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      I tucked my crowbar under the wood and began the dance of prying it off without breaking it. As I worked, I let my mind play back through my memories.

      I practically grew up in the manse, the pastor’s house, at the church my parents attended when I was a kid. The pastor’s daughter, Sue Ellen, was my best friend, and since my mom was the church music director and the manse was next door, I was there on the church grounds most days.

      Sue Ellen was a bit more of a girly girl than I was, or at least her mama thought her one, so she had all these creepy, pristine porcelain dolls that sat on high shelves in her third-floor bedroom. Their frilly dresses and lace caps always puzzled me because it made no sense to me to have toys that you couldn’t play with, but Sue Ellen knew better. She knew that some of her role as the pastor’s kid was to be a show piece, just like those dolls. That’s why she stifled most of her screams when her mother dragged a stiff brush through her curly, coarse blonde hair on Sunday mornings so that it would look perfect in braids.

      I never had that pressure to look perfect – maybe act perfect, but never look – and today, as I tightened the bandana over my hair and prepared to pull down the crown molding in this other pastor’s house near Bethel Church, I was grateful. My job as an architectural salvager didn’t leave much space for primping.

      This job had been a long time coming. The deacons at the church had asked me to come in and salvage some key pieces that they wanted to put into their new church addition, and if I would, they were happy to give me anything else I wanted from the hundred-year-old house. They wanted the simple chandelier from the front foyer, the mantel from the parlor, and a lovely old door that led to the dirt-floored basement. Everything else was mine, and I was determined to make the most of this gift.

      I’d already hauled out the door and chandelier, and I was just waiting for help from my friend Saul’s crew to get out the heavy wooden mantel. Meanwhile, I was doing what I could on my own and popping off as much of the simple but lovely woodwork as I could without damaging it. This molding and the baseboards would be lovely in a farmhouse, and what wasn’t salvageable for architecture, Dad would use to make vintage picture frames that I could sell at my soon-to-open salvage store, Paisley’s Architectural Salvage.

      Architectural salvage had been my career since I had my son and my marriage fell apart more than a year ago. It was flexible in hours, made use of my background in history, and let me feed my desire to go into old buildings without putting me in danger of breaking the law.

      This latest job was special because I was, as of two weeks ago, the only white member of Bethel Church, a historically black congregation, and I was eager to do a good job for my new church family, especially after they’d welcomed me so full-heartedly into their pews and hearts.

      “Do you want me to try to get this wainscotting down?” my friend and fellow Bethel member Mary Johnson shouted from around the corner in the dining room. “It’s pretty, but do you need it?”

      I walked through the cased doorway from the study to the dining room and could almost imagine the large farm table where the pastor and his family would have had Sunday lunches with different church members after services each week. Mary was poised with her crowbar ready to pull off the dark walnut veneer, and I smiled at her commitment.

      Mary and I had become friends when an earlier salvage job had brought me into her life because of her history with an old store in our county, and since then, we’d just grown closer and closer. Now, since she loved this old house and had spent a lot of time here as a child, I’d asked if I could hire her for the day to help me salvage. She had refused payment, but I had a scheme involving an old Singer sewing machine I’d found a couple jobs back and some vintage quilts I’d bought at a flea market. The gift was waiting on her porch, thanks to the generosity of my dad and stepmom, Lucille, for her to find when she got home.

      “Yeah, let’s see if we can get the pieces off whole,” I said as I joined Mary with my own prybar. “If we can, they’ll sell for a pretty penny, or maybe the church would even want them for the new fellowship hall?”

      “Now that’s an idea,” Mary said. “We’re already putting the mantel in there, so this would make for that cool, old-study feel, wouldn’t it?”

      I smiled and gently slipped my bar beneath the chair rail at the top as Mary did the same. She was really a natural at this work, and before long, we had gotten all the rails and baseboards off and were well on our way to salvaging more than half of the wainscotting. It looked like the church would have beautiful walnut walls if they wanted them.

      As we were about to tug off the last sheet, Saul called from the front door, “Muscle men reporting for duty.”

      I laughed at my best friend’s uncle and put down my tools to meet him. He was alone in the door, and I said, “Are you the muscle, because no offense—”

      “Stop right there, young lady. I’ll have you know I can still pick you up and throw you over my shoulder like a sack of potatoes if you don’t mind yourself.” He smiled.

      “Right, respect my elders. Got it.” I laughed as Saul glared at me. “Thanks for coming. The mantel is this way.”

      I led him through another cased doorway into the small parlor that sat opposite the study, and he whistled. “What a beauty,” he said as he ran his fingers over the fine oak grain in the delicately carved wood. “They went all out on this one.”

      Mary joined us and said, “They did, but the members did all the work. The church records show that the tree from which this mantel was made was felled on a member’s land, and one of the congregation’s founding members had become a master carpenter when he was a slave. So he did the carving.”

      I took a deep breath. “I didn’t know that. Wow.” I joined Saul in caressing the wood. “Let’s take extra care, okay?”

      Saul nodded. “If it’s alright, I’d like to have the piece professionally cleaned for the church, nothing that will change the finish or take off much of the patina. Just shine it up for the new addition. Would that be okay?”

      Mary laughed. Saul was always doing very generous things like this, and we had all learned to give him the joy of accepting them without fuss. “Of course, Saul. Thank you. I’ll let the deacon board know.”

      Two young, muscular men walked in, and I said, “Ah, finally, some muscles.”

      Saul scowled at me and then smiled. “Gentlemen, take care with this beauty. Paisley, you already detached it?”

      “All but this one place. I didn’t want it falling over. Just a sec.” I slipped my smallest pry bar behind the mantel and gently wiggled the final nail from the plaster. As the mantel began to tip forward, the two men took hold of it and lifted it between them with, it seemed, no strain. The piece must have weighed four hundred pounds, but the two of them carried it out with less effort than it took me to wield a fifty-pound bag of chicken feed from the farm co-op.

