a false bottom!” I spied an object at the bottom and gingerly pulled out a thin, dusty, 5x7 pink, cardboard-backed book. The front of the book had a butterfly in the psychedelic deep blues, pinks, and greens reminiscent of another era. “Dream,” was written in ornate swirling script on the cover against a background of deep blue and black, with white stars.

“Looks like a journal,” and brushed dust off the book. I opened the cover and read, “Skye’s Diary. DO NOT READ, Personal and Private, written in flowery handwriting. Circles dotted the I’s, and red hearts decorated the corners of the page.

“That’s the dead girl’s diary! Dang it, Myra, I knew I shouldn’t do this project!” I dropped it like a hot potato and stood up.

“It’s a wonderful house! Fixed up, it will enhance the neighborhood and boost property values. It’s been a few years since the murder.” She was firm. 

“Four years. Is that enough time for people to forget what happened?” 

Myra’s rosy complexion paled, and she said in a calm, rational voice, “Skye Jones is dead. Maybe we can find some reason for her life ending so tragically.”

“Yeah, the guy got off scot-free. We know that. I tell ya, there was no justice for this girl,” I ranted. My blood boiled thinking about the story and the unfairness of the situation. 

“It wasn’t fair,” she agreed. “The law failed Skye Jones.” 

“Guess it couldn’t hurt to read the diary.” I picked the journal off the floor and flipped through the thin volume, speculating. A few pages had entries; most were blank. 

I sat on the seat. Myra stood at my shoulder. “She was so young. It’s a shame.” She stroked her chin, thoughtful. “The family would want the diary.” 

“We should try to find them,” I agreed. “We won’t know anything unless we read it. It’s kind of like finding a wallet. You have to look inside for an ID.”

“It couldn’t hurt.” She considered me for a moment. “Katelyn Baxter. Don’t you dare read the journal without me.”

“I won’t. Promise.” I smiled, closed the book, clutching it to my chest, hiding crossed fingers. 

She gazed at me, skeptical. 

“Not all of it,” I amended.

“Uh huh. I’ve got to go. I have a date with an exterminator,” Myra said, tossing the dust cloth on the bench, wiping her hands on designer jeans.

“Ooh. Be still my beating heart.” Pretending to swoon, I placed my hand on my chest. 

“Yes.” She laughed. “Homeownership doesn’t get any better.” 

“Probably not,” I agreed and chuckled.

She stood back and gazed at the moldings, adding, “Isn’t the woodwork wonderful? Such quality craftsmanship. They don’t build them like this anymore. The window bench is a lovely place for a youngster to sit and read and ponder the mysteries of the moon and stars.”

“Uh huh,” I agreed. “It is nice.” I glanced up at her. Her eyes held a faraway look.

“You okay, Myra?” 

“Fine.”

“Okay,” I said, quizzically.

“Let’s do Popov’s later,” she said, glancing at her wristwatch. “Oops, I’m late.”  

“Sounds like a plan. Five o’clock?” I asked and started paging through the diary.

“That should work.”

“I’ll walk you out. I need a cup of coffee, and I want to see how Wayne is doing.” I placed the diary on the seat and grabbed my mug from the windowsill. 

I trailed Myra down the wooden staircase.

On the first floor, we passed the construction dust and newly exposed wall studs where Wayne worked. He wore a sweatband around his head with his gray hair pulled back in a ponytail. A black back brace was fastened around his flannel work shirt. His forehead creased in concentration; he bore the same grim expression he’d had since we started this project. He stopped piling debris in a wheelbarrow and grinned long enough to acknowledge Myra’s “Bye, Wayne,” with a nod and a wink, then resumed tossing plaster into the container.

At least, that’s some kind of smile. 

Myra read my expression and lifted her eyebrows in agreement. She could tell Wayne wasn’t his jovial self.

“I’ll see you later,” Myra called out as she strode outside to her black SUV. Clicking her car key, she turned and waved.

I returned to the house, passing Wayne who kept loading the wheelbarrow. I hesitated, shrugged at his stiff back and squared shoulders, and filled my mug with strong coffee from the thermos in the part of the kitchen not yet demolished.

