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      I have a knack for two things—starting projects at the worst possible time and starting too many projects at once. Fortunately, my second problem wasn’t as much of a problem right now because the shop was well-staffed by Claire, and I didn’t have to do any salvaging or run the store for the rest of the week.

      The first problem, though? Now that was a big one because it was approximately 853 degrees outside, and if it were more humid, I would be swimming. This was definitely not the ideal time of year to start a renovation project in Virginia.

      But I wanted to finish this project before our friends from out of town arrived in two weeks so that they could crash on cots in the space without roasting to death. Plus, I wanted the room for my at-home office when it wasn’t being used as a guestroom.

      The summer kitchen had been standing since my old farmhouse was built about 1850 and was in great shape. In fact, you could still see the soot marks on the ceiling from where the stove had been, and the floorboards were mostly intact. All in all, the bulk of the work was going to be on making the space comfortable. I couldn’t imagine being a likely enslaved woman working in this space. It must have been so very hot.

      Now, with Sawyer off at preschool and a full five hours of open time ahead of me, I was ready to begin. I stood outside the ten-by-twelve building and smiled. She was already a beauty, and I was so excited to turn her into more than a storage spot. And that was where I was going to begin—hauling out all the stuff.

      I began with the old makeshift shelves that the previous owners had installed. They were made of reused plywood and strips of leftover lumber and came down easily with a few whacks of the crowbar. Then I hauled the leftover baseboards and crown molding off the rafters where they had been stored and stacked them by the driveway to take to the shop later. Finally, I removed a few totes of holiday decorations I had stored in there and decided I’d have to make part of the rafters a storage loft since my small house had no space for these things. For now, though, they were waterproof enough to sit under the eaves for a few days.

      I was already soaked through when I heard a car pull up, and I walked around the house to see my fiancé, Santiago, standing next to his car in torn jeans and a T-shirt.

      “I’m ready to work,” he said.

      I laughed. “I thought you were on duty today?” Santi was the sheriff in town, and given that we only had a few police officers, he wasn’t often able to get a day off.

      “Watson is covering,” he said, “and that new deputy from over in Albemarle is great. Didn’t need much training at all, so the two of them have it covered.” He leaned over and kissed my cheek. “Now, I’m here to help us get our new office ready.”

      Santi moved in with me a few months back and has been all about the projects ever since. Our yard was now landscaped beautifully, and all the walls that Sawyer had “decorated” with markers were repainted, except for Santi’s closet, which he insisted on keeping as-is. He loved the whimsical scribbles of his soon-to-be stepson. We even had a new permanent island in the kitchen. The house was in good shape.

      This project was next on the list, and I was not going to turn down Santi’s help, especially since the labor was going to be extensive. “Okay, then, first things first. We need to contend with that back corner where the floor rotted through.” It looked like the old chimney had leaked at some point, and the previous owners had patched the rotting floor with a piece of thick plywood. It was a great fix for a storage shed but not so great for a guest or office space.

      We walked to the back corner, and I immediately decided we needed lights. Now, I could have rented those construction lights that would have lit up the space like a movie shoot, but that would have required me to think ahead. Instead, I duct-taped my flashlight to the rafter, and we set to work.

      A lot of grunting later, we had the plywood up, and it was clear that a lot of the floor in this part of the building would need to be replaced. “So, I have some boards at the shop we can use. They won’t be an exact match, but it’ll be close enough,” I said.

      “Alrighty then. I saw your dad’s truck out front. You borrowing it?” Santi asked.

      “Yep, just for today so we can haul what we need. I figured we could drop off the stuff out front and pick up the boards. Maybe do a quick run to the hardware store for insulation and Sheetrock?”

      “Sounds perfect,” he said, “as long as we get to go to Murphy’s for their maple bacon bagel.”

      “Of course. What would a workday be without bacon, maple-pistachio cream cheese, and a cinnamon bagel.” This place had the best bagels, and we tried to go there as often as our budget allowed. “Plus, I think I’m due a free latte on my punch card.”

      “Bonus,” Santi said as he helped me load the boards into the truck before we headed up the road to my shop and my friend Saul’s construction yard. It was prime building season for his team, so when we pulled in, the place was pretty empty except for Claire’s car and one other in the lot by the shop.

      “Let’s just stack this over there,” I said, pointing to the lean-top at the edge of the house that now housed my shop. The two of us unloaded all the wood and then stood back, admiring our work. “Well, that’s probably enough for the day?” I joked.

      “Absolutely,” Santi said as he stretched. “But maybe we should, you know, check in with Claire to be sure she doesn’t need anything. Keep up appearances as business owners.”

      I laughed. “Fair enough.” We wandered into my shop and found Claire at the register, tagging more crystal doorknobs from our back stock. These were consistently my bestseller, and now, my friends and family were looking for them at yard sales and even in people’s junk drawers. We sold a lot just as doorknobs, but Claire had also begun to create some amazing coat hangers and these abstract pieces of reclaimed wood and mandala-like shapes from the knobs. They were gorgeous, and I planned to buy one from myself for our house soon.

      “Busy morning?” I asked my clerk as she looked up and smiled.

      “Steady. Got a call about these.” She tapped a couple of doorknobs with her long nail. “So I wanted to be sure we had plenty ready.”

      “Nice. If you hear of someone with a secret stash of knobs in their attic⁠⁠—”

      “I know who to call,” she said. “Got prices in mind for what you just brought?”

      “Nah. Most of it’s pretty contemporary stuff, so sell it by the piece or the lot for whatever you think.” Anything I’d make on those items was profit, after all.

      “Got it,” Claire said as she resumed pricing. “Anything else you need me to focus on today?”

      “Nah, I just wanted to check in,” I said with a glance toward Santi. “He said it’s what I’m supposed to do as a business owner.”

      “You’re the owner?” a man said from the stairwell to my left.

      After I calmed my heartrate from the startle, I smiled and put out my hand. “Sure am. Paisley Sutton. Can I help you with something?”

