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To Shay and Suzanne: 
You take “neighborly” to a whole different level. 
Thank you for being family.
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 Chapter One

My father always used to say: There’s nothing quite like a protracted remodel to test a person’s sanity.

Still, one thing was very clear to me: The handprints on the ceiling were real, not a product of my imagination.

Damn it. My mind cast about for a way to explain them to my clients. They weren’t flat, as if someone had used their hands to steady themselves while teetering atop scaffolding or a tall ladder. Rather, it looked like someone had dragged five fingers along the surface of the ceiling’s wet plaster or paint, resulting in a subtle chicken-scratch pattern fanning out in concentric circles around the hole for the light fixture.

The ceiling had been perfectly blank yesterday.

As with so much of what was happening on this job site, it was . . . disturbing.

My clients, Katenka and Jim Daley, stood with me amidst the construction debris and dust. The workers  had finished for the day, and the house was quiet save for the loud cooing of eleven-month-old Quinn, who squirmed like a baby kangaroo in a padded pouch slung across his father’s stomach.

We gazed up at the twelve-foot-high coffered ceiling of what would be an elegant dining room as soon as the walls and ceiling were patched and painted, the antique light fixtures rewired and remounted, and the inlaid wood floors sanded and stained. The Daleys’ home, an 1890s Queen Anne Victorian in San Francisco’s Cow Hollow neighborhood, was structurally sound—a pleasant surprise, rare for structures from that era—but decades of operating as the Cheshire Inn, a boardinghouse for drifters, down-at-the-heels bachelors, and homeless cats had left their mark. The home’s bones were exquisite, but the rest required plenty of renovation, repair, and ornamentation. Queen Anne Victorians were celebrated for their elaborate decorative designs and lavish “gingerbread” details.

This is where I come in. Mel Turner, General Contractor, Jill of All Trades.

But at the moment, I feared my crew and I weren’t the only entities at work within the ornate halls and chambers of the historic house. I had been trying—and failing—to ignore or explain away the series of strange events that had plagued the project from its inception: lumber and sheetrock disappearing from one spot and then showing up in another; work gloves and safety goggles right there one moment and gone the next; rusty old dead bolts locking and unlocking though the keys had long since been lost; footsteps resonating overhead when no one was upstairs. A handful of workers had already walked off the job, unwilling to deal with the unexplained occurrences.

“Are those . . . handprints? On the ceiling?” Katenka’s heavy Russian accent made it sound as though she were swallowing her vowels. Dark, wavy hair hung halfway down her back; her big brown eyes were limpid; her posture languid. She had just celebrated her thirtieth birthday but appeared much younger. This was due to her petite stature as well as her penchant for gauzy baby-doll dresses, a wardrobe choice completely unsuited to a foggy San Francisco December.

Since I was known for my own offbeat fashion choices, I wasn’t about to cast stones . . . still, whenever I was in the same room as Katenka, I had to stifle the entirely uncharacteristic urge to bundle her up in a big fluffy sweater.

If Katenka inspired such protectiveness in someone as cynical as me, I could only imagine what havoc she wreaked upon the average heterosexual man.

“Yep, they look like handprints to me,” I answered with a nod.

“Maybe from the painters?” Jim offered.

“Sure, that must be it,” I lied, hoping he didn’t notice there wasn’t a paintbrush in sight. This project was nowhere near ready for the final decorative stages; we hadn’t even started with plaster repair, patching, and mud. “We’ll take care of it. Don’t worry. You won’t even notice them once we’re done.”

“Great.” Jim was a typical thirtysomething Bay Area high-tech professional: He wore stylish eyewear, his hair was artfully cut and tousled, and he spent what few leisure hours he had training for triathlons or bicycling up Mount Tamalpais. At least he had until his son was born. Now he threw his energy into parenthood, which was a good thing: Jim seemed better cut out for it than  Katenka, who struck me as bemused, even outright discomfited, by her wriggling, demanding bundle of joy.

At the moment little Quinn was enthusiastically gumming his father’s thumb, a long trail of drool marring the front of Jim’s shirt as though left by a giant snail.

“He’s cutting a tooth,” Jim said with an indulgent chuckle.