I went upstairs to resume my project. The hardwood floors were in decent shape. My plan was to get up as much dust as possible, clean the floor, then rent a sander to refinish the oak floors. I could save on new flooring, a boon because the house needed rewiring.  

The psychedelic butterfly journal beckoned from the bench. I put my coffee mug on the sill, grabbed the book, and sat. I’ll just read a page or two. The sky was overcast, and I heard a light patter of raindrops at the windowpane as I opened the journal.  

I flipped past the page where Skye Jones’ girlish swirl declared the diary was off limits and read her first entry. It was dated September 1. She wrote: 
“My first week in the city. It is so cool living here. It’s a big house. A cute guy who works at the diner lives in the room across from mine. He has brown hair, deep brown eyes, and dimples. He’s always smiling. I get a funny feeling when he looks at me. He’s just so adorable! My landlord seems pretty cool, too. I told him I was going to school this fall. He thought I meant college. I meant high school. It’s my last year. A senior! I’m so pumped. I have to save all my money for food and rent. I don’t want to go back home. The kids at school are mean. They tease me about the dumb robbery. It wasn’t my fault! I never fit in anyway!”

I stopped reading. She had gotten into trouble and hadn’t finished high school. Most kids graduated at eighteen. Justice had failed Skye Jones and her family. Frowning, I closed the diary and placed it on the bench, gulped coffee from my mug, and began cleaning.

Grabbing the vacuum from the hall outside of the bedroom, I vacuumed every corner and crevice of the room. It was close to four o’clock when I finished. I took my cup, tucked the diary under my arm, and headed downstairs.

Wayne lifted the white dust mask that covered his nose. 

“Quitting time, Kiddo?” He had most of the wall removed and the debris cleared. The wheelbarrow was filled to the brim. Wayne had called me “Kiddo” from the beginning of our friendship. I liked his nickname. It made me feel younger than my thirty-five years. I admit to twenty-eight. A gal has a right to fudge on her age. Am I right, or am I right? 

“Yep. Going to meet Myra later.”

“I’ll be right behind you. Almost done here.” He spied the journal in my hand, “Whatcha got there?”

“Skye Jones’ diary. The girl who was killed years back. They found her remains under the planting bed beside the garage.”

“You don’t say?” His eyes got big and his expression solemn. In a low voice, “Someone was murdered in this house?” 

“It happened in the garage.” I had considered how to tell Wayne, but was reluctant to pass on any negative information. I needed his help to renovate the house and wasn’t sure if he’d work on it with bad vibes attached. I felt a little sheepish about not disclosing. Let’s face it, there’s never a good time to tell someone there’s been a murder where they work. 

“That’s a bad sign.” He rubbed the gray stubble on his chin. “House could be haunted.” 

“I doubt it. But it’s a sad situation.” I wasn’t sure I believed in ghosts but didn’t want Wayne to think I did. 

“Thanks for everything today, Wayne.” I brushed a lock of hair from my face. “You okay? Lately, you seem a little cranky.” 

“Nothing I can’t handle. Ain’t nothing to do with anything here. No ghosts or nothing,” Wayne declared, his expression deadpan. 

“Because if there’s anything you need, let me know,” I added. I could have kicked myself. I should have told him when I found out.

“Sure thing.” He nodded, picked up the broom, and started sweeping the area.

“Okay.” I took him at his word.

I left, vowing to get Wayne to open up, and to search the web for anything else I could find about Skye Jones and the whereabouts of Ruston Ahoe, her killer. 
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CHAPTER 2


[image: ]


Darting through a light drizzle, I hopped into my new ride, a natty 2000 Ford Festiva. I cranked the engine, switched on the heat, and shivered while I fiddled with the volume of the radio and waited for the car to warm. I’d downsized from the green station wagon I’d had when I renovated the Bluebird Street house in Crocus Heights. That car’s engine blew in a car chase with the bad guy.