      The big, bear-like man shook my hand. “Horatio Denver,” he said. “I’m an architect, and I hear you have some of the best salvage in the Blue Ridge.”

      I blushed. “At the risk of sounding arrogant, I can’t say I disagree. Were you looking for anything in particular?”

      “Big stuff, actually,” he said. “Mantels. Doorframes. Stained glass windows.”

      This was the kind of customer I loved most. They knew what they wanted and what was reasonable to pay, and while they might haggle a bit, they were mostly willing to pay what I asked. Plus, I got to clear some floor space.

      Santi laughed. “Oh boy, you’re in for a treat, sir.”

      Horatio smiled. “Thanks, Sheriff.”

      “He’s not wrong,” I said with a grin at my fiancé. “We have a large selection of those things out under the barn. Claire can show you around, and we can have anything you need to be delivered later in the week, free of charge.”

      “Hot dog,” he said. “Mind if I ask? Do you have any really big stained glass pieces? Like six feet by three feet or so?”

      This sale was getting better and better. “We just salvaged an entire church’s worth.” I turned to Claire. “You know where we put those, right?”

      “Back of the barn in the sliders?” she asked.

      “Exactly,” I said as I held out my hand to Horatio again. “You’re in good hands with Claire, but don’t hesitate to email me if you have any specific questions or need anything special. Sometimes I can rustle up requests.” I handed him my card and waved as Santiago and I headed back to the truck.

      “Cha-ching,” Santi said as he got into the truck's passenger side. “That should be a great payday.”

      I nodded. “Especially if he takes some of that stained glass. They’re beautiful pieces but huge and not the right fit for everyone’s home.” I started the truck and got us back on the road. “I had thought a new church might want them or maybe a bar or something, but if he wants to buy one for a house, by all means.”

      “I have a hard time picturing good ole St. Peter in the living room myself, but to each his own,” Santi said with a laugh.

      I knew what he meant. I loved the pieces myself, especially since they were done in such vibrant colors. And my friend Wayne Cain, who was a master stained glass craftsman down below Charlottesville, had said they were well-made and in good shape. But I just couldn’t picture them in our old farmhouse.
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      When we pulled up to the farmhouse, I glanced at the thermometer hanging on the porch—ninety-two in the shade, and the office was in full sun. It was going to be a hot day, and that called for the southern solution to humid heat—sweet tea. Fortunately, I’d brewed a batch the night before, so I poured Santi and myself big glasses full and followed him back outside.

      I stared at the back of the building for a moment as I took a long sip of my tea, and then I finally said, “I guess I’ve put this off long enough.”

      “Here we go, huh?” Santi said as he picked up the crowbar. “You want to do the honors?”

      “Sure,” I said and put down my glass. The floorboards were so weak that they came out as more powder than wood, and by the time I’d gotten through three pieces, I knew we were going to have to take up most of the floor. “Termites!” I shouted over and over as I jerked up fragments of the flooring.

      Finally, probably fearing for his own safety, Santi took the crowbar from me and said, “Alright there, GI Jane. Let me take over for a while.”

      I rolled my eyes and headed over to my glass, which Santi had thoughtfully covered with a fragment of Sheetrock to protect it from the insect-made dust in the air. I pulled long and hard on the glass as I watched Santi test each board and then pull it up as he made his way toward me and the front of the office.

      He was about halfway across the small room when the crowbar went right through the board, as it had been doing, but this time, it made a cracking sound as it reached the ground. Instinctively, I winced. Nothing ever good came from that sound.

      As I walked over, Santi peered below the partially removed board, shook his head, and then pulled up the rest of it. He then looked up at me, said, “I’m so sorry,” and pulled up another three feet of boards in front of him, even though many of them seemed intact.

      With a lot of will, I forced myself to watch without bemoaning the loss of all that beautiful hardwood that was splintering with every tug of Santi’s arms. But I knew my fiancé would not destroy more than what was necessary, and I guess, somewhere deep down, I probably knew why he was ripping up even more of the floor.

      Sure enough, when he stopped feverishly removing the boards and stood back as the dust settled, there it was, a human skeleton right below where I had planned to place my clerk’s desk.

      I threw back my head and moaned.
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      At some point, a person has to consider that they might be the cause of their own strife. I was that person at that moment. This was the tenth body I’d found, and I was seriously concerned about what energy I had put into the universe if the universe kept sending me bodies.

      Perhaps the only thing that kept me from totally sinking into a well of self-pity and despair was that my fiancé, the county sheriff, never implied any such thing. In fact, he seemed to think it a sort of boon that I was helping to bring answers and sometimes healing to the families and friends of these victims. I was in two minds about that.

      On the one hand, I was glad we were discovering these bodies and solving their murders, but on the other, I was ready to pass the baton and let someone else continue the race for justice.

      Today, though, I was in the thick of it, and Santi and I had to do some quick work to manage the situation. First, I called my dad and asked him to pick up Sawyer from school. I didn’t need a busy preschooler coming in with his little shovel to help dig up bones. He was currently big into dinosaurs, and I could just see him thinking he was on a dig for the latest T. rex skeleton.

      Meanwhile, Santi now had to deal with a crime scene, so he called Savannah Watson, his head deputy, and then gave our friend Alex, the coroner, a ring.

      With all our calls made and our people squared, Santi and I moved to the edge of the office door and sat down. We couldn’t do anything more on the office or the skeleton until Santi and his team cleared the scene, and I knew that would be a long afternoon and evening of work.

      I put my head against his shoulder and moaned again. “I really just wanted to get my office ready.”

      He kissed the crown of my head and said, “I know, Pais. I know. We’ll take care of this situation ASAP, and we still have the rest of the week to finish the office.”

      I sat up and looked at him. “The rest of the week?”

      “Yep, I was going to surprise you each morning, but I think it might be helpful for you to know now that I took the entire week off to do this project with you.” A small crease formed between his eyebrows. “Is that okay?