I returned his smile, enjoying the sight of a dad with his beloved boy. Jim was easy to work with . . . with one exception: He had been adamant about living in the basement apartment while we worked on the house. My own father, the original Turner of Turner Construction, had cautioned me against allowing clients to remain onsite during renovations. Apart from the obvious problems with the dust, the noise, and the early-to-rise hours of the construction trade, there were aspects of the job that clients really didn’t need to know about. Incessant raunchy jokes and blaring rock music were only the beginning. There were also the occasional, but inevitable, minidisasters: broken windows or fried wiring, any number of “oopsies” that we would make good in time, but that I’d rather the clients didn’t witness.

Maybe because I was a woman—not a gruff former marine like Dad—or simply because I lacked sufficient backbone, I had a hard time enforcing this policy. Katenka and Jim insisted on living downstairs, and they were paying the bills. In the high-end construction business, the one with the checkbook rules.

As a principal in a successful Internet start-up, Jim had pockets deep enough to return this Queen Anne to its former glory. In fact, he possessed an almost messianic drive for historical restoration, and spared little expense.

These are highly attractive traits in a client.

“Is very dusty. Dust everywhere,” Katenka commented as she glanced around the dining room, delicate nostrils flaring.

“Hard to avoid on a construction site, I’m afraid.”

“Oh, by the way, Mel,” Jim said. “I’ve taken the liberty of calling in a green construction consultant.”

“Is that right?” I said, trying to keep a neutral expression on my face. I’m territorial about my construction sites. When a general contractor is on The Job, they own The Job. I might cave in to clients, but there was a reason my workers called me “the General” behind my back.

Apparently my attempt to cover up my feelings was not successful. No surprise there. Diplomacy has never been my strong suit.

“I know you’re pretty green already, but it makes me feel better to have an expert on the job,” said Jim, his tone conciliatory. “I’m sure you two will get along great. As a matter of fact, he mentioned you know each other—his name’s Graham Donovan.”

“Yes, I do know Graham,” I said, my emotions reeling. The sexy contractor and I had history. The kind of history I didn’t want to dwell on while in the company of clients.

“And check this out,” Jim said, using his free hand to pick up a package from a plywood plank laid across two sawhorses. “I had this plaque made. I was thinking you could put it up when we’re all done.”

The gleaming brass plaque read:

 

CHESHIRE HOUSE, CIRCA 1890

RESTORATION BY DALEY FAMILY

AND TURNER CONSTRUCTION, 2011–2012

 

“That’s beautiful, Jim,” I said. Okay, Jim Daley had more going for him than just deep pockets: He loved this house. As one who is enamored of historic homes, I felt a certain kinship.

Quinn’s adorable coos escalated into a fretful whimper. His chubby legs danced and his tiny arms flapped.

“Chow time! I’d better go feed the baby,” Jim said. “Coming, honey?”

“You go. I come after. In a minute.” Katenka’s mouth tightened and one side pulled down in a barely-there grimace. I’d noticed that expression before. It was usually directed at unpleasant tasks . . . or just about anything involving her son.

Still, in her big hazel eyes I read a mixture of eager concern and trepidation. I found it hard to warm to Katenka, but a part of my heart went out to her. The unceasing demands of an infant would be tough for anyone, especially someone living in a foreign country without her family.

“Take your time,” Jim said, kissing the top of her head. “Let’s order Thai tonight. What do you think?”

She shrugged.

“Indian?” The baby’s distress spiraled up, his whimpering ceding to crying.

“Is greasy.”

“Pizza?” Quinn started to wail.

“We decide later,” Katenka said.

“Okay, sure. Let me know when you’re getting hungry, honey. See you tomorrow, Mel.” Jim headed down the servant’s hall to the rear staircase that descended to the basement-level apartment.

“Crazy,” Katenka said, rolling her eyes. “He drive me crazy.”

“The baby, or Jim?”

“Both. Mel, I must ask you some advice.”

“I’m not much good at advice, Katenka. . . .” At least with regards to one’s personal life. Got a leaky faucet? I’m your gal. Trying to expedite a construction permit down at city hall? I can give you a name. But problems with your marriage? You’d be better off soliciting advice from Larry King.

“I think we have uninvited guests in this house,” said Katenka.

“I’m sorry?”

