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I stood on a rung of the stepladder, looking into a black hole of the attic access in the closet of the house I was rehabbing.

“Dang it! Dang. Dang,” I said, sputtering, my heart racing.  

“What?” My best friend, Myra asked, puzzled, as she waited for me. Myra Alexandria Payten was nervous about heights, even six-foot stepladders. She wasn’t a fan of peering into remote areas of homes under renovation and waited while I inspected the attic.

“It’s a body,” I said, gasping. “A body that hasn’t moved for a while.” My legs quivered, and my knees buckled. Gingerly, I stepped down the ladder to face a flabbergasted Myra.

“You have got to be kidding!” she said, each word short and clipped, staring at me openmouthed. Myra always used proper English, even under stressful conditions.  

“I kid you not.” Dread settled in the pit of my stomach. “I hate it when that happens.” When faced with panic-inducing situations, I can be understated, stoic. 

“We must call the police immediately!” Myra gasped; her hazel eyes wide.

“Yep,” I replied resolutely. “We must.”

I felt badly about the body we’d just found in the attic. The poor soul could have been there a while, but any smell was held at bay in the cool Minnesota spring. The heat was off in the house, and the body was well-preserved—for a dead person. 

The dread in the pit of my stomach was terror about my present finances. This was my job now; I was a house renovator. Just a step up from a slumlord. 

My name is Katelyn Baxter. I am thirty-five years old. I admit to twenty-eight, because twenty-nine is a cliché. I’ve been married twice. Once divorced, from my high school beau, Eddy. Now widowed, from the love of my life, Jake.   

My business card says I am a Home Renovation Specialist. I love anything related to home repair and renovation. So much so, when I was dismissed from my position at a mega medical organization, I decided to become a house flipper.

A year earlier, my boss, Michael Preston Ness, chief communications officer, had summoned me to his office. Someone in marketing was going to take a hit for the team, a demotion to ‘records coordinator.’ I was the one selected to take the hit. 

“No!”

He glared at me from across his desk, his face turning an impressive blotchy red, a blue vein bulging in his forehead.

“What!”

“Hell, no!” My face felt hot, and was likely as red as his.

By the end of the day, Janice from Human Resources and Michael Preston Ness marched to my cubicle, took my key and employee pass card. In a final humiliation, I was told not to talk to anyone at the hospital. I presumed, that meant friends, as well. 

That evening, while calling everyone I knew, I finished a fresh bottle of chardonnay. My hangover lasted a day. The rest of the week, I lay on the sofa, watched cartoons, and ate Doritos.

I will refrain from naming this goliath company in the event they could sue the heck out of my penniless soul, and I am somewhat paranoid. 

This is how I came to renovate the house on Bluebird Street in Crocus Heights, Minnesota. It was in a “transitional” neighborhood where streets were named for birds––Robin, Hawk, Jay, etc. The neighborhood had seen some decline, but was becoming fashionable again, with close proximity to amenities, public transportation, established parks, recreational areas, and jobs. Massive oaks, willows, maple trees, established lawns, hearty hydrangeas, and gardens invited new homeowners to the area.

The house was a sturdy model from the mid-sixties that the previous owners had started to update. The taupe-colored, wood siding was solid. In a breath of fresh air, the owners had replaced the roof with the insurance money they’d received after the last big storm.

I had bid on the house at auction and bought it for a sum firmly under market price. It was a contradiction in the economy. Cheap housing, but with no jobs, who could afford even a cheap house? Now, besides a list of rehab projects, I was in a quandary about why and how a dead body was in my attic. 

After much angst during our ten-minute wait, Myra and I greeted the sheriff on the stoop. I led him through the entry, walking on drop cloths, past paint buckets to the step ladder under the attic access tucked in the main floor coat closet. The attic, where we’d found the dead man, was part of the weatherization and insulation aspect of rehabbing the house. 