      “Okay?” I said. “That’s more than okay. That’s amazing. Thank you.” I kissed him on the cheek, aware that someone’s remains lay in the dirt behind us. “And that news makes me determined to see some hope in this situation.” I stood and stretched as I looked back toward the poor person tucked under my office.

      “Like what?” Santi said as he rose from the floor and put his arm on my shoulders.

      “Well, first, Sawyer didn’t find the body.” Just the idea of it made me shudder. That boy had brought me dog poop in a pizza box, the skin of a deer, and any number of partially maimed worms. It would not be a stretch for him to carry a human femur into the living room to show me.

      “That’s a big one,” Santi said. “What else?”

      “As you always say, this is the chance to find answers and hopefully help someone who has a lot of questions.”

      He nodded. “Two very good things.”

      I felt a little mischievous, so I said, “And finally, I get to solve another murder.”

      At this, the sheriff rolled his eyes. “Really?”

      “I have the week off, and I hear the sheriff is off this week, too. So I have the time, and there appears to be a need.” I grinned at him.

      “I’m not even going to dignify that with a response,” he said as he headed toward the sound of tires on my gravel driveway. Someone was already here.

      When we came around the house, Savannah was standing in the driveway with her hands folded in front of her.

      “You okay?” I said as I walked over and hugged her.

      “Are you okay? You just found a body at your house, Paisley,” she said.

      I nodded. “It’s a skeleton, so that helps. At least the person didn’t die recently,” I said. “But yeah, it’s a lot.”

      “I’ll say,” she said. “Where are we working?”

      Santi led her around the house while I slipped inside to get her a glass of tea and put another pitcher out in the sun to brew. The heat wasn’t going to quit, and we couldn’t either. Someone needed to be identified and accounted for, and none of us would stop until that happened.
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      By the time Alex had removed the body an hour or so later, we knew the victim was male, probably African American, and had been under my office for a very, very long time. Alex wasn’t yet ready to speculate on how long “very, very” was, but I didn’t have a good feeling about that projected time frame, given the history of my property.

      The house was built sometime in the mid-nineteenth century—at least, that’s the best I could tell from the shape of the nail heads in my attic. Given that the land around us was still largely rural, pastured, and very, very rich, I expected this farmstead had been one that used enslaved laborers to assist with farm chores.

      My property would never have been a plantation in the formal sense, given that it was small and probably required the White owners to work alongside the Black people they enslaved, yet I had always assumed people had been enslaved here. We even had two depressions in the backyard that seemed like they could be the remnants of where slave quarters had once stood.

      Short of a full-scale archaeological or archival investigation, however, I hadn’t thought I’d ever have evidence of that history. Now, though, it seemed likely that the person we’d discovered under the floor might have been an enslaved man, and the possible ways this man could have ended up under the summer kitchen at the place where he lived and worked gave me chills.

      Still, I forced myself not to get too far into that thinking until we had specific information about the man’s identity and how long ago he had died. Until we had that information, I wasn’t going to speculate. Instead, I was going to crawl on my belly under my office and gather any materials from there that might be useful in solving this murder.

      “I’m going under for evidence,” I said to Santi and Savannah as I prepared to slither under the building.

      “We don’t know that there was a crime committed here, Pais,” Santi said.

      I poked my head back out from under the building and looked at my beautiful, very logic-focused fiancé. “Seriously? You think someone crawled under the kitchen to die of natural causes?” I shook my head and continued my snake-like wiggle further under the building.

      Santi was great at his job because he didn’t leap to conclusions, and I knew that he felt that this was murder as much as I did, but he wasn’t going to say that until we had actual proof.

      That proof came to light almost as soon as I got to where the skeleton had been when a piece of metal gouged into my leather glove as I pulled myself along the ground. Luckily, I felt the tug on the fabric before it went further. Otherwise, I would have had a bloody, dusty murder knife stuck in the fleshy part of my thumb. Instead, I pulled the knife free of my glove and passed it up through the hole above my head. “That’s blood, right?”

      Savannah took the long, thin knife and studied the dark brown substance on the blade. “Looks to be.” She sighed and nodded at me. “It could be animal blood, though,” she said.

      I pursed my lips and nodded. “It could be, but I’m going to wager it isn’t.” I turned my body around in a circle but didn’t see anything else under the building, not even trash. That was odd since a lot of people used to—and sometimes still did—use the undersides of their buildings as places to dump trash that didn’t biodegrade. I couldn’t tell you the number of buildings I’d taken down only to find a treasure trove of old bottles and cans underneath.

      “I don’t see anything else under here, so I’m heading back out.” I backed out from under the building even as I wished it sat just a bit higher off the ground so I could simply get out through the hole in the floor. “And now, I need to do more work, or I need a shower,” I said as I walked back through the office door and faced the two police officers.

      “I’m going to get this back to the station and send a sample off to the lab. I’ll put a rush on it.” Savannah wiped a cloud of dust off my back as she passed me. “If I were you, I’d take that shower.”

      She didn’t have to say it, but I knew what she meant. I had just crawled through someone’s decomposed dust. Somehow, though, that didn’t bother me, and I could feel the energy crawling under my skin. “I hear you on that, but honestly, I kind of want to do some more work.”

      Savannah shook her head and waved. “I’ll let you know what we know when we know it.” She then headed toward her car.

      “Working sounds good to me, too,” Santi said as he kissed my dusty cheek. “We aren’t going to have those results or more information until at least tomorrow. And I don’t think I can just sit around waiting.”

      “My thoughts exactly,” I said as I picked up the crowbar. “Any more of this floor need to go?”
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      A few hours later, Santi and I had removed the last of the rotten floorboards, and we had begun feathering in the wide, plank boards we had brought home from my salvage supply. They were slightly thinner than the originals but, by and large, were the same size. And with some sanding and staining, everything would eventually match pretty well. I was pleased with how they looked.