“Spirits. Ghosts. The souls of the dead still with us.”

“I . . . uh, why would you think that?” Giving marital advice was sounding easier all the time.

“At night, I hear knocking. And footsteps.”

“There could be any number of expla—”

Katenka’s imploring gaze silenced me. She played with the filigreed crucifix that hung from a fine silver chain around her swanlike neck. “Please, Mel. I did research. It is said the spirits of the departed do not like to have their surroundings disturbed. And the renovation work, it disturbs surroundings, no?”

“Well, sure. That’s sort of the point. . . .”

Unfortunately, I couldn’t dismiss Katenka’s fears out of hand, given the odd events on this job site. Besides, this wasn’t my first run-in with the unexplainable. Several months ago I’d met up with the confused spirit of a murdered acquaintance, and once I recovered from the initial shock, I’d found the experience both annoying and fascinating. Since then I’d read up on the subject but hadn’t sensed anything more ghostly than the vague sensations of welcome—or the lack thereof—I had always felt in historic homes. I had come to think of that paranormal experience as a onetime deal. Like the measles. Once you had it, you were immune.

Seems I was getting a booster shot.

“And when I go . . . when I go into Quinn’s room,” Katenka continued, “sometimes there feels like a black . . . What is the word? A black shadow? Following me.”

“A black shadow? In the baby’s room?”

“I feel it over my shoulder. As though it is trying to get in the room with me and the baby.”

I swallowed, hard. The ghost I’d gotten to know had been irritating, but at least he never lurked over my shoulder in the form of a black shadow.

“I put up amulets,” said Katenka. Her voice started to shake, and tears welled in her huge eyes. “I sweep and sprinkle the Holy Water. I tell the ghosts to leave. I was very forceful, but it makes things worse. Now they are worse.”

That explained the smudge bundles I had noticed earlier amidst bits of wood and wallboard. The scent of burnt sage reminded me of walking down Telegraph Avenue in nearby Berkeley, and was said to cleanse places of bad vibrations. It also reminded me of Thanksgiving turkey, but maybe I was a little food-fixated.

“It’s unsettling to live in a home while construction is going on around you,” I said. Though I believed her, I didn’t want to jump to conclusions. “The knocking could be a twig against a windowpane, or the sound of old pipes. And the creaking in the walls—”

My attempt to explain away the unexplainable was interrupted by the high-pitched whine of an electric drill that started spinning atop the temporary plywood worktable.

Katenka and I stared at the out-of-control contraption. 

“Probably an electrical short,” I said as I hurried to hit the OFF switch and unplug it from the wall. “Happens all the time in these old houses.”

“Is no short,” Katenka said, her tone fatalistic. “Is ghost. Maybe more than one. Even I think there is a cat ghost here. Is in the walls.”

“A cat ghost?”

“I think maybe. I hear it, smell it sometimes.”

“It could be an actual cat. I’ll check the foundation for access—”

“Have you found history of the house?” Katenka interrupted. “Maybe history could tell us about these ghosts.”

I shook my head. A crucial element in restoring a historic structure was conducting thorough research into its past. But a trip to the California Historical Society hadn’t turned up anything on the Daleys’ Queen Anne Victorian. Not even the name of the family that had built it. It wasn’t that the history of the place was sketchy; it was nonexistent. And that was odd. San Francisco isn’t that old, or that large. Usually it was easy to find the paper trails left by its well-to-do citizens, whether articles in the newspaper’s society section, or tax records, or architectural blueprints.

But not this time.

“You know the lady who used to live here?” Katenka asked. “The cat lady?”

“I’ve heard of her, but we haven’t met.”

“I went to see her yesterday. She admit to me she leave this house because of the ghosts. She say they try to kill her.”

Our eyes met in silence.

“That’s a bad thing, no?” Katenka demanded.

Why yes, I thought. In general, death threats were a bad thing. Death threats from the beyond? Worse.

Katenka’s gaze shifted to a spot behind me, and her eyes widened. Her face went pale, her body rigid. I swung around to see what she was staring at.

But I saw nothing except the kitchen door. Standing open.

Wait—hadn’t it been closed?

And then I saw it: a footprint in the dust on the floor.

I turned back to Katenka just as she wobbled, then crumpled, overcome with fright. I caught her before she fell to the floor.