“I would think the inspector would have seen a body in the attic,” I whined to sheriff Don Williams, as he climbed the ladder, stretching his long, muscular body through the access panel in the closet. In one graceful movement, he hoisted himself up to a sitting position on the edge of the loft’s opening. 

I caught Myra watching the sheriff’s acrobatics with a coy smile. She flashed me an innocent, ‘who me?’ glance with an irrepressible sparkle in her eye. 

“He would have, if the body had been here.”

“Aww, jeez.”

My mind raced back to the auction while the sheriff stepped down the ladder. 

“You mean, someone could have left him here after the inspection? I’ve been painting and cleaning, and all that time he’s been here?” The thought made me a little panicky, and I could hear a hint of hysteria in my voice.

“Can’t say. We’ll know more after we get the results from the medical examiner’s report.” The sheriff’s cool, blue eyes held mine for a moment longer than felt comfortable. Don Williams was taller than average, with a little stockiness that said he liked a good meal. He exuded a masculinity that said he liked women.

Oh, and no wedding ring. Not all men wear rings, and not every man wearing a ring, wears it well. You’ve seen those guys twisting their rings.

I’d met the sheriff at a couple of foreclosure auctions before buying the solid, ranch-style house. He had intense, clear blue eyes. The fact that a ring was absent made those cobalt-colored eyes inviting, and much more interesting.  

At that moment, I was covered in dust. My jaw was tense and set in its stubborn position. My hair was uncontrollable as I’d forgone the latest goo from the beauty supply store that promised to tame hair. I wore a gray sweatshirt with the logo of a tourist location from a long-ago trip with Jake, faded blue jeans, and tennis shoes.

Self-consciously I brushed back my dark mane, cursing my appearance, as the sheriff talked. I attempted to focus. After all, I was single. And, although I had a corpse in the attic, I hadn’t killed the man. 

“Now, what do I do?” I knew I wouldn’t like my options.

“Now, Katelyn,” he spoke deliberately, “we’ll have to close the house while our crime scene investigators process the house.”

“Perfect.” I sighed, and winced. The time frame to recoup my investment just got a whole lot longer. “For how long?” 

“We’ll let you know,” he said in a measured tone. He glanced over at Myra where she stood beside me. Her expression was impassive, except for one arched brow.     

“Any chance the guy wanted a place to crash? And the door was open?” I ventured, a glimmer of hope.  

“Won’t know anything until the medical examiner sees the body.” His voice was firm. 

“Okay.” It was a long shot. 

“Say, didn’t they just demo that house across the street last week?” he asked, and removed his hat. Silver strands of hair shined against blond locks, as he idly rubbed his head, then settled his cap.

“They did,” I said. The local fire department had done a controlled burn the Friday before as part of a training exercise for the firefighters. The bright-red fire engine and firefighters had distracted me from my work. I had been painting one of the bedrooms and shut the windows to stem the wafting odor of smoke. I had been frustrated with paint from a discount store, because instead of the usual two coats, it had taken three coats with the primer, to get the paint color right.

“Oh, yow! Maybe he was dead and left in the wrong house?” I asked, and gasped. The idea seemed incredulous, but no more so than where the body was now.

“Seems like it could be a clever way to get rid of something somebody didn’t want,” he said. “Except firefighters search buildings before they do a training burn.”  

“Oh,” I said. “Guess not.” I was searching for a quick solution. Something that would put my life back on track. Fast. It didn’t look like that would happen.

The sheriff stared me down. About to leave, he said, “I can’t discuss this with you. It’s an open investigation. Don’t touch anything. I’ll get back to you.”

As he headed outside, I couldn’t help but notice his muscular build under his uniform. Myra and I exchanged glances, and I fluttered my eyelashes in our private joke. He glanced back, narrowly missing our expressions, adding, “You’ll have to vacate the premises while my people do their work.” We followed him outdoors to the cool fresh air. Pausing, on our way to my car, we saw that the sheriff’s department had already taped off the outside of the house. 