Borrowing Myra’s cushy SUV had been heaven after the wagon died. She had bought a new one with more tech stuff, a rear-view camera, and lord knows what all. But, in my profession, the hatchback was the ticket. It was compact and it came pre-dinged, with a chip in the windshield. I didn’t worry about another vehicle getting too close in the tightly packed lakes area of the city. I headed home, maneuvering through the heavy traffic and sped into my driveway, singing along to the music of Maren Morris’ “’80’s Mercedes.” 

Mrs. Greta Gilman, one of three residents at the townhomes, stood on the driver’s side of a mail truck at the end of the drive. She shielded her strawberry blonde, pixie hairdo from the light rain as the balding, late fiftyish postman handed over her mail. Both were animated with big smiles and kept up their banter after she collected the letters and flyers. 

Mrs. Gilman was widowed and spent many hours tending her flowers and shrubbery during the spring, summer, and fall. She and Wayne, my handyman, had spent a lot of time together over the winter, and I called her Gillie with Wayne rather than Mrs. Gilman, as the two were an item. It was too early for the gardening season, and I suspected she watched daytime television while Wayne worked at the renovation. 

I gave them a nod, which neither acknowledged, and hurried inside. I stopped at the first door inside the central hall that led to the four townhomes. With a mug in one hand, the diary tucked under my arm, and my handbag heavy on my shoulder, I unlocked my door. 

“Yowl.” Boots, my rescue cat roommate, leaped from his perch on the back of the sofa, demanding a treat, his tail waving. He weaved around my legs, brushing his body against my jeans. With his black body and white paws, he appeared as if he wore a tuxedo. He had adopted me after I let him in during a storm a year earlier.

“All right, all ready. You’re getting fat.” I dropped my load on the kitchen table, shook the drops off my jacket and dug into the treat jar on the counter. I felt around the bottom of the jar and made a mental note to get snacks. “This is serious. This is your last treat.” I held it out. He wrinkled his nose, snatched the goodie from my hand, and ran off.

I hustled to the bedroom, laid out a clean sweater and jeans, and headed for a shower. 

Amid slipping on the sweater, the phone rang, and I dashed to the cordless phone on my nightstand. It was Myra’s number on caller ID. 

“Hi, Myra?” 

“I have more visitors in the attic,” She responded, sounding annoyed.

“Pest control didn’t get them all?” 

“Apparently not. I hear the patter of little feet overhead. And scratching.” Her tone was clipped. 

“A squirrel?”

“I’m betting on the raccoons,” she said tightly. “It’s nearly dark. They’re nocturnal and come out to play at night. Pest control said it was mating season.”

“Great.” 

An uneasy thought of another creature, a mouse, flitted through my mind, but I kept my mouth shut.

“How would they get into the attic?”

“They must have shimmied up the brick on the house and found an opening.”

“And now you hear them playing above your head?”

“Yes,” she said, exasperated.

“It’s a marvelous house. Can’t say that I blame them,” I kidded.

“Yes. I have a wonderful home for woodland creatures.” She sniffed. Myra lived in a stunning red brick colonial. The grounds were beautifully maintained with lush green grass and well-groomed bushes, courtesy of a landscaping service. 

“Sorry.”

“It’s true,” she agreed with a sigh. “I must pass on Popov’s. Pest control is coming back. It’ll take time to get the critters rounded up.” 

“That’s okay. We’ll do it another day.”

“Thanks. I must go; the truck is here. I’m sure my neighbors are thrilled,” she said, still frustrated. “I’m the hit of the neighborhood.”

“They’ll understand.” I stifled a snicker. 

I hung up and gazed at Boots. “It’s just you and me.” His green eyes gleamed, and he grinned and licked his paws. He knew I’d been stood up on a Friday night. 

I thought about calling Don and nixed the idea. Things had been awkward between us since Eddy, my ex, appeared outside my door the evening of our date for the Policeman’s Dance. Eddy had picked that night, of all nights, to show up. Eddy and I had been married and divorced shortly after high school, but stayed friends despite parting ways. We were orphans, with no parents or siblings. 

Since that evening, Don and I had had a few cordial interactions, but he’d kept his distance and seemed to bond with Eddy a little too much for my comfort. I didn’t know what Eddy was up to these days. 