Another footprint appeared. Then another. Coming toward us.




 Chapter Two

I stifled the urge to abandon my client and hightail it out of there. Self-preservation is a powerful, if at times undignified, instinct.

My heart beating a crazy tattoo against my ribs, I took a deep breath and gave myself a stern talking-to: Keep calm, Mel. Last time, the ghost didn’t hurt anyone. If anything, he helped. Why would this time be any different? It’s just trying to make contact. Maybe it senses that you feel more, see more, than the average visitor.

The footprints came together and stopped, as though someone were standing right in front of us.

“What is it?” Fear made my voice shrill. I tried to steady myself. “What do you want?”

Silence. I hadn’t really expected an answer, but it was worth a shot.

Checking compulsively over my shoulder, I dragged Katenka to a horsehair settee that had been left by the former tenants, and eased her onto the dusty cushions as  gently as I could. She moaned, stretching her arms over her head, her lips forming a Mona Lisa smile. The gesture and the smile were so sensuous—and so unlike her—that I was doubly shaken.

I straightened and surveyed the dining room, paying attention to my peripheral vision. The last ghost I had seen disappeared when I looked straight at him, only appearing in my side vision, or in the reflection of a mirror. Ever since odd events had started plaguing this job site, I had been driving myself crazy searching the premises out of the corners of my eyes.

I saw nothing. Nothing but the tracks in the dust. They weren’t boot prints, but footprints—bare footprints. They were large, as if made by a grown man; here and there were droplets as though the . . . entity . . . had just stepped out of a bath.

But there weren’t any new ones once they came together.

Last time this had happened to me, I was the only one who could see the ghost. He hadn’t left any physical signs, hadn’t even opened doors, just appeared at random. Despite my research, I wasn’t that familiar with different sorts of ethereal apparitions. For all I knew they grew in power over time, like the vampires of lore. And maybe they loved to soak in the tub.

Seems I would be going up against some spirits. Again.

But I would not do it alone. I had learned that much, at least. This time, I was calling in backup from the start. Since I knew I wasn’t hallucinating, I refused to be shy about asking for help. Awkward, maybe—reluctant, definitely—but not shy.

I stood over Katenka, pondering what my next move should be. Call Jim? Hire a psychic? What I really wanted  was to rent a U-Haul and get this young family out of here before dusk.

The back of my neck tingled.

In my peripheral vision, I saw a black, amorphous shape. And felt a wave of dread, and rage, wash over me.

As soon as I looked straight at it, it disappeared.

It left me feeling off-kilter, uncentered, as though looking into the distortions of a funhouse mirror. It was hard to know what was real, and what was not. This was nothing like the last ghost I had seen.

I reached down and shook Katenka, calling her name.

“Mm . . . wha . . .” She opened her eyes and, after a long moment, focused on me. Fear returned to her face as she scanned the room. Seeing nothing, she relaxed into the cushions and fixed me with an accusatory glare. “You saw it, no?”

I nodded.

“I think you must stop this project.”

“But . . . we’re nowhere near finished.”

“Is fine. I live in worse in Russia, believe me. I have placed the amulets and magic water in our bedroom and the baby’s; nothing has happened in there. In there we are safe. I will talk to Jim to stop renovation. Then ghosts will be quiet.”

“Wouldn’t it make more sense if you and Jim moved out for the interim?”

She held up a delicate palm, closed her eyes, and took a shaky breath. “No, this is not possible. I have told you before, Jim will not even discuss it—he says we must live in our home to create . . . tradition and stability for the baby. Jim says this is our home and we stay here, forever.”

“Forever” seemed like a chilling word to bandy about  at the moment. If the ghosts were indeed malevolent and threatening, I sure wouldn’t want to spend the night under the same roof with them. Especially not with a child.

“But if there’s something here, something unsettled, or dangerous—”

“If you stop construction, perhaps the spirits go back to sleep. Or if they do not—perhaps we must sell, find someplace else for our forever home for baby. I will talk to Jim.”

“Sell? Now?”

“Perhaps is best.”

“Katenka, please, we might be able to figure something out—”

I should have saved my breath.

She was already heading downstairs to talk to her husband, the man who couldn’t refuse her anything.