      But I was even more pleased that we had closed the hole before Sawyer arrived. The last thing I needed was my kid sticking himself or any other number of objects down into it. As he ran over, scattering our chickens with his excitement, I had a vision of a cache of eggs slowly rotting in the heat beneath the floor. I shuddered and then quickly realized that my imagination had brought up a big question—if someone’s body had been tucked under the floor, how had no one noticed? After all, the decomposition process, be it eggs or humans, was not an odor-free one.

      That question would have to wait, though, because I desperately needed a shower, as did Santi, and given the fidgety grumpiness of a certain child, he needed dinner. I invited Dad to stay with us for the fascinating dinner of chicken nuggets and Tater Tots made in the air fryer, but he declined the delicacy, saying that Lucille, my stepmother, had dinner waiting for him at home.

      “I’ll be back tomorrow, though. Looks like you’re ready to insulate and hang Sheetrock.” My dad was past the point of having any business lifting sheets of heavy plasterboard into place, but I knew better than to say that. “Pick the supplies up on my way in?”

      I tossed him the keys to his truck and said, “Sounds good.”

      “Your keys are in your car,” he said. “See you in the morning.” If I wasn’t mistaken, there was a little jaunt in his step. My dad did love a project.

      Santi grabbed a shower first while I asked Sawyer about his day and made dinner. My son was quite talkative when he wanted to be, but when he wasn’t inclined, he had two standard answers to my usual questions—“What did you do at school today?” was often answered with “play” and “Anything special happen at school today?” elicited a “nope.”

      Apparently, he had had enough interaction and energy release today because he settled onto the couch with his Nintendo Switch and sent Sonic gathering rings across the universe. I was grateful for the space and alone time to just think. Today had been a lot to take in, and I wasn’t one of those people who could fully process with others around, even if they were the people I loved best.

      As I washed the filth from my hands and laid the gourmet, organic Taters Tots that Sawyer loved best on the air fryer tray with a mass of nuggets, I pondered the man who had been under my office all this time. I didn’t get very far, though, since I didn’t know anything about him. The edgy expectation of what Alex would tell us tomorrow, hopefully, flowed under my skin like poison ivy. I hoped I could sleep.

      It turned out that after a shower, some good fried food, and an episode of Raising Dion, I was half-asleep. So I climbed into bed after I put Sawyer down and slept for almost ten hours. Clearly, I was tired.

      The next morning, though, I got Sawyer off to school, and then after recovering with a cup of coffee from the exertion it was to get a young child into clothing and fed, I was outside and ready to work. By then, Dad and Santi had been at it for a couple of hours, so I shouldn’t have been surprised that all the insulation was already in and the Sheetrock was going up.

      I was glad I made it out when I did because they were ready to put the first full sheet of plaster up on the ceiling, something my dad, with his degenerating disks in his neck, did not need to be doing. I stepped in and asked him to please guide us in placement and to drill in the first couple of screws.

      With that system in place, the three of us had the ceiling Sheetrocked and the light fixture up in just a couple of hours. I had chosen a simple antique chandelier to hang in the space, which was a choice that surprised me because I hadn’t always been interested in crystals and sparkles. Now, though, I loved the look of this simple wrought-iron piece. It didn’t hang very low in the room and gave off a beautiful, gentle light that spread to all the corners.

      “Lovely,” I said when Santi flipped the switch and turned it on.

      The three of us spent the rest of the morning hanging plasterboard and cutting bits out for the outlets I’d had the electrician install a few weeks before. I went a little overboard on the number of outlets, but after living in an old farmhouse and having no outlets in some rooms and only one in the bathroom, I was erring on the side of caution.

      The electrician had also put in the mini-split-heating unit I was installing to keep the place comfortable, so we got that rocked in and took a break for lunch. I had a ton of sandwich makings available, so I set up a spread on the kitchen counter and let Dad and Santi serve themselves while I tended to my Maine Coon cat Beauregard’s long list of requests, such as fresh water—despite the fact I had put some out just this morning—and the rearrangement of his afghan on the sofa. He could not possibly abide a wrinkle, now could he?

      I let the grumpy guy sleep through lunch, but when we’d all finished our meal, I leashed him up and put him on the long lead I had running out by the garden so he could prance around and pretend to hunt a bit. He was a bit like a billionaire hiring someone to take him on safari with his pretty paws and his desire to stay completely out of the dirt, but I loved watching him leap at grasshoppers like a fierce if slightly ineffective lion.

      The rest of the afternoon’s work went well for most of us, but Beau grew weary of the discomfort of having to lay on the actual ground and serenaded us for the better part of an hour before I couldn’t take his yowling anymore and put him inside—after smoothing his blanket, of course. We three humans clipped along at a great pace, and by the time I left to get Sawyer from school, the men were hanging the final piece of drywall.

      While I was gone, the coroner, Alex, called, and after Dad took Sawyer to help him pick up the trim boards and paint, Santi caught me up. “Black male. Approximately thirty to fifty. Stabbed.”

      I nodded. “Okay, and does he have an age for the bones?” This was the part I was most interested in, after all.

      Santi sighed. “Yeah, approximately 135-150 years old.”

      “So he might have been enslaved here, then.” I’d done enough research of African American history to know that you couldn’t assume all Black people in the US were enslaved during that period. Some were free people of color, but sadly, most had been subjected to that awful system. “The dates make it possible, at least.”

      “It does seem so,” Santi said. “I’d say we could run dental records and such . . .”

      “But it wouldn’t do any good given the bones are that old and he was a Black man. No records.” Tears sprang to my eyes. “I need to find out who he was, Santi.”

      He came over and put his arms around me. “I know, and we’ll do our best.” He squeezed me tighter and then let me go. “Why don’t you go see Xzanthia? I’ll clean up here and wait for your dad and Sawyer.”

      “Okay, cool. You don’t mind me looking into this?” I had overstepped in the past and made Santi’s job harder. I definitely didn’t want to do that again.

      “Not at all. I don’t know that policework is going to solve this one, Pais, so you do your thing.” He squeezed my arm. “Now go before that boy comes home and cons his mama into staying home.”