I headed to the bathroom, ran a brush through my hair, then padded to the kitchen where I hunted through the refrigerator for dinner. 

With my head stuck in the fridge, Boots rubbed against my legs meowing, eager for his dinner. The rain began a steady drum against the patio window in the kitchen. 

“Would it be mean to have a pizza delivered in this weather?” A flash of lightning and a crack of thunder sounded. I jumped. “Peanut butter, it is.”

I took out the jar and two slices of bread, spread a layer of peanut butter and added more butter to the slices. I poured a glass of chardonnay, setting it on the counter. I opened a can of food for Boots and filled his bowl with fresh water.

Another boom sounded, and I hurried to the patio door. Opening the blinds, I gazed out. The wind whipped the branches of the lilac bushes that bordered Mrs. Gilman’s patio and mine. Her kitchen lights illuminated the shrubs. Beyond the bushes, bare branches on willow trees swayed.

“Boots, it’s a good night to stay in.” I closed the blinds, and gave the cat his chow. Then carried my dinner and wine to the sofa, flipping on the television to the local news. Unable to get Skye’s diary out of my thoughts, I finished my sandwich, took my plate to the dishwasher, and returned to turn off the television.

Torn between doing a Google search for Ruston Ahoe and reading Skye’s diary, the journal won. I grabbed the thin volume and settled in on the couch, an afghan over my legs. Boots jumped to his favorite place on the sofa.

I opened the journal to the next entry: 

September 14. “School is cool. The kids are so different than the stuck-up kids at home. They accept me. It is so fun. But I’m really busy working and going to classes. My job is okay. My feet are sore. The bus was crowded, and I had to stand. I gave up my seat on the bus to an old man on the way home. But my pockets are full of tips. I can pay rent for two days! I bought a burger at Burger World for supper. I ran into the cute guy across the hall when I got home. We work different shifts. He told me to call him DaeDae. He’s got such a cute way of talking; he starts every sentence with “hey.” “Hey, Skye.” “Hey, how’s it going?” It’s so funny. His eyes are a dreamy soft brown, and he has deep dimples.”

Noise coming from the hall interrupted my concentration. I heard the muffled sound of a door shutting in the distance, then all was quiet. It had to be Wayne coming home from the Hiptown renovation. Usually, he rapped at Mrs. Gilman’s door, and I would hear the seniors talking. One or the other would ask about dinner plans. I continued reading.  

September 23, two o’clock a.m. “I woke to the sound of the doorknob rattling. It scared me. I held my breath and listened. The noise quit, and I fell back asleep. Maybe I was dreaming?”

September 30, two o’clock a.m. “Same noise, same time tonight. I got up, went to the door, cracked it open, and peeked. Nothing! I feel so dumb. It must be some draft or something.”

I jumped and gasped when my cell phone rang. Placing the journal on my lap, I reached for the phone on the coffee table. The caller was Sheriff Don, and I tried to sound chill.

“Hello?” 

“Hi, Kate,” His deep voice drawled. “Is this a good time?”

“Fine. I was reading. Keeping Boots company.” It occurred to me that I ought to tell him about the diary, but dismissed the thought.  

“What are you reading?”  

“Nothing.” I didn’t know whether the police would want the diary. If they did, I would give it up, but I wasn’t ready to hand it over, yet. “Just a book.”

“Have you eaten?”

“Barely.” I perked up, guilty, thinking about the sandwich and chardonnay combo. 

“How about I pick up a pizza, and we can both eat and keep Boots company?”

“Fabulous. Hawaiian?”

“Pineapple on a pizza isn’t normal. How about we go half Hawaiian and half everything else?” he asked, laughing.

“You’re paying.”

“Deal.”

While I waited for Don, I powered up the computer and searched for Ruston Ahoe and Skye Jones. Newspaper photos on Google were sketchy at best. A picture of Ruston Ahoe entering the courthouse for the trial showed a man who resembled a church choir boy. He was clean cut, tall, lean, and had a beak of a nose. His brown hair was neatly combed. He turned out in a blue pullover sweater with gray slacks. In contrast, Daemon Pleasant had long, unruly dark brown locks
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