      With the mantel loaded and off with the chandelier and door to a professional architectural restorer – Saul insisted on having everything cleaned – Mary and I finished up the wainscotting, loaded the used moving truck that I had bought at auction for hauling my goods, and decided to do a final walk-through of the house.

      I’d carefully scoured every room on my past visits, but I had, for reasons involving spiders and damp and too many scary movies, avoided the basement. Mary had assured me there wasn’t much down there, but I still felt like I needed to take a look, just to be sure. Now that Mary was with me, it seemed kind of silly that I hadn’t done it before, especially since the demolition crew was set to come and clear the ground in three days. Nothing like waiting until the last minute to scour a full thousand square feet of space.

      Mary and I went down the creaky wooden staircase and stepped into a slightly musty but otherwise completely pleasant basement. The dirt floor was hard-packed and felt like concrete, and the spiders were really minimal. Mary was right, though, the space was mostly empty. There were a few old wooden shelves that had probably once held jars full of pickles and canned tomatoes, and I made a note to carry those out and clean them up since they’d look great in my best friend Mika’s yarn shop.

      I felt the twinge of heartbreak when Mary cracked open the rounded top of an old steamer truck and watched it crumble to dust in her hand. The trunk was empty, though, so while it was sad to not have the vessel itself, it didn’t hold any secret treasures like rare carnival glass or something.

      Otherwise, the space was empty, and I felt a pang of sadness that we hadn’t discovered a trove of old family treasures stored belowground. It was just as well, though, because the damp would, as the trunk revealed, destroy most everything.

      We were just about to go back upstairs when Mary said, “Hey, Paisley, look at this,” and pointed to what appeared to be a half-size door just under the upper part of the staircase. I hadn’t even noticed that part of the underside of the stairs was closed off, since most of the steps were open to the air below. But this was clearly a storage room, a sort of closet. I immediately thought of Harry Potter and both hoped and dreaded that we might find a small boy living under there.

      But when we opened the door, we didn’t find a person. Instead, we found a cedar closet, and it was full of leather-bound books, all tucked neatly into shelves and perfectly preserved. “Wow,” I whispered.

      “Wow is right,” Mary said. “These are amazing.” She turned to me. “You want them, right?”

      “Well, someone needs to have them, so let’s take them out and figure out who should keep them. They might belong to someone in the church.” Maybe one of the pastors or a member of one of their families had kept diaries – decades’ worth, it seemed like. I’d have to look at the church history to see who had been here long enough to accrue such a collection of writings. If the church granted permission, this would make a great story for my next newsletter.

      As we pulled the books out – about four dozen of them – we saw what had preserved them. Behind each set of books on every shelf were small bundles of white chalk tied with twine. They must have used the chalk to absorb moisture, and between that and the cedar, the books were in great shape. The paper and leather alone were gorgeous, and I knew that whatever was written inside would be priceless, especially to the members of Bethel.

      I ran out to the truck and got some of the recycled cardboard boxes I hoarded for situations just like this. We loaded up the books and carted them out. Then, by unspoken mutual agreement, we each took one out and began to read.

      My journal started, “May 1908 – Today is sunny, and I should be happy. But I can’t help think about what secrets lie buried beneath us, about what we had to hide in order to thrive.”

      I paused, took a deep breath, and watched Mary. Her eyes were wide, and when she looked at me, I thought she might cry. “Listen,” she said and swallowed before she read:

      

      July 1910 – Every day I think of what we have kept buried. Every day, I wonder if I should say something. Every day, I start to tell. But then I can’t figure out who to tell, because what authority in this town will do anything just with what I say? We are just a bunch of colored folks, the bottom rung of the ladder, and no one but us cares about us. The problem is we have to care about the secrets we keep and the people we keep them about, too, and we don’t know how to do that, not in this world, not in the way it is now.

      

      Mary and I sat quietly for a few minutes on the truck’s bumper. I stared at the open journal in my hands and then looked back at the three full boxes of books behind us in the truck. “I guess I know what we’re doing for the rest of the day,” I said.

      She nodded and closed the book in her hands. “I don’t think it’s wrong to say that we need to know more before we tell anyone, is it?”

      I shook my head. “No, right now what we know is that we found a bunch of journals and that the person writing them is struggling with something. That’s not enough to really share, though.”

      “And we don’t even know if this is really fact? She – you think it’s a she, right?” – I nodded – “might be writing a novel or something. Maybe she’s inspired by Daphne du Maurier.”

      I smiled. “Or Henry James. Is it a ghost or not?”

      Mary laughed. “Oh, the turn of the screw grows ever tighter.” She put her journal back in the box. “Let’s get to your place and get reading.”

      I followed suit, and after we secured the door, locked the house back up, and texted Saul to say we were headed to his lot to unload, we climbed into the cab and drove silently to my new workspace, where we’d left our cars that morning. Fortunately, my son, Sawyer, was with his dad this weekend, so Mary and I could spend the rest of the weekend reading the journals. So by Monday, we could have a plan for what to do and who to tell what.

      But first, we needed lunch . . . and reinforcements.
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      When I texted Mika to tell her what we’d found, she offered to have Mrs. Stephenson, her clerk, watch the store so she could come right over. I was grateful because if we needed to stop the demolition of the house, we only had three days – less than three days – to do it. And something told me we would probably need to stop the demolition.

      Neither Mary nor I was willing to do that based on a couple of paragraphs of cryptic journal entries, though. The church had invested a lot of time and money in architectural renderings and site plans for the new addition, and we weren’t going to mess that up for just a hint of a reason. For five years, the members had been donating extra money to add on new Sunday school rooms and a fellowship hall that would allow them to turn the basement room they’d used for gatherings into a youth center. The new kitchen and ADA-accessible bathrooms in the addition would also mean the church could have more weddings and really serve families for funerals. Nope, we had to be sure something merited a pause if we were going to suggest a delay.