      Taking his words to heart, I jogged inside for my wallet and keys, then jumped into the car to head to town. The Octonia Historical Society was one of my favorite places, and Xzanthia Nicholas, the society’s director, was one of my favorite people. She had done a lot of research into the communities of enslaved workers in our county, and I knew she’d be eager to help identify this man if that was possible.

      But first, I needed coffee and a brief visit with my best friend, Mika, whose shop happened to be just up the street from the historical society. I had texted her last night to tell her about the skeleton, and she had just about as many questions as I had. I knew she’d be interested to learn what we knew now. I also knew she’d be eager to help with the research.

      So with two huge decaf vanilla lattes in hand, I headed over to see Mika in her yarn store. As usual, she was arms deep in bins of yarn, this time being beautiful organic cotton that I wanted to dive into head first.

      “I bring coffee and information,” I said as she smiled at me when I came in.

      “Ooh, I’m not sure which I’m more excited about,” Mika said as she stacked baby-pink yarn on a small shelf by the door. “But of course, coffee first.” She took the mug and led the way to her cozy corner, a secluded set of chairs and a table where people would knit or crochet and just relax. “Now, the news, please.”

      I told her about what Alex had found, and she whistled. “Well, that’s a lot. So you think he was enslaved?”

      “I expect so. I’m actually on my way to see Xzanthia to start some research.” When my best friend lowered her head and looked out under her eyebrows, I quickly said, “With Santi’s blessing. He doesn’t think he can find much using modern methods.”

      She let out a long breath. “That makes sense, but you’ll be careful, right? As we’ve learned, even long-ago deaths have a way of bringing out the worst in folks.”

      “I will. But honestly, I’m kind of hopeful that people will be glad to know about him as a man, not just as a victim this time.”

      “Like who?” Mika asked.

      “Maybe descendants,” I said. “I’ve been reading about Monticello and Highland, Montpelier, where the descendants of the people enslaved gather together to support one another and learn more about their shared history.” I shrugged. “I may be aiming too high, but it sure would be nice to learn more about this man and be able to tell his family.”

      “Maybe Santi could do one of those forensic bone study things and find out what kind of work he did from the wear and tear. I hear some types of lab analysis can give us information on diet and water health.” Mika’s voice was getting higher and higher. She had a tendency to get very excited about the kind of police work she saw on TV. It was both hilarious and unrealistic.

      “As valuable as this man was, I’m not sure the Octonia Sheriff’s Department can drop that kind of cash to do a full forensic examination of his identity,” I said.

      She raised an eyebrow.

      “But I’ll ask, of course.” I picked up my cup and stood. “I better get going, though. I promised to be home with dinner in a bit.”

      “Keep me posted?”

      “Of course,” I said as I waved and walked back onto Main Street. Our town was idyllic, at least on the surface, a quaint central street with shops and other businesses, hanging flower pots, and brick sidewalks. I loved living in Octonia.

      But underneath all this prettiness was a hard history of pain for some of the area’s poorest residents, including mountain folks who had been forced from their homes to make way for the Shenandoah National Park and, in fewer but still sizable numbers, enslaved people who had worked the small farms in the valleys around here. Farms like my own.

      As I walked a couple of blocks to the old Victorian house that had been turned into the society’s offices, I wondered about all the stories we were still too afraid to tell about where we lived. We had tales that were better kept private for good reasons, of course, but we also had collective stories of pain and oppression that could only be solved when out in the light of day. I had a feeling the story of this man was going to be one of them.

      The offices of the historical society were comfortable and cool on this summer day, a condition that I knew they kept for the archival documents they housed but one I also appreciated since my short walk had made me sweat something horrible. I just stood in the cool air and let myself dry off a bit before going to find my friend.

      As usual, she was up in the archival room at the long desk, an array of documents spread before her. “Paisley Sutton,” she said as I walked in, “I was not expecting to see you today. What brings you in?”

      “Mind if I sit down? It’s hotter than blazes out there,” I said.

      “Of course, and please help yourself to a water if you need one.” She gestured toward a small fridge.

      “Thanks,” I said and helped myself to one of the tiny bottles before I set it carefully away from the documents and sat down. “I have a new project, and I could use your help if you have time.”

      “For you, of course, I have time. How may I help?” She folded her hands on the table and turned her full attention to me. “I do hope you are not going to tell me this is about another murder.”

      I sighed. “I’m afraid I cannot offer such good news.” I quickly got her up to speed on the location of the skeleton and what we knew of his identity, and then I said, “I think it’s time I look into the history of my property.”

      “It does appear so,” Xzanthia said. “What do you know?”

      I shook my head. “Nothing, actually. I’ve done a lot of research on other people’s places, including my neighbor’s, but I’ve never even looked at the land records for my own.”

      “Well, we know they are the first place to start, so let’s see what we can find on the county site, shall we?” She stood and walked over to a laptop at the edge of the room. Within moments, she had pulled up my GIS entry and begun to walk back through the land titles for the previous four decades.

      She wrote a note with the last online title holder’s name and said, “This is as far as the online documents can take us. Do you have time to go to the clerk’s office?”

      I glanced at my watch. “About forty-five minutes. Is that enough time?”

      “With the two of us, I believe it will be,” she said and closed the laptop. She then quickly turned off the lights, flipped the sign on the front door to closed, and locked up the building. “Lead the way,” she said.
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      Most people only go to their local courthouse to pay fines or appear in court. I, however, had never been to a courthouse for either of those reasons. My trips were usually research-based, just like this one, and I loved being among the old documents.

      Xzanthia took the slip of paper with the name we’d found from our online research and set it on the tall table in front of us. Then she pulled the appropriate index out and found the name. We were off.

      Within a half an hour, we had traced my property back through two hundred years of ownership and come to the original builder, as best we could tell, Joel Mackey, who bought the five acres around my house for twenty-five dollars in 1847. The next title for the land in 1882 included mention of a house, so we made the leap that Mackey must have been the builder. And he was clearly the owner during the years that the man under my kitchen had been killed.