We watched the activity in front of the Bluebird Street house while seated in my latest jalopy, a faded green, Ford station wagon. I’d bought the car at a salvage yard, thinking it would come in handy for hauling supplies. I was still finding its quirks. After running out of gas with a gauge that said half full, I now watched the odometer closely. I’d replaced a dented hood that wouldn’t latch, and carried an open box of baking soda in the back-seat to eliminate stale cigarette odor. Myra, bless her soul, never smoked a day in her life but didn’t complain about the residual scent. Myra had been silent while I talked to the sheriff. Now, she appeared as discouraged as I felt. “The bright spot in this mess, is that it doesn’t appear the sheriff thinks you had anything to do with this,” she offered. 

“I’m not so sure about that,” I muttered, remembering how the sheriff’s eyes panned over me while he studied my face. 

We kept watch as the crime scene people went in and out of the house. 

I sensed Myra was feeling somewhat responsible for the sour direction, this “change your life, and follow your bliss mode” had taken.

“What kind of mess did I get myself into?” I murmured. I wasn’t trained in crime solving. Just nosy, with a steely determination and plucky persistence to get to the bottom of this predicament.  

Myra and I inhaled deeply, as two of the sheriff’s people toted a gurney out the front door. I shuddered, and a chill went up my back. Seeing the body on a stretcher in daylight made it all too real. I started the car, maneuvering into traffic past gawking neighbors. I couldn’t watch anymore. 

“Sorry,” Myra said, adding, “What a mess.”

“Not your fault,” I answered. 

“I can float you a loan. It’ll take time to sort all this out.”

“Thanks, Myra.” I sighed. “I’ll be okay.”

I drove Myra to her lake home nestled in the heart of the city. Minneapolis has a three-lake chain of lakes in the area. Her home overlooked the “couple’s lake” as it was called by residents. Another was known as the “single’s” lake; the third was branded the “family” lake.

Her home dripped elegance. It was a colonial style with dormers and classic shutters that set off red brick. The grounds were newly mowed with lush green grass that resembled a soft velvet fabric. Topiary bushes were groomed to represent different shapes of animals, birds, and a pair of deer.

I was out of my element driving my economy cars up the steep winding driveway next to the stately home. It never appeared to bother Myra getting out of one of my clunkers.

“We’ll be in touch,” Myra said, giving the car door an extra shove as it didn’t catch the first time.

“I’m sure of it,” I said, and watched Myra stroll to her front door. Her entry door was decked out with an immense spring-themed wreath adorned with daisies, twigs, greenery, and a large decorative bow.

I made the tight turn in the driveway, coasting back onto the parkway along the lake and waved goodbye. 

Little did I know how soon, and where, we would meet next.
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The next morning, I sat at my kitchen table studying my checkbook, wearing my standard uniform of sweatshirt and blue jeans before leaving to check on the house. I sipped a cup of strong Colombian coffee and calculated my balance. It wasn’t pretty. 

Chewing my bottom lip, I pondered getting one of those survival jobs that I’d taken to get through college. I was starting to question my sanity about telling my old boss that hell no, I wasn’t going to be a file clerk. 

My phone rang, and before I could say ‘hello,’ Myra asked, “How are you?”

“Peachy,” I lied, and tugged a bill from the stack next to the checkbook.

“That good, huh?” Myra could always tell from the tone of my voice if I was telling the truth. Another reason she and I are friends.

“Outside of needing a job selling widgets until I can get to work on my house, and this dead body thing is figured out, I’m fine,” I insisted, bracing myself for what Myra would say. Sure enough, it came––a light rebuke. “I told you I could float you a loan.” 

“You know that saying about lending money to friends? How it makes problems for people. And how you shouldn’t lend money to friends or relatives, unless you consider it a gift?” 

“Yes...” 

“I wouldn’t take money from friends or family, unless I was dead. Then, I wouldn’t need it.” I bit my bottom lip and stopped, hearing how gruff I sounded. I was relieved when after a long pause, I heard Myra’s laugh.

“Okay,” she said, chuckling. 