      After unloading everything into my space at Saul’s construction lot, we shifted the books into my Subaru and then caravanned the few miles east to my farmhouse. The chickens were wandering far and wide in their hunt for the late summer bugs, and I threw them a handful of cracked corn from the lidded steel container I kept by the kitchen door. My small attempts to keep them tame and near home were working, and Sawyer loved picking up our girls and snuggling them close, even after their latest dust bath.

      Inside, we put the boxes on the antique trunk I used as a coffee table and set to a crucial piece of business: what we were going to eat. I wasn’t what you’d call a foodie, but after recently switching Sawyer and myself to a mainly vegetarian diet to benefit our health and help our food choices align with ones that were good for our earth, I had gotten much pickier about what I’d eat. Mary didn’t mind that because she was, herself, a true-to-the-bone foodie and an amazing cook, but Mika had a deep affection for sugar and found my decision to eschew bacon a little disturbing.

      Still, we were fortunate to live within delivery distance of a couple of great restaurants that served a variety of food, including amazing black bean burgers, so Mary and I decided to splurge and have food brought in. Business had been pretty good for me of late, and now that I was actually able to contribute to Sawyer’s college savings fund, I could stand to go wild by ordering a good meal once in a while.

      Our order placed and Mika on her way, Mary and I set up a workstation. She began by pulling a small card table out from the storage building behind my house, and I grabbed the TV tray tables from my closet. Then, we arranged space to spread out and put notebooks and pens on each small table so we could make notes of names and dates as needed. I’d been a historian long enough to know that documenting what we found was crucial if we needed to go back in and find the information again.

      I put out a big pitcher of sweet tea and a bag of dark chocolate candy and confirmed that there was plenty of local hard cider in the fridge. It was going to be a long afternoon, and why not enjoy it.

      When Mika arrived, we spent a few minutes sorting the journals by start date and then dividing them into three piles before we sat down to enjoy our meal and talk through our plan.

      After Mary and I caught Mika up on where we’d found the journals and the little bit we’d read so far, I shared what had been nagging at me since I’d read the first words in that 1908 journal. “Do you think she means literally buried, or is she talking about some sort of cover-up?”

      Mary nodded. “I was wondering the same thing, and my sense – for what it’s worth – is that she’s talking literally.”

      Mika shivered. “Well, that’s not creepy at all,” she whispered as she rubbed her hands over her arms.

      “Yeah, that’s my sense, too.” I gathered our empty plates as Mika took the trash to the can. “Guess we need to find out.”

      Beverages ready but at a distance from the precious journals, we dove in. I had taken the earliest set of journals since that’s what I’d started reading before. My books dated from 1908 to 1914. Mika had the next span – 1915 to 1921, and Mary took the final set – 1922 through 1928. We had twenty-one volumes between us, seven each, and I figured if we read until we couldn’t any longer, we just might make it through the books by tomorrow evening. I had chosen both sweet tea and cider to fuel my endeavor, and I wasn’t surprised to see my two best friends had done the same. It was going to be a long day.

      I picked up where I left off after making a few notes about what I needed to know: who was the writer, where was she based, and what was this secret she was talking about? It didn’t take me long to figure out the second answer. The page in the journal before me read:

      

      When we moved into the manse here next to Bethel, a church member told us what we had to keep to ourselves about our home, and now that secret haunts me. I feel guilty every morning when I wake, and so I spend time here, in the basement, to attend to the truth, to be close and aware, and to record my frustrations in the hopes that someone will remember, some day.

      

      I read that passage aloud to Mika and Mary, and they both gasped. “So she was in the parish house,” Mika said.

      “And if she’s going to the basement . . .” Mary’s voice trailed off.

      “It sure sounds like she’s talking about something literally buried below,” I finished as I felt the weight of what we might be discovering settle more firmly on my shoulders. This could be a terrible, terrible discovery.

      But if I’d learned anything about investigating something hard from my boyfriend and our county sheriff, Santiago Shifflett, it was best to hold back judgment until we had all the facts. So I went back to reading, as did Mika and Mary.

      From time to time, we each read passages out loud, and as we went, I made lots of notes. The author was definitely the pastor’s wife, and Mary pulled up the church history on her phone and confirmed that during those years, the pastor had been Rev. Fountain Greene, the founding and longest-standing pastor at Bethel. His wife was named Earnestine, and best we could tell from the contextual clues, she was the author of these journals.

      She and her husband had moved into the house in May of 1908, right about the time she’d started writing, and her husband had retired as pastor in 1928, just before the Great Depression descended. So Earnestine’s journals spanned her entire time living in the house.

      The author and her tie to the manse clear, we plummeted deep to see what we could find about this secret to which she kept referring. References to it were prolific in the first two journal volumes, but as time passed, Earnestine seemed to make peace – or maybe stop thinking about – whatever had bothered her so much when she moved into the house. Over time, she talked more about the people in the community, births and deaths, marriage troubles and children with difficulties. Everything she wrote was compassionate if sometimes very honest, and the more I read, the more I found myself really liking this woman who told it like it was but didn’t judge people for their poor choices or past pains.

      When dinnertime rolled around, I boiled water for pasta, spiced up the jarred spaghetti sauce, and made my quick and easy broiler garlic bread with lots of butter and slices of fresh garlic. Then, I ran out to the garden, harvested the first of the spinach and the lettuce that had managed to survive a Virginia summer without bolting, thanks to a shady garden spot, and mixed up a quick green salad. Then, I called my friends to the table for a break, a bottle of wine, and some sustenance. It didn’t look like any of us were ready to quit, and with only one or two more journals apiece left to do, we might just be able to finish reading tonight.

      Mika helped me set the table, but Mary was absolutely engrossed in whatever she was reading. When she didn’t join us after a few minutes, Mika and I picked up all three wine glasses and went back in the living room. The food could wait, and it looked like Beauregard, my gray Maine Coon cat, was content to sleep with his head on Mary’s knee as she continued to read, so our food wasn’t in danger from his sometimes pesky paws.