      “Now you have a place to start researching,” Xzanthia said as we packed up and headed out. “I’ll pull the personal property tax records for you and see if Mackey is on there.”

      “Thanks,” I said as we walked back up the street toward my car and the society. “Mind if I come in tomorrow to keep looking?”

      “I’m counting on it. We have a murder to solve.” Then, in the most informal and silly action I’d ever seen Xzanthia Nicholas undertake, she gave me a high five and headed off down the road. Clearly, she was as excited as I was.
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      When I got home, all three boys were in the office putting in what was, apparently, the last of the baseboard. “Wow, it’s beginning to look like a real office,” I said.

      “My desk is going to go right over here,” Sawyer said.

      “Oh, really? You have some important work to do?” I asked.

      “I do.” He was so serious, and it was so adorable.

      “Well, then, you definitely need your own desk.” I glanced over at Santi and then at my dad. “We’ll get you one.”

      “Already under control,” Dad said. “If you don’t mind.”

      “Boppi has a desk for me, Mama,” Sawyer said, putting a hand on my arm as if to comfort me. “So you don’t have to worry about it.”

      I grinned. “Well, thank you, Sawyer. I appreciate having one less thing to worry about.” I gave him a big hug. “Speaking of worrying, I’m a bit worried that Beauregard might eat all our Chinese food if we don’t get inside to eat what I brought home.”

      Sawyer raced toward the door and then stopped short. “Did you get me egg rolls?”

      I snapped my fingers. “Shoot, I only got enough egg rolls for Santi and me.”

      “Oh, Mom,” my son said with a wave of his hand. “You’re so silly.” Then he headed toward the house without looking back.

      “I’ll be on my way then, Silly Mom,” Dad said as he gave me a quick hug. “But I’ll be back in the morning to finish the trim and see if we can’t get these walls mudded.”

      “Thanks, Dad. You don’t mind?” I knew the answer, but I also knew that one of the greatest slights I could give to my dad was presuming help without asking. Only arrogant, “big-headed” people did that.

      “Of course not. Eight in the morning work?”

      “Sure thing, Mr. Sutton,” Santi said and walked my dad to his truck.

      When Santi returned, I said, “You guys okay to handle things tomorrow? I was hoping to get a little further in my research.”

      “Absolutely,” he said. “Not really enough room for three of us to move in there anyway.” That wasn’t exactly true, but I appreciated the kind lie. “Find anything today?”

      Just then, Sawyer charged into the kitchen, making monster truck sounds all the way before coming to a stop with a screech of his “tires” in front of us. “Washed my hands. See?”

      I did see. I saw dirt on the back of his hands and the wet stain on his shirt, but I mostly saw his effort. “Nice, buddy. Thanks for doing that. Ready for your egg roll?”

      “Yum,” he said and licked his lips with enthusiasm. “Did you get cashew chicken?”

      “You know it,” I said as I fixed his plate with an egg roll, a fair helping of cashew chicken, and a couple of pieces of broccoli from Santi’s beef and broccoli. Whether or not he’d eat the broccoli was a toss-up, but I felt obligated to at least put something green on his plate.

      As we all sat down, Santi and I exchanged a look that made it clear neither of us was going to talk about the skeleton with Sawyer. He’d eventually find out—our community was small, after all—but until we knew more and could answer some of the many questions he would have, we both knew it better not to say anything.

      Instead, we talked about Sawyer’s newfound love of the nail gun. Apparently, Dad had let him use it, under careful supervision, Santi assured me, and Sawyer now wanted one of his own. “Maybe Santa will bring me one?”

      I knew better than to let this idea grow, but this was a delicate subject—Santa Claus—so I said, “You know, Santa prefers to give toys. Maybe you could think of a toy you want more?”

      That did the trick because Sawyer immediately said, “The Jurassic Park Jeep that I can ride.” From there, he told us all about the tricks he would do in the yard, everything from wheelies to headstands, and by the time he was done, I wanted to get him the Jeep and a full array of body armor to protect himself.

      “Seriously, Saw,” Santi said, “You should be a stuntman.”

      “What’s a stuntman?” Sawyer asked as he carried his cleared plate to the counter without me asking.

      “Well, a stuntman takes the place of an actor and does all the dangerous stuff like big jumps or car crashes,” Santi said. “Want to watch some stuntmen on TV?”

      “Stuntwomen, too?” I said.

      “What about non-binary stuntpeople?” Sawyer asked.

      “Those too,” I said with a smile. It was a blockbuster night. Sawyer had eaten, cleaned his place, and naturally asked about gender diversity. I decided I would revel in my superb parenting for a moment with a can of hard cider while the boys watched stunt videos on YouTube.

      I cracked open my cider and my laptop at the same time and sat down at the table. I wasn’t surprised at all to see a message from Xzanthia in my inbox. The subject line was “PPT Files.” I opened it and saw right away that she had found a record for Joel Mackey and that, in 1867, he had three Black men working for him—Isaiah LeVarge, Luke Johnson, and Thames Mathis. There wasn’t much hope I’d find Luke Johnson, as his name was just too common. But Isaiah LeVarge and Thames Mathis had names that were unique enough to warrant a search on the genealogy sites. If we found out our victim was one of these men, it would prove he wouldn’t have died enslaved, but since formerly enslaved people often continued to work for their previous owners even after the Emancipation Proclamation, it was possible he had been enslaved by Mackey at some point.

      I couldn’t resist the temptation to dive into research immediately, and the minute I put in Isaiah LeVarge, I got a hit in another user’s family tree. They traced their family line back to him, seven generations from the youngest person in the tree, a woman whose name I couldn’t see because she was still alive. Still, I could drop a note to the tree’s creator and see if they responded.

      My message was short. “I have information about the property where Isaiah LeVarge worked in 1867. I’d be happy to share if you’re interested.” Hopefully, I’d hear back.