I drooped onto the lumpy settee. A moment ago I had been contemplating running away from the house myself. But apart from the obvious financial ramifications of shutting down the job—Turner Construction employed a crew of seven full-time workers, as well as numerous subcontractors—a Queen Anne like Cheshire House was one of a kind.

I had been itching to return this place to its former glory from the first moment I laid eyes on it. As had Jim Daley. He told me he had searched for a Queen Anne of this magnitude and historic import for more than a year, only to find it right down the street from where he used to live, in a duplex on Union Street.

Unlike many grand homes, Cheshire House survived the 1906 earthquake and fire that devastated San Francisco. Built of solid redwood brought by ship from the lush old-growth forests that used to thrive along California’s rugged north coast, a home of this stature showcased the skill and dedication of turn-of-the-century workers: Italian mold makers, Polish stonecutters, Irish carpenters, Mexican builders, Chinese laborers. It had the beautiful arches and tall ceilings common to Victorians, but its copious gingerbread moldings made it a rare treasure. San Francisco boasts some fabulous Italianate and Stick Victorian homes, but the Queen Annes reign as the city’s true royalty.

Whoever the original owners were, they had spent a fortune building the home. And it had been the recipient of the love and care of scores of talented workers whose energy had seeped into its very walls.

I love old houses. Passionately. I’m driven to preserve them for the future, for the environment, for our children. I understand them.

But Katenka didn’t want to live with ghosts, and I couldn’t blame her. Not to mention the alleged death threats from beyond the grave.

Time for some serious ghost busting.

Since I’d been through this once before, at least I now knew who to call. I rang Realtor Brittany Humm, of Humm’s Haunted Houses, and asked her to meet me tomorrow for lunch and ghost-talk.

“Lovely!” she gushed. “I was hoping you’d be contacted again! I’m so excited!”

“Yeah. . . . Me, too,” I lied.

 

Rather than intrude on Jim and Katenka’s private discussion, I decided to let it go until morning. Jim loved this house so much I doubted he’d be willing to sell, even for the wife he adored. So the real question was whether or not I could get them to vacate while I rid the place of  ghosts . . . presuming I figured out how to do that. Which was a rather large presumption.

After gathering my paperwork and tucking it into my satchel, I turned off the lights and locked the front door behind me.

As I descended the stone steps to the street, I spotted an apparition only slightly less frightening than ghostly footprints and black shadowy figures: Emile Blunt.

Super. The perfect ending to a perfect day.

Emile owned the upholstery shop across the street and though he wasn’t quite as old as the building that housed his business, he was at least as broken down and crotchety. Like a tough old rooster, he led with his chest when he was bothered, and he was bothered a lot. The Daleys’ construction project had irritated him from the start, and he wanted everyone to understand the extent of his frustration.

I used to nod and try to be pleasant, but lately I just avoided him. I moved quickly toward my car, hoping to outrun yet another of his tirades.

I almost made it—I was reaching for the door handle when I heard Emile’s gruff voice behind me.

“Miss Turner.”

Giving in to the inevitable, I turned around and forced a polite smile.

“Mr. Blunt, how are you today?”

“Not well. Not well at all. How long am I going to have to put up with this?”

“I’m sorry about the inconvenience, but—”

“I’m filing a complaint with the city.”

I gritted my teeth. “You can if you wish, of course, but it won’t do you any good. We have all the necessary work permits, and we’re following the time guidelines,  doing more than we’re required to by law, even. I’m sorry you’re unhappy, but construction projects always involve some noise and mess. We’re doing everything we can to hurry things along and cause a minimum of—”

“Screw your minimum.”

“Okaaaay,” I said, wondering where to take it from there. If my practiced “please be patient and reasonable” speech wasn’t cutting it, I didn’t have a lot of other tricks up my sleeve.

Neighborhood relations are an ongoing concern for those of us doing residential renovation, but sooner or later just about every homeowner in San Francisco will undertake some sort of home improvement—a new roof, backyard landscaping, plumbing repairs, foundation work—and will need to call upon the patience of their neighbors. Most folks seem to realize this and suffer in silence, knowing their turn will come.

Emile Blunt was not one of these. One look at his front room was all it took to realize he hadn’t so much as changed his curtains in the decades he had owned his shop.