      For a few minutes, Mika and I sipped and watched Mary read, glancing at each other with raised eyebrows more than once. Clearly, Mary was intent on finishing, and neither of us dared interrupt.

      Finally, just as I was about to get up to pour more wine, Mary closed the journal she was reading, sat back, and said, “Well, we definitely need to adjust our plans for the addition.”

      I studied her face for a minute and formulated about a million questions, but she still seemed to be considering, weighing what she learned, and I knew she’d share when she had a grasp on what Earnestine’s words had revealed. So I sipped what was left in my glass, decided that any more reading I would need to do would have to wait until tomorrow, and felt a bit of pressure ease off. It seemed we had the basic information we needed, if what Mary had learned was as weighty as it seemed, so we could discuss and process a bit before finishing our reading.

      After a few more minutes of quiet, Mary said, “There’s a Monacan burial mound underneath the manse.”

      I felt my mouth drop open and stared, unblinking, at my friend as I waited for her to say more.

      Mary held up the journal. “In 1928, Earnestine couldn’t keep the secret any longer and wrote down all she knew in these pages. Then, she brought up what she knew to the deacons of the church and threatened to go to the newspaper.”

      “How did the deacons react?” Mika asked in an awed whisper.

      “I don’t know. Her last entry was written just before she went to the meeting.” Mary’s face was strained and her jaw tight.

      “What?!” I shouted.

      Mary sighed. “There’s nothing more. That’s the last entry.” She opened the journal and held it up. As she flipped the pages, I saw no words, only blank paper. Earnestine hadn’t finished the journal.

      “Someone killed her,” Mika said.

      I turned to look at my friend and shook my head. “We don’t know that.”

      “Well, why else would she stop when she’d kept a journal for twenty-one years?” Mika asked. “What other reason could there be?”

      I shook my head again. “I don’t know, but we can’t jump to conclusions.” Dinner forgotten, I grabbed my laptop and opened a genealogy site. I put in the name Earnestine Greene in Octonia, Octonia County, Virginia, and hit search.

      It only took a second for the results to return, and I immediately clicked on her death certificate. I scanned the date – August 8, 1928 – and looked at Mary. “What’s the date of that entry?” I whispered.

      Mary flipped back two pages. “August 8, 1928.”

      I yelped involuntarily and then spun the screen so my friends could see. “She died that day.” Both Mika and Mary groaned as I turned the laptop back to me. “It says the cause of death was head trauma, likely from a fall down the stairs.” I swallowed the baseball in my throat.

      “I think that’s pretty clear,” Mary said, “but not proof. She could have been so upset that she tripped and fell. Or just missed a step. I’ve done that.”

      I sighed. “Yes, that’s true. But either way, I think we need to call Santiago. Something horrible happened, and we need him to investigate.”

      As I told my phone to call my boyfriend, my friends moved the journals back to the boxes, leaving the three that Mika and I still hadn’t read out on the table. Then, Mika fixed us each a plate, put all of them on warm in the oven, and finally got out the other bottle of wine. We were going to need it.

      

      I hadn’t needed to say much on the phone to Santiago. I told him we found something in the parish house at the church and asked if he could come over.

      His response had been, “Of course you did, and of course I’ll be right over.” This was the fourth time one of my salvaging expeditions had required police involvement, and while I was grateful that I had met Santiago through one of those situations, I hated that now I had to call him for something other than an invitation to sit on the porch and talk.

      While we waited for the sheriff, Mika and Mary tidied up the living room and stacked all our notes together to review after we ate, and I texted Sawyer’s dad to see if I could video chat with our son for a minute. My son always pulled me back to a place of perspective, and while I didn’t rely on my son to be my support, tonight, I did want to see his face, to be reminded that he was okay.

      His dad readily agreed, as eager as I was on the nights he was with me to have a little support in caring for this wild, rambunctious, amazing little boy. Sawyer and I talked a bit while he splashed like a seal in his kiddie pool. That boy loved water, and it always gave me joy to see him freely doing what he adored. But as usual, his attention span for the phone was limited, and so I said goodnight, feeling good that he was okay. When we hung up, I felt a little more balanced.

      By the time Santiago arrived, Mary, Mika, and I were into our first glass of the second bottle of wine, but the alcohol and time together seemed to have steadied us all. So when Santiago sat down with a heaping plate of spaghetti, warm garlic bread, and a salad, we were ready to talk.

      Mary explained what she’d read, and I told him what I’d seen in Earnestine’s death certificate. And Mika asked Santiago what he thought had happened to her.

      “Her death is certainly suspicious,” he said, “but we can’t jump to any conclusions until we know more.”

      Mika laughed. “That’s exactly what Paisley said.”

      Santiago squeezed my hand on the table. “You’re learning.”

      I smiled. “I am, but between us, we can admit this is in the highly suspicious category, right?”

      He rolled his eyes but smiled. “Sure, if that makes you feel better. I’ll even use the phrase ‘highly suspicious’ when I tell Savannah.” Savannah Winslow was Santiago’s deputy, and she had become a friend over the past few months.

      “Please do,” I said, trying to keep the tone light. But the situation was too heavy for my efforts, and I gave up. “And what do we do about the possibility that there are Native American graves under the house?”

      A collective sigh passed around the table. “I know a professor at UVA. We can talk with him,” Santiago said. “He’ll keep things quiet because he doesn’t want more graves disturbed, but he can also guide us on what to do.”

      I nodded. “Okay. Can I come with you when you talk to him? I feel responsible since it was my work that brought all this to light.”

      “Sure. Let me reach out to him tonight and see if he might be free tomorrow, okay?” He squeezed my hand again, and I tried to smile.