      Unfortunately, Thames Mathis’s search wasn’t so easy. His name didn’t show up under that spelling on any records, so I figured one of two things had happened. Either his name had been misspelled on the personal property tax records, or he had changed his name in some way, maybe just the spelling or maybe the whole thing. Either way, he was going to be harder to find.

      I decided to table that research until the morning and turned my attention to tidying the kitchen. I was just finishing up when my phone rang. It was Claire. “Hi,” I said, trying to sound cheery and not nervous, even though a call from my only employee after six p.m. made me quite nervous.

      “Hi, Pais,” she said with what sounded like excitement. “I just wanted to update you on what Horatio Denver bought today, and he also has a question he wanted me to ask you.”

      “Oh yes, please,” I said, sitting back down at the table. “Do tell.”

      “Well, he bought all the stained glass. Said it was too beautiful not to scoop it up, and he paid almost full price for the whole lot.” She was obviously quite pleased with this bit of news.

      “Wow,” I said. “That’s amazing.” Amazing enough to almost guarantee that Sawyer would get that Jeep from Santa, in fact.

      “Yep, but that’s not all. He wants the two oak mantels, and if you don’t mind him taking off one wall and reselling you the unused logs, he wants the cabin at the front of the lot. He said he wanted to use it as the kitchen on his client’s new house.” Her voice was breathy, and no wonder. That was almost twenty thousand dollars of merchandise in one sale.

      “Holy cow,” I said in my own whispery voice. “Wow.” I was at a loss for words. That was my single biggest sale ever.

      “Well, there’s more,” she said. “He was looking for an old chicken coop, not to buy but to model after, and I know yours is probably original to your house. I told him I’d ask you if it was okay for him to come out and see it.”

      “Oh, sure,” I said. “When does he want to come?”

      “Tomorrow, if possible,” she said. “Apparently, his client is quite eager to get everything moving.”

      “Fair enough, and I’d be eager to take advantage of that enthusiasm if I was Denver, too. I’ll be out in the morning, but if you want to tell him he can stop by after one, I’ll be sure to be here.”

      “Great,” Claire said, and we ended our conversation.

      I walked into the living room and motioned for Santi to join me in the kitchen. I’d learned that talking money in front of Sawyer was not wise because he thought ten dollars and ten million dollars were roughly two dollars apart.

      As quickly as I could, I told Santi what Claire had just said, and he gave me a hard hug. “I know that’s a weight off your mind.”

      It was. I had taken a loan from Mika’s Uncle Saul to get our office up and running, and while I’d been making regular payments and the loan had no interest, I was eager to be free of that debt, and today’s sale would make that possible. “I’m so excited, and this means we can hire a band for the wedding.”

      We’d talked about that possibility, but the cost was prohibitive. Now we could have folks dancing.

      “We could,” Santi said, “and we will if you really want to, but I don’t know that our folks are really dancing folks, and they’d probably be just as happy with some recorded music coming through a speaker.”

      I leaned against his chest and thought for a minute. “You’re right. Let’s figure out what to do with the money this weekend. Right now, I just want to enjoy this feeling.”

      As if on cue, my son said, “Mama, come see this.”

      I walked into the living room just in time to see what looked like a 1988 Crown Victoria jump approximately 856 other cars in a mud pit. “Whoa,” I said.

      “That’s what I’m going to do,” Saw said as he rubbed one eye with his still chubby fist.

      “Oh yeah. I thought you were going to do research,” I said as I sat next to him on the floor and pulled him into my lap.

      “I can do both, Mama,” he said as he nestled into me. “You always say I can do whatever I put my mind to.”

      “You’re right, Saw. You absolutely can.”
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      The following morning, with Saw safely at school and Santi assuring me that he wouldn’t let my dad work too hard in the incessant heat, I headed over to meet Xzanthia and show her what I’d found.

      Of course, as usual, she was already one step ahead of me and had done some of the primary source research to locate Thames Mathis. She had found a man named Thomas Mathis in the census records from 1870, but before she moved forward with the assumption that this was the same man from the property tax records, she wanted me to look.

      I scanned the census record, looking at both the information about Mathis and his family and the data about his neighbors. I was absolutely sure that Xzanthia had done the same thing, and when I saw the name Mackey two listings up from the Mathis listing, I was sure we had the right guy.

      “You saw they were neighbors of the Mackeys?” I asked with a smile.

      “I did,” Xzanthia said. “So we agree that this is our man?”

      “I believe so,” I said and held up my hand to see if I could get another of my friend’s spontaneous high-fives. When she smiled and turned away, I had my answer. “Now, do we think his name was actually Thames or Thomas?”

      “I had the same question,” she said, “and I think it’s Thames.”

      I was strangely excited by that fact, maybe because I was just a fan of people with odd names like my own. And like Xzanthia’s, for that matter. “What makes you think so?”

      She pulled the laptop over to the table and opened her online collection of records. “So here’s a marriage record for a man named Thames Mayes. He looks to be about the right age, and he’s Black.”

      I scanned the document and made a few notes about his father’s name and his wife’s name, Bertha Bennett. “Got it,” I said.

      She opened another doc. “And this is a birth certificate for his son, Thames Mathes, spelled with an e, from two years later.”

      I made more notes as Xzanthia continued through three more documents that seemed to confirm that the man who worked for Mackey in 1867 was named Thames Mathis or Mathes.

      “I could have kept going,” she said, “and I will later. But I didn’t want us to get distracted from our real purpose here.”

      I nodded firmly. “Right. We are trying to identify the man who was buried under my kitchen.” I was glad that Xzanthia had stopped because I knew all too well how deep I could get into one line of research only to be on a total tangent from what I had originally been seeking. “So, we know that the man who was buried under my building was about thirty-five years old.” Alex had texted that fact over to Santi just this morning.

      “Right, so I don’t think it was Thames,” Xzanthia said. “He was only twenty-four when he got married in 1868.”

      “Yeah, so it’s possible it could be him, but only if Alex missed the mark.”