“I know, I know, it’s silly. But I don’t like owing people anything. In particular, money,” I added, tossing the electric bill aside.

“That’s okay. Just remember it’s an option,” she said, trying to soothe my ruffled temper.

“Thanks. I’d better go.” I gave a sigh of relief as I hung up. I cursed the damned work ethic I’d been raised with. An ethic I shared with Myra. I’d rather eat peanut butter sandwiches for months than admit I needed a loan. But the checkbook was saying cut back on something, anything.  

Myra and I had met a dozen years ago, at a local home improvement store during a Do-It-Yourself class. I was a fresh-faced, twenty-three-year-old, newly divorced from my high school boyfriend, bad boy Eddy. I hadn’t met Jake yet. 

The workshop was on faux finishing. Her rag-rolling technique appeared to be the professional deal.

“Eek,” I said, as I stood back, observing the panel with my technique. It was as if someone left their toddler to clean the wall with a dirty rag.

“Eek,” as I studied the result.

Myra turned to me with a tight smile, saying in a cultured voice, “It’s all about the proper lighting.”  

“Oh sure,” I countered. “Maybe no light at all would be the best presentation.”  

She burst out laughing. “You have spunk,” she said, sizing me up.

“Maybe spunk, but no talent for this.” I wanted to add texture and dimension to my walls, without hanging wallpaper, like the class promised.

“Perhaps color is more your thing,” Myra suggested, adding, “You can add texture to a room with different patterns and materials in furnishings and carpeting. There’s another class on selecting colors after this. How about joining me?”    

“Yeah, that might work, because this is downright pathetic.” Thus, our friendship was born. I think Myra saw me as a project. I reminded her of a younger Myra. She thought she could tame the undisciplined, messy side of me. If she only knew.

During DIY classes, I learned more about Myra. She was a home economics teacher in a local high school. Her husband, Marvin, held a safe, unexciting job as an accountant in the state’s tax collection’s department. 

Myra’s father had owned a construction company; construction was part of her DNA. 

Marvin was an heir to the owners of the oldest and largest department store in town.

Myra and Marvin resided in an affluent section of town, but appeared to live a low-key existence with extraordinary wealth. Despite her wealth, Myra seemed just as happy to meet at a diner as at the country club. Not that I had any affiliation with country clubs.      

Six months after Jake and I married, Myra lost Marvin. Myra and Marvin’s conscientious attention to finances, along with a multi-million-dollar life insurance policy left her comfortable.  

When Jake was killed in a car accident, we were just starting out and never thought about financial security. I needed a job. Myra, not so much. She brought her sense of money and value. I brought courage, or maybe foolishness, to the table. It was my money, my house.

Myra is also home-renovation addicted and tolerates my touch of paranoia. She is my biggest cheerleader in following my passion to redo houses. 

From the get go, I admired Myra for her eye for detail and ability to analyze any situation. She had the experience and vision to know market trends and what would lure a buyer. She held a real estate sales license and encouraged me to get licensed too. It’s on my ‘to do’ list.

“Buy the worst house in the best neighborhood, if you’re going to make this work.”

“What are you—channeling Martha Stewart?” I asked. In fact, she resembled Martha somewhat, with a rosy complexion and golden highlights in her hair. Now at fifty-five, her perfectly styled do framed a face of someone who could be mistaken for a younger woman.

“How about we call you a Home Renovation Specialist?” she said, with a twinkle in her eye, and a mischievous smile.

“Ooh, classy.”

My phone rang again. 

“I need you to come in to the station to give your statement.” Sheriff Don was curt and to the point. The little thrill I’d felt when I heard his voice receded.

“When?”

“Now!” 

“I’m on my way.” The receiver clicked in my ear. I shrugged, uneasy at his terseness. Most of my interactions with the sheriff had been warmly cordial. He’d seemed sincere and solidly behind my efforts to renovate houses. 