      “That’s good, because I need to tell the deacon board what’s happening ASAP so we can stop the heavy machinery from coming in, if need be. I’d like to be able to give them a recommendation for next steps,” Mary said as she pushed her uneaten spaghetti around her plate.

      I looked at my friend, and the sadness of this information and, I suspected, the fact that the church’s hard work to build their much-needed addition would have to be put on hold, maybe permanently, showed on her face. “I’m sorry, Mary.”

      Mika reached over and squeezed her shoulders. “Would it be alright with you if I let Saul know that we have a situation – no details – so that his crew is prepared if they aren’t needed Monday?”

      Mary looked at Mika and sighed. “Sure. That’s probably wise.”

      “And let me also talk to him about his friend who is an architect. Maybe we can work some magic with the plans you already have and find a way to get that addition without disrupting anyone’s eternal rest,” Mika added.

      “Okay. But it seems impossible. Our cemetery is on the other side of the church, and we don’t own the lot behind us.” She wrapped her fingers around the back of her neck. “But the Lord can make a way where it seems there is no way.” She smiled over at Mika.

      “That’s the attitude,” Santiago said. “I’ll go call Dr. Harmon now.” He looked down at his plate before he stood. “The food was really good, Paisley, just . . .”

      None of us had eaten much except the garlic bread. Clearly, we had needed comfort food in the form of carbs and butter. “No worries at all. The chickens will feast well tonight.” That was one of the best perks about these silly birds. They would eat anything, and I never had to waste food.

      Just as I was about to scrape the last dish onto mine to carry outside, I felt a fluffy tail wrap around my ankles. “What is it, Beau? Do you think you want some spaghetti?”

      He mewled and continued to weave around my legs. “Oh, I see. You want bread.” I dropped a crust onto the floor for him and watched him lick it carefully before picking it up in his front teeth and carrying it to who-knows-where to eat. For a giant cat, he was so persnickety.

      The chickens went right to work on the mound of spaghetti, and after I filled their feeder and checked their water, I penned them inside their electric fence so that they’d be safe as the night predators began to come out. I’d close them in their coop at dark, but raccoons sometimes started their hunting raids early.

      Back inside, Mary and Mika were quietly loading the dishwasher, and I could hear Santiago on the phone out on the front porch. I took a wet cloth and wiped the table and let myself, for the first time, think about what it might mean to have a burial ground very close to downtown Octonia. People would likely want to either make it a tourist attraction and resent that idea, but given the very little I knew about Monacan burial mounds here in the area, I thought it was probably something the Monacan people themselves would want to keep more quiet. Grave robberies were sadly still common because some folks seemed to be unable to think of Native Americans as people. I’d heard more than one Monacan leader give an interview where they suggested people consider what it would be like if someone opened Grandma’s grave to steal her favorite pearls.

      The kitchen clean and the wine still flowing, we three women returned to the living room with our notes. We talked through what we’d learned and saw that, unsurprisingly, many of the families mentioned in Earnestine Greene’s journals were still members at Bethel. Mary recognized many of the people in the journals, too, had even known a few of the folks in their later years. “It’s a family church,” she said. “People have really close ties to it.”

      I nodded. In the research I’d done so far on the church, I’d learned that it was founded after a split from another nearby church – something about the practices of baptism. The members of Bethel had built their church on land someone gave them for that purpose.

      Mary and I had been wanting to find out who the donor had been, but the church records were oddly silent on the subject. I wondered, out loud, if I could write up some of the church history for my newsletter and see if anyone knew anything.

      Mary shrugged. “Sure. I don’t know that most people care about this stuff, and the young people almost certainly don’t,” Mary said with a sigh. “Now, if you can put your story to a good beat . . .” She laughed.

      “No one wants to hear Paisley beatbox,” Mika said. “Trust me.”

      We then talked about our most embarrassing moments in a conversation spurred by Mika telling Mary about how I had wanted to perform “Rapper’s Delight” at our college talent show but had forgotten both the words and the rhythm on stage. It had been mortifying.

      Mary was just about to give us details about the time she flashed an entire highway when Santiago came in. We immediately grew silent and stared at him.

      “Dr. Harmon is eager to meet with us bright and early tomorrow, and he’d like to see the journals” – Santiago turned to Mary – “if that’s okay.”

      “It’s just fine, of course. This is the one where Earnestine talks about the burial ground, but of course, he can read them all if he’d like.” Mary handed Santiago the leather-bound journal.

      “I’ll let him know, but for now, I think this is enough. That said, if you guys want to read the last of these, it might be good to get that done tonight since it’s possible I will need to take these into evidence if we find information about a crime.” Santiago’s face looked strained. This was going to be a huge deal if it turned out that people were buried under the manse and if someone had been killed to keep that a secret.

      “Let’s read then, women,” I said and picked up the final journal from my stack while Mika handed Mary one from hers.

      “Do you mind if I look at your notes?” Santiago asked. “I need to start getting familiar with the names and facts here.”

      I handed him the stack of paper, and then, we all began to read. Now that we knew Earnestine’s handwriting and were pretty familiar with the kind of things she wrote about, we made quick work of the remaining three books, only adding a few names and a couple of events to our notes. It was clear that Mary had found the crucial information in her reading, and while the other pieces of data might help once we knew more, for now, we’d done all we could.

      “I’m going to call Saul now,” Mika said and stepped into the kitchen.

      I looked over at Mary. “You’re welcome to stay here tonight, sleep in Sawyer’s room, come with us in the morning.”

      Mary smiled. “Actually, I’d like that, if you don’t mind another tagalong, Santiago.”

      “I think that would be really helpful, Mary. You know more about the church history than anyone, and I expect you’ll be able to answer a lot of Dr. Harmon’s questions.”