      “Have you ever known Alex to be off by that much on anything?” She raised an eyebrow.

      “No. No, I have not. But we also can’t rule him out entirely. We know that slavery was hard on a person’s body, so it’s possible the man we found was actually younger than his bones implied.” It wasn’t a fact I liked to ponder—that the experience of enslavement might have aged a person by a full decade—but I knew it was highly possible.

      “Fair enough,” Xzanthia said. “But I do think we have another good option.” She clicked open another document, a birth certificate for a woman named Ivy LeVarge.

      “Oh my. Is that Isaiah LeVarge’s daughter?” I asked as I scribbled down names and dates.

      “Indeed. And she was born in 1876.” She closed that document and opened a page of notes. “I can’t find a marriage certificate for LeVarge and Miriam, his wife, which means they may not have been legally married according to the Commonwealth.”

      I sighed. “Okay, so what makes you think Isaiah might be the right person?”

      Xzanthia’s face broke into a wide grin. “This.” She clicked over to a newspaper article from the local paper, and on the screen was a photo of a tall, thin Black man with a white mustache and white hair. The caption said, “Isaiah LeVarge wins county fair pumpkin contest.” And sure enough, right there next to him was a hip-high pumpkin.

      “Holy cow,” I said and leaned in to look at the date. “1926.” I frowned. “But that can’t be him. The man buried at my house was dead by”—I did the math quickly in my head—“1890 at the latest.”

      The smile on Xzanthia’s face grew wider. “That’s because this man is our Isaiah’s son.”

      “Oh, he’s a junior?” I asked.

      “Or maybe a third or four or fifth. Could be that name was passed down for generations.” She tapped a few keys, and a family tree popped up. “And here, there’s an Isaiah LeVarge who died in 2003.”

      I looked at the name of the tree’s owner. “I wrote that person last night.” Quick as a flash, I had my phone out and my email open. Sure enough, there was a response from the owner. I clicked over to the genealogy app on my phone and read the message.

      “I am Isaiah LeVarge, the eighth, and I’d love to hear what you’ve found,” his note said and included an email address. I read the message aloud to Xzanthia.

      “Oh, my gracious.”

      “If nothing else, Paisley, I think we’ve found some living descendants with ties to your property,” she said. “But I think it’s quite possible that the man found at your house was Isaiah LeVarge.”

      I couldn’t disagree with her, but I was a bit stymied on how to prove that. “I agree, and yet, it could have been Thames Mathis, too. Or even Luke Johnson.”

      “And it could have been another man altogether.” Xzanthia put her hand over mine. “We need to take our wins here, Paisley. We may not be able to positively identify the man buried at your place, but we can make his death serve a purpose and give some families back their histories.” She squeezed my fingers.

      I took a deep breath and said, “You’re right. I’ll reach out to this living descendant, and if it’s all right with you, I’ll invite him to meet me here.” I sighed. “We’re almost done with my office, and I’d hate to have him come and see where his ancestor’s resting place was when it was under construction.”

      “Plus, maybe we could get a small memorial to all three of these men to put outside your office?” She looked at me with hope.

      “Oh, I love that idea. Let me put Mika on that. I think she knows some engravers, and we’ll make a plaque big enough to add names later if we need to do so.” I reached over and hugged my friend. “Thanks for your help.”

      “Of course. I’ll keep digging and let you know what else I find.” She waved to me as I walked out of the archive room and back to the street.

      A quick glance at my watch told me I had just enough time to stop in and see Mika before I picked up subs for Santi and Dad. Fortunately, Mika was more than happy to coordinate getting the brass plate manufactured, and I texted her the names we needed on it for now. Then I dashed into the corner gas station, got three of the best sub sandwiches in the world, and headed home to write Isaiah LeVarge VIII.
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      While I was away, Dad and Santi had mudded all the walls and proceeded to cut a hole in the newly finished back wall to put in a surprise for me—the French doors I had dreamed of having.

      “What?” I shouted as I walked in to tell them lunch was here. “That looks amazing.” And it did, but I was a little overwhelmed by both the gesture and the expense. Santi and I had agreed that the doors just weren’t in our budget for the time being. I shot him a concerned look.

      He came over, hugged me tight, and whispered, “It’s your dad and Lucille’s wedding gift to you, but he doesn’t want you to know that.” He stepped back. “They look great, don’t they?”

      I swallowed back my tears and nodded. “They really do. I love that you found ones without any mullions. I love the open view to the back field.” They were exactly what I had dreamed, a view and also a way to let natural light into the room. “Thank you both so much.” I gave Santi another hug, and then I nearly squeezed the breath out of my dad as my silent thanks to him and Lucille. “Now, who wants IGA subs?” Oddly enough, our tiny grocery store made the best sandwiches.

      “You don’t have to ask me twice,” Dad said with a bit more rasp in his voice than usual. As he turned away, I saw him wipe a tear from his eye, but I knew better than to make any mention of it. He was a tender man, but he didn’t like for anyone to recognize that.
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      Just as we were finishing lunch, a dually pickup pulled into my driveway, and I remembered that Claire had said Horatio Denver was coming by. I washed my hands and quickly gathered our trash before heading out to meet him.

      “Hi, Horatio,” I said as I put out my hand to shake his. “I hear you want to build a replica chicken coop.” I pointed toward the back of the house as we walked that way.

      “I do. I could just construct something, but I want it to feel old.” He smiled at me. “And as you know, if you want something to feel old, it needs to be old, or at least be like old.”

      “I do know,” I said. “Well, this is my beauty. Take pictures, measurements, whatever you need. We’ll just be over here”—I pointed to the office twenty-five feet away—“finishing up our project.”

      “Perfect. Thanks, Ms. Sutton,” Horatio said as he took his phone out of his pocket and began circling the building.

      I stepped back inside the office and marveled at the doors once again as Dad and Santi put the final trim around the frame.

      “Any new updates on our friend from below the floor?” Santi asked. “Sorry, was that insensitive?” he asked with a wince. “I
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