“Owner occupied homes help the neighborhood. Abandoned houses are a blight and a magnet for crime,” he’d said, when I bought the house on Bluebird. He offered me his card and said, “If there’s anything I can do, don’t hesitate to call.” I’d been on a high, excited about getting my first project, and accepted his card, noting how warm his hand was.  

I slipped out of my grungy work clothes, grabbed a shirt I’d worn earlier in the week, scrutinized it, and satisfied, pulled it over my head. I slipped into black slacks, my staple for any occasion where jeans didn’t work. That included seeing the sheriff. 

I headed to the bathroom, splashed cold water on my face, brushed my teeth, threw on makeup, and combed my hair. In another stroke of genetics, I had gotten Dad’s bushy hair. Dark brown, thick, and unmanageable. I needed a haircut. But, a haircut, like a lot of things, would have to wait until I could get my project house sold or rented. As I considered renting out the house, Great, I really could be a slumlord. Shuddering at the idea, I added another layer of hairspray to calm my frizzy do.

I threw on a black blazer, grabbed my handbag from a chair at my kitchen table/desk, and dashed out the door. As I drove the few miles past the strip mall that held a McDonalds, an Asian restaurant, and a variety store, I considered being a landlord.

There’s nothing wrong with being a landlord. Lots of people do it. The house I was fixing up was far from a slum dwelling. Nonetheless, I was pretty sure I would be a terrible landlord. I’d let any tenant with a bad luck story take a pass on paying the rent. I’m a mush for hard luck stories. With a bohemian mother married to a drill sergeant father, my childhood was full of hard times. Neither could fix the other and I spent my youth navigating a land mine of fights. I got out at sixteen, and vowed I would never live my life in a combat area again. 

That promise faded when I married Eddy and we created our own war zone. Our passion was hot, but our tempers were hotter. That marriage lasted a year until Eddy took up with a bimbo, whose name I’ve conveniently forgotten. I nursed my wounds by redecorating my apartment. Eddy drifted in and out of my life until I met Jake. Jake was a calmer, steadier mate. 

My life was headed in a positive direction. 

Then Jake died. 

Eddy found out and wanted to start things up again. I wasn’t having it. 

By this time, I was a homeowner. That’s when I threw myself into painting, staining, and other home projects. If I couldn’t control events outside of my environment, at least I could control my home’s surroundings. It wasn’t rocket science.

I turned off the main drag at the corner where the Crocus Heights Bank anchors the intersection. The police station was in the old downtown of Crocus Heights, a first ring suburb of Minneapolis. There’s a diner, a caterer, and a corner bar within a block of the station. The drive took all of about ten minutes. 

My wagon makes a ‘barroom, barroom,’ sound when I start or shut off the ignition. It’s an intermittent noise and fixing it has low priority. I crank up the radio, set it to Country Western to drown out any sounds of impending car repairs. Besides, I like the loud music. Toby Keith’s tune, “Should’ve Been a Cowboy,” was blaring from the radio as I parked and switched off the engine in the lot across the street from the police department. 

I hustled out, grabbing my handbag. Standing tall, squaring my shoulders, I crossed the street for my meeting with the sheriff. 

I was ready for battle.
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My courage fizzled as I sat outside the sheriff’s office, taking in the photos of the mayor and city council members prominently displayed over the water cooler––two women and two men. Beside the mayor’s portrait, was a picture of the sheriff in his uniform. His smile was broad and the twinkle in his eye apparent. 

I squirmed in my chair, while cooling my heels for nearly an hour. I felt like a truant waiting for the principal. Once I’d misbehaved to the point of being sent to the principal’s office. I’d mouthed off to a teacher on the playground. Maybe this wasn’t so different.

Finally, I heard Sheriff Don’s muffled voice and the phone receiver being replaced, signaling he’d just hung up from a caller. He leaned around the doorway of his cluttered office and motioned me in. Easing his body into his chair, he glanced at a piece of paper on his desk. I perched on the edge of a wooden chair across from him.

He straightened, faced me, leaned back against his chair, and studied my face. I felt the tension in the air as he said, “Ms. Baxter, we have identified the gentleman’s body found on your premises yesterday. How do you know Mr. Jimmy Woo?”      