      “Maybe,” she said, “but probably not the crucial one. How could anyone allow a house to be built on the top of a cemetery?”
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      When I was six, my mom made a terrible slip in judgment at the prompting of another parent and gave the okay for me to watch the movie Poltergeist. The other mom had said it was actually pretty funny, but I had nightmares about people coming up from the ground for weeks. The only thing that had calmed me was for Mom to remind me that God puts a hedge of protection around us and to assure me that it stretched out “even on the bottom.”

      That night, as Mary slept under Sawyer’s spaceship sheets, those nightmares came back, except this time the horror wasn’t that I would be attacked but that I wouldn’t be able to help. I just kept seeing those people reaching up through the ground, and I couldn’t move to save them or even hear them. I woke in a cold sweat.

      Since I couldn’t possibly go back to sleep, I got up, made coffee, and sat down on the couch with Beauregard to cross-stitch. I was working on a very simple red bulldozer to give to Sawyer at Christmas, and the fact that I only had to use one shade of red thread on the boxy pattern was immensely soothing. I counted and stitched until my strands ran out. Then, I rethreaded and began again.

      Typically, I liked harder patterns, ones that involve multiple colors and blended threads, maybe even some metallics for flare, but this morning I was grateful for simple and clear. The in and out of the needle soothed my mind, and by the time I needed to shower to get ready for our meeting with Dr. Harmon, I was feeling much better.

      As I finished getting ready, Mary woke and came down the stairs. “That bed is super comfortable,” she said. “I haven’t slept that well in a while.”

      “Wow, well maybe I’ll just give Saw my bed and get into that one. If you slept well after all the news yesterday, that must be a miracle mattress.” I stepped out of the bathroom and pointed to the small table in the corner. “I left some towels here, and use anything in the shower you want . . . if you want to shower.”

      She nodded and gave me a quick hug as I stepped around her and headed to make breakfast. I decided we needed good sustenance and protein for the long morning ahead, so I whipped up scrambled eggs with extra-sharp cheddar and popped some bread into the oven for avocado toast. When I had first seen the mention of avocado toast on Fixer Upper I had scoffed. It seemed weird and trendy; wasn’t guacamole good enough?

      But then, I’d tried it with some feta on a piece of bread, and I was hooked. It was delicious. Now, it was a staple for most breakfasts in my house, even though avocados weren’t local and sort of broke my loose rule about not having food shipped thousands of miles. I made an exception for avocado toast, however.

      When Mary came out of the bathroom looking fresh and vibrant, I placed a plate of eggs and toast in front of her and poured her some strong, dark coffee with cream but not sugar, just like she liked it. She threw back her head and laughed. “Watch out. I may be staying at Chez Sutton all the time now. Between the bed and the breakfast, this is pretty sweet.”

      “Anytime. Sawyer eschews his bed, so it’s always free . . . and when he’s here, maybe you can convince him to try a bite of avocado,” I said with a smile.

      “I do have a magical way with children,” she said, chuckling. But she wasn’t exaggerating. Mary lost her own son to cancer when he was fourteen. But despite that grief, she taught Sunday school and helped in the nursery at church, and after services children held onto her legs like she was Santa Claus. They adored her . . . and so did my son. Auntie Mary was one of his favorite people, along with Santiago and his police car.

      The two of us ate in relative quiet, each catching up on the world through our phones until we heard Santiago pull in the driveway. He’d brought his 1980-something pickup, and I loved it. But not for a ride into Charlottesville. I valued my spine health too much for that. We’d be taking my car, rock-hard fruit snacks and all.

      Before Santiago could even knock, the two of us were out the door, leaving Beauregard to stare longingly after us. I often took him with me on trips because he loved to ride and he walked well on a leash, but I didn’t think taking him to visit a university was exactly appropriate this morning. I’d make it up to him with canned tuna later.

      I pointed to my car as Santiago greeted us, and he turned on his heel and made it to my door before I did, opening it for me with a flourish. He wasn’t one of those men who stood on chivalry as his highest virtue, and for that I was glad . . . but I was also glad when he did little things to take care of me, too.

      When he insisted that Mary sit up front, I smiled, but Mary protested until finally he climbed into the seat behind me, shut the door, and buckled his seat belt. Mary rolled her eyes and then climbed in next to me. “Don’t worry. His stubbornness landed him in a seat that might not be quite dry from Friday’s chocolate milk incident,” I said.

      Santiago lifted himself out of the seat and then said, “Glad I wore dark pants!” as he laughed.

      The drive to the university usually took about forty-five minutes simply because of traffic once you got close to town. But on an early Sunday morning, the roads were clear, the lights were in our favor, and the drive was quite fun since Mary insisted that we go back to our teenage years and listen to the classic rock station. I was still coming to terms that the music I’d listened to in high school and college was “classic” now, but when Rick Astley’s “Never Gonna Give You Up” came on I didn’t hesitate to sing along, even though I knew I was Rickrolling myself.

      Dr. Harmon’s office was in a stately brick building near the Rotunda at the center of campus, which UVA refers to as “the Grounds.” He’d told Santiago that he’d meet us on the front steps to let us in because the building was locked up for the weekend. I hadn’t been in this or many buildings at the university since I hadn’t attended here and didn’t spend a lot of time in the area. But the Grounds were beautiful with big old trees, crisscrossing sidewalks, two-hundred-year-old buildings. It was what I always thought of when someone used the word university.

      When we reached the steps, a slight, graying man with fair skin was waiting for us. He had on sneakers, a baseball cap, and a T-shirt that said “Make My Day” in bright yellow letters across the front. I liked him immediately.

      We said our greetings, and then he led us up two flights of stairs to his office, which was a lovely space with natural light, a collection of shadowboxes full of arrowheads (which he would tell me were more appropriately called “projectile points”), and bookshelves stretching from floor to ceiling. In the center of the room sat a majestic desk with huge feet. It looked like it might have killed the people who had to carry it up here.

      Dr. Harmon had gathered chairs for us, and we all sat down and got right to it when he asked to see the journal Mary was carrying. On the way over, she had slipped some old ribbon I had in the car into the seams by the appropriate pages, so the professor was able to read through what she’d found quite quickly.