He seemed to regroup, relaxing his aggressive stance and even attempting a gap-toothed smile. “If you would come inside for a minute, we could talk. Please.”

I hesitated. I was tired and grumpy and preoccupied with ghosts. But Emile was old and grumpy and worried about lord-knows-what. Plus, he was a neighbor, and my elder, and he’d said please. I’m a sucker for “please.”

Besides, it was almost Christmas, so I was trying extra hard to be nice. With a sigh, I followed him into his upholstery shop.

A rusty bell let out a lonely little tinkle as we passed through the door.

I always introduce myself to the neighbors at the start of any project, so I had been inside the upholstery shop once before. It was even worse than I remembered. Glancing around, I tried to avoid breathing.

The room stank of must, mildew, and something far worse. Thick bolts of dusty fabric stood in every corner; hundreds of sample books and loose fabric swatches littered the tables and hung from nails along the back wall. The main source of light was the tepid incandescence of a bare bulb hanging from a carved and gilded ceiling medallion that had once featured a grand chandelier. Thick cobwebs claimed every corner, the patterned wallpaper was water-stained and peeling away from the dirty plaster walls, and scarred wainscoting ringed the room, occasional panels cracked or missing altogether. Every horizontal surface was covered in fuzz, feathers, and filth.

“Nice place,” I said.

Emile snorted.

A red fox sitting atop a worktable scowled at me, and I jumped before realizing it was stuffed and mounted. Upholstery was Emile’s bread and butter, but he was also an amateur taxidermist. A stuffed tortoiseshell cat sat upon the mantel of a long-unused fireplace, next to several ceramic feline figurines. It was one of a variety of small animals that stared down from their perches with glassy, unseeing eyes. Around the cat’s neck was a glittery rhinestone collar sporting a large metal charm. The decorative detail made its stuffed presence even sadder.

I couldn’t understand how Emile managed to find customers who didn’t mind having their antique Stickley sofas reupholstered alongside a stuffed California turkey vulture, but Emile was surprisingly slick. Plus his  rates were really, really cheap for Union Street, a neighborhood known more for chic restaurants and wine bars than old-school shops like this. Emile must own the building, I thought; otherwise he would never be able to afford to stay in business.

“I see you like cats.”

“What’s wrong with that? Can’t have a live one, on account o’ all the hair.” He gestured at the stuffed tortoiseshell feline, his gaze lingering, lovingly, for a moment. “Did a great job on that one, though, didn’t I? Real lifelike.”

I’m a strong believer in pursuing one’s passions, but taxidermy . . . ? Outside of the Museum of Natural History, it just seemed creepy.

“I understand the former owner of the Cheshire Inn liked cats,” I said.

“That crazy cat woman?”

“I take it you didn’t get along?”

“You know she buried a bunch of her cats in the yard? I offered to take care of ’em for her, but she wouldn’t have it. Anyway, I didn’t ask you here to talk about her. I want you to help me. I wanna make an offer on the house.”

“What house?”

“The Cheshire Inn,” he said, giving me a “what an idiot” look.

My cell phone rang. As much as I wanted to extricate myself from this conversation, I let it go to voice mail. Better to finish with the eccentric Mr. Blunt before taking calls.

“It’s not my house,” I said.

“I realize that,” he said, his voice betraying what he  thought of my intelligence quotient. “I want you to facilitate things for me with the husband. He’s being difficult.”

“I’m sorry, Emile. I’m having a hard time wrapping my mind around this. You’ve hated this project since it began, and now you want me to help you buy a house that’s not for sale. If you wanted it, why didn’t you bid on it when it was on the market a couple of months ago?”

“I wasn’t in the position to buy it then. But I understand the current owners might be unhappy. That little Ukrainian gal talks to me sometimes. She wants me to upholster an old settee.”

“She’s Russian, not Ukrainian.” I stopped myself before adding that she was a grown woman, not a little girl. Weariness washed over me. It had been a long day, and I had just seen a ghost . . . or something. Why was I bothering with Emile Blunt?

“Listen, if you’re seriously interested in the house, you should speak directly to the Daleys,” I said, glancing at my watch. “I really do need to get going. I’m already into rush hour traffic.”