“Jimmy Who?” I drew a blank, ignoring his tone and formal greeting.

“Woo.”

“Woo, who?” 

“Not funny, Ms. Baxter,” he said, glaring.

“You’re right. It isn’t funny. But I don’t know any Jimmy Woo.” I searched through my memory bank for a glimmer of name recognition. I got nothing.  

“You’ve never had any contact with a man by the name of Jimmy Woo?” His expression was skeptical, one that said, ‘go on—make my day, tell me another lie.’

“No.” I shook my head, “Why?”

“Woo was a patient at Colossal Health (oops, the sheriff named my former employer) where you were last gainfully employed,” he snapped. 

“Gainfully employed,” struck a nerve, and I blurted, “I don’t know what you are implying, Sheriff Williams, but the hospital is a huge conglomerate.” Taking a breath, “I had no direct patient contact, and as far as work goes, I am now GAINFULLY employed as a home renovator as you know.” I was on the defensive, and it made me sound guilty. Okay, I was a little sensitive about that employed part.  

“Ms. Baxter, a second body was found in another foreclosed home,” Sheriff Don said, interrupting my rant.

The expression on my face appeared to settle the sheriff’s mind about something. 

“Where?” I demanded.

“In the crawl space of a split-level home about two blocks from your house. Same deal. The house closed the week before. The new homeowner was cleaning up from the prior occupants. He opened the access panel to the space under the stairwell, and––bingo––another body.”

I was shocked. Not only because another body had been found, but because I knew the house Sheriff Don was talking about. It was one I’d bid on. It was a nice house, only needed cosmetic work. Good use of space. Nice wood-burning fireplace that could be used as is or converted to a natural gas unit. It had a fenced-in yard with loads of mature trees. Someone could make a decent profit on fixing it up. 

Another buyer had come in with a better price, and by default I bid on my traditional ranch that needed more work, but was still affordable. 

“Who owns the house?” As soon as I spoke, I realized how damning that sounded.

Sheriff Don straightened in his chair, inspected me with his deep blue eyes, which were fringed by the longest eyelashes I’d ever seen on a man. He arched one eyebrow and rubbed his temple.

“Now, Ms. Baxter, I think you know why I’m asking all these questions. Possession is nine-tenths of the law. The person in possession of the body, usually knows so-o-omething.” He drew out his last word in a drawl.

Suddenly, I didn’t like the sheriff’s appearance as much. I didn’t like what he implied, and I had just thrown suspicion on another hapless homeowner, like myself. 

“I know how it looks, Sheriff, but I assure you I had nothing to do with Jimmy Woo’s deceased body in my house. I do not like where you are going with these questions. If I am not being charged with a crime, I am going to leave. If, for some reason, I am being charg...”

Sputtering, I stopped myself in mid-word. “I want a lawyer!” I stormed, getting up, adding, “I want my house back!”            

“No need to get your shorts in a bunch, Ms. Baxter,” the sheriff said. “You’ll get your house back in due time. Just don’t leave town.” He gave me a smug smile and a searching gaze. 

I felt my face burn as I flounced out of the sheriff’s office, and I nearly tripped over Myra in the chair I was in earlier. 

“They called you?” I gasped.

Myra’s expression was blank, mixed with resignation. It said to me, “I am so mad I could spit.” I’d seen that same look when a workman had dropped a hammer on her newly installed teak flooring, and dented the wood.      

“They’re just doing their job, Kate.” 

I snorted, still angry, in a hushed tone. “If they were doing their job, they’d be out searching for the person, or people, who did this!”

“Ahem. You can come in now, Myra. Ms. Baxter was just leaving.”

The sheriff stood stiffly at the door to his office. My guess was he’d overheard everything I’d said to Myra. His manner was kindlier for her interrogation.

“How’s your brother?” he asked, as she rose to enter his office. Myra’s brother was the county’s police chief. The sheriff had done his homework, he
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