      “Well, this is fascinating,” he said, “and disturbing, of course.” He leaned back in his chair and studied Mary’s face. “I’m sorry you have inherited this history at your church. It is not your fault, but of course, it is now your responsibility.”

      Without hesitation, Mary said, “Absolutely, and I will do all I can to do right by the people involved in this story.” She glanced over at me. “And I know Paisley will too.”

      “Of course. That’s part of why we are here. We need to know what to do, and Santiago thought you might be able to give us some guidance.” I found my voice surprisingly choked with emotion.

      Santiago, who was always compassionate but also able to maintain his equilibrium a little better than I was, added, “Do you think it’s possible that there are Monacan graves under that building?”

      Dr. Harmon stood and walked toward his desk, where he picked up a road atlas and brought it back to where we were sitting. “Let me show you a bit about where the Monacans lived and often placed their burial grounds.”

      He first located Octonia and then said, “Between these two rivers, the Fleur and the Skonset, are some of the ancestral homelands of the Monacan people, although the Monacans had settlements and traveled to hunt and trade throughout this area. Historically, they built their villages along waterways and had their burial mounds a bit away from water.”

      I leaned closer and studied the map. The church and parish house were almost equidistant from the two rivers, and given that they sat on a slight hill, it made sense to me, with what little I knew, that people might choose to bury their loved ones there. “So it’s possible?”

      “Possible. Probable, even,” Dr. Harmon said. “We don’t reveal specifically where burial mounds are anymore because people then visit them as tourist sites.”

      “And because I suspect people rob them, too,” Santiago added.

      Dr. Harmon nodded grimly. “Exactly. But I can tell you that there is another burial mound not far from this location, so I’d say that it would be very wise and historically just to take these claims that this woman is making very seriously and do some more research.”

      I nodded. “Thank you,” I said.

      Mary added, “Yes, thank you, and I assure you we will take this all very seriously. I give you my word.”

      Dr. Harmon smiled. “Would you like me to introduce you to the chief of the Monacan Nation? I’m sure she would be eager to talk with you and work with you to discover more.”

      A smile lit Mary’s face. “I would like that very much. If you don’t mind making that introduction, I’d love to have her – and you if you’d like to come – to the church so we could do some preliminary looks at the site.”

      Santiago looked at me and gave me a thin smile. “Looks like they’ll have a delay in the demo, and rightly so. Did you get all the things you wanted from the house already?”

      “I did,” I said and then turned to Dr. Harmon. “I do architectural salvage, and this is one of my sites.”

      “How fascinating,” Dr. Harmon said. “I bet you find the most interesting things.”

      “I do. That’s how we came to find these journals, actually.” I looked back at Santiago. “A delay is just fine if we do right by these people buried here. I know Saul will agree.”

      “Agreed,” Mary said. “Let’s call Saul right away and let him know that we’re on an indefinite hold, and I’ll get the deacon board together right away.”

      We stood, and each of us shook Dr. Harmon’s hand. “Whenever the chief wants to come out, I will make myself available,” Mary said. “This is now my top priority.”

      “Thank you very much, and I know Chief Stephenson will be eager to come out. I’ll be in touch as soon as I know,” he said as he walked us to the door. “Sheriff Shifflett, can you send me everyone’s numbers?”

      Santiago took out his phone and tapped the screen. “Done.”

      As the three of us walked back down the stairs and let ourselves out of the building, I felt a twist of anticipation in my stomach. This situation was potentially horrible, an act of the worst levels of disrespect and prejudice possible, and moving through these next few days was not going to be easy for any of us. But still, it felt good, exciting even, to be able to be part of righting a historical harm.

      

      The ride home was a quiet one. As Santiago drove, Mary and I sent dozens of text messages and answered the responding phone calls to give more details. By the time we pulled back up at my house, Mary had a plan to meet the deacon board right after the church service and there was a visit with Chief Stephenson and Dr. Harmon planned for three p.m. I had already let Saul know to move his crew to other jobs for the first part of week, and I was going to accompany Santiago to the site to hang police tape and cordon off the building and the immediate surrounding yard.

      This was something Deputy Winslow would typically do, and Santiago had kept her up to speed. But since there was no real police work to be done and it was Sunday, he decided it would be fine for me to help with this small thing and let Savannah enjoy the rest of her day off. “She’ll have a busy enough week ahead anyway,” he said. “Besides, it’ll give me a chance to pay my own respects to the people there.”

      “We don’t know for sure anyone is buried there,” I said, hearing the incredulity in my voice even as I spoke. “I mean, I think people are buried there, and we need to treat it with respect. But it wouldn’t be wise to presume anything.”

      Mary sighed. “Exactly. We need to act as if, but also not spread any rumors.”

      “Agreed,” Santiago said as Mary walked toward her car. “So nothing to anyone who doesn’t already know, right?”

      Mary and I both nodded. “The word will spread fast enough as it is,” Mary said.

      I feared she was right. People in Octonia were hungry for news, and bad news burned through our community like a dynamite fuse. I wanted to be optimistic, but I expected the word would be out by late afternoon at the earliest. I could only hope that the church could put a plan of action together before people started asking questions.

      

      Once Mary was on her way to make copies of the journal pages for the deacon board and prepare her presentation for them – a presentation that she hoped would make them at least pause the demo and construction plans without any outside intervention – Santiago and I sat down on the porch with a fresh pot of coffee.

      “Not exactly what I expected when I was popping baseboards off twenty-four hours ago,” I said quietly.

      “I imagine not, but you did the right thing when you found those journals, Paisley. It would have been easier to just cover things up, pretend you hadn’t read anything.” Santiago said as he took my hand. “But you are not someone who does easy when easy is wrong.”