Without waiting for an answer I fled the shop, relief wafting over me as I stepped out into the fresh evening air.

Unfortunately, Emile Blunt was hard on my heels.

“We’re not finished!”

“I believe we are,” I said, hurrying to my car. “If you want to buy the house, you’ll have to speak with the owners, who happen to be home at the moment. I have to go.”

“Listen to me, lady: If you refuse to help me, you’ll be sorry.”

I opened the car door but paused to look at him.

“Are you . . . threatening me?” I wasn’t sure I could  believe my ears. When he didn’t answer, I climbed into my boxy Scion, locked all the doors, and started the engine.

Blunt planted himself, sumo wrestler–like, in front of my car.

I glanced behind me. A brown delivery truck was parked there, preventing me from backing up.

I seethed. What in the world had gotten into this guy?

On the sidewalk a bearded homeless man watched the action, a broad smile on his face. He gave me the thumbs-up. At least the Roman crowds were with me.

My phone rang again.

“What?” I answered, adrenaline pumping through me.

“Um, sor-ry. Maybe I’ll talk to you later,” came the voice of my sixteen-year-old stepson, Caleb.

“No, I’m the one who’s sorry, kiddo. A grumpy old man is standing in front of my car because I told him I wouldn’t sell him a house I don’t own. Go figure. Plus my clients might be firing me.” I skipped the part about seeing ghosts. “And how’s your day been?”

“I’m just so sick of it all. I wish I were, like, dead.”

Nothing like the histrionics of a teenager to put things in perspective.

“What’s going on?”

“Dad, like, left on a research trip. Valerie’s here. I so totally don’t want to be here with her. Could I crash with you for a couple of days, a week max? Mom’ll be home next Monday, and I can go to her house.”

“It’s okay with me if it’s okay with your folks. Want to check with them first?”

“Valerie kinda, like, kicked me out? So I’m pretty sure it’s all good with her.”

“And where’s your mom?”

“She’s in LA for a couple of days. I already talked to her and she said it was fine if it was okay with you.”

Luckily, I got along great with Caleb’s mother, Angelica. Caleb disliked his father’s newest wife, Valerie, so intensely that it wasn’t unusual for him to wind up at my house rather than stay at his dad’s when Angelica was out of town, as she frequently was with her high-powered job.

A little over two years ago I had walked away from my ex-husband Daniel with nothing but a sigh of relief—and an abiding regret at having wasted so many years on the relationship. But his son was another matter. Caleb had been only five years old when Daniel and I married; he wore a pirate costume and stayed in character for the better part of a year. It was love at first pretend sword fight. During the eight years I was married to his father, I helped teach Caleb to swim and to read. I packed smoked salmon sandwiches because he was the only kid in America who hated PB&J, laughed at countless knock-knock jokes, kissed dozens of boo-boos, and attended never-ending PTA meetings. So even though I no longer wanted Caleb’s dad, I figured I had earned my status as Caleb’s backup mom.

Emile Blunt still stood in front of the car, arms crossed over his chest, channeling a particularly stubborn rooster. As a city girl, I have no idea whether roosters are particularly stubborn, but it wouldn’t surprise me.

“I’m ten minutes away,” I told Caleb. “I’ll swing by and pick you up. Get your stuff together and be ready to go when I get there, okay?”

“ ’Kay. Can you get here any faster?”

“I’ll do my best, but at the moment I’ve got a man standing in front of my car.”

“Is he trying to wash your windshield? Just give him a buck and he’ll move. Or rev your engine. Maybe he’ll leave.”

I gunned it. Emile crouched, hands out, as though prepared to wrestle the Scion.

“Get this—now he’s gone into some sort of karate stance!”

“Dude!” Caleb started laughing. I joined him.

“Okay,” I said, still chuckling. “I’m going to hang up and either run this guy over or talk him into leaving. If I don’t show up soon, come post my bail, will ya?”

I respect my elders. Really I do. That’s what my parents taught me, and most seniors deserve it. But ever since my divorce I was less inclined to deal with recalcitrant men of any ilk. Plus, I had lots of experience with aging curmudgeons—my father was one of the highest order. Caleb was the only male I had patience for right now.

I leaned out the window.

“Listen, old man,” I called. “Move it or I’ll run you over. I’m not kidding.”
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