      I smiled. “Sometimes I wish I was, though. I don’t want to be that way, but I totally get why people tout ‘leave the past in the past.’ Pulling the legacies of history into the light of now isn’t always pleasant work.”

      “No. No, it’s not.” He took a long swig of his black coffee and rocked in his chair for a few moments. “Did you tell Mika the latest?”

      I nodded. “I texted her on the way home. She’s at the shop today but offered to close up early if we need help.”

      “That was kind of her, but I think you and I can handle what we need to do.” He stood and helped me to my feet. “You ready?”

      I finished my coffee and nodded. “Yep.” We put our mugs in the dishwasher and then got into Santiago’s cruiser for the drive back into town.

      As we parked at the back of the lot, I could hear the congregation singing inside, and a pang of longing went through my chest. I wanted to join them, but I knew that wasn’t wise, not today when I might not be able to keep myself from talking about what we’d found. I wanted to give Chief Stephenson and the deacon board a chance to consider the situation first before people started asking a lot of questions.

      So while the strains of “A Mighty Fortress” wafted through the sanctuary walls, Santiago and I wrapped bright yellow tape all around the house and the fence without saying a word. I knew that in some ways this action shouted that something was going on, but we needed to be sure we were doing our best to protect the resting place of the people who might be buried here, even if it might draw more curiosity than we wanted. We needed to keep people out, and we needed Chief Stephenson to see we were doing our best to respect the assumed graves of her people.

      Fortunately, we finished long before the service let out so we were able to move the cruiser down the street and wait for Mary. I’d told her we’d be available if she wanted us at the deacon meeting, and Santiago was eager to be on hand if people had questions about the legalities involved. While we waited, he called a contact at the Department of Historic Resources in Richmond, apologized for disturbing her Sunday, and then explained the situation. She said we were taking the right action and that she’d be out at three to hear what the chief wanted us to do and to give legal guidance about next steps.

      I was glad she was coming, but this situation felt like it was getting bigger and bigger very quickly. For a brief moment, I wondered if we were taking things too far, and then I thought about what I would think if someone built a house over the cemetery where my mother was buried. The rage that sparked in me at just the idea reminded me that we were taking appropriate action, that we needed to do everything we could to find the truth and protect the people buried here – if we found out there were graves.

      For a moment or two, Santiago and I tried to chat about Sawyer and other lighter things, but soon, the weight of the situation settled onto us with silence. I put my head against the car seat and watched the sun dance in the trees above.

      After a few anxious minutes, Mary texted and asked us to join her for the meeting. “They’re singing the final hymn now, so if you want to come in the back, you can avoid most folks.”

      Santiago and I made our way up the wheelchair ramp at the side of the building and slipped into the side door that led to the back entrance to the sanctuary and the Sunday school rooms behind it. We found Mary in the largest classroom and joined her in the circle of folding chairs that lined the room.

      She was wringing her hands in her lap, and beside her on a small table, she had Earnestine’s journal and stacks of paper. “Thanks for coming,” she said.

      I reached over and took her hand. “Of course. We’re here to support you, so you just let us know what you need when you need it.”

      She nodded. “Santiago, maybe you can be prepared to explain what it means for something to be a crime scene?”

      “Definitely. Just let me know when.” He smiled and straightened his uniform. He was ready, as usual. I knew that his work wore on him sometimes, but in moments like this, he was confident in his ability to do his job well. It was an attractive trait, for sure.

      While we waited for everyone to join us, Mary went over what she was going to share, showed us the pages of Earnestine’s journal she had copied to distribute, and asked us if we thought she should mention anything else. Santiago told her about the Department of Historic Resources rep coming this afternoon, and she jotted that down on her notes. “That’s good,” she said. “I think most people here will be on the same page, but we have spent a lot of money and time on this addition. It’s going to be a blow that we have to stop work for a bit.”

      I nodded. “I totally get that, but hopefully everyone will understand.” I wasn’t sure they all would, but I wanted to reassure my friend, give her a boost of confidence.

      The doors to the sanctuary swung open, and I could hear the organist playing his postlude, a lively rendition of “Great Is Thy Faithfulness.” I said a silent prayer for understanding and cooperation, and then braced myself for a hard hour.

      After everyone was seated, Mary did an excellent job of recounting the events of yesterday, of explaining why we needed to halt all the plans, and suggesting a course of action moving forward. Then, before allowing anyone else to speak – and a lot of people had something to say – she asked Santiago to inform them about the status of the house site.

      “It’s an active crime scene,” he said, “so as you can expect, we need to keep it closed to everyone except those who need access to evaluate the grounds and study the situation. I know you understand.”

      Several of the individuals who had been sitting forward ready to weigh in sat back and nodded. But one man didn’t wait half a second until after Santiago finished before he said, “I need to say something here.”

      He was very polished in a fine, three-piece suit and the shiniest dress shoes I’d ever seen. His haircut was crisp and tight to his head, and he had on gold-rimmed glasses that were the perfect complement to his walnut-colored skin. This man looked like he was used to commanding a room.

      I braced myself, ready for him to set into the run-down on what the church had gone through to raise the funds and make the plans, but instead, he said, “My family’s graves were plowed through over near Chestnut Heights Plantation. I will never know where they were buried. Because they were slaves, no one marked their graves, no one honored their resting place, and no one respected their lives. We cannot let that happen to anyone who might be buried on ground that we own.”

      Mary scribbled on her notepad and turned it slightly toward me. Demetrius Cleveland, chair, her note said.

      “I’m glad to hear you say that, Demetrius, because I completely agree. I think a lot of us will never know the final resting place of our people because of slavery and Jim Crow. The least we can do here is pass along the honor and respect we wish our ancestors had been given,” Mary said.

      Almost every head at the table nodded, and I felt a weight lift. We were, it seemed, in agreement. Now, I felt like I could speak. “I’ve also asked a friend to consult with an architect to see, if need be, if the addition could be accommodated in some other way. He’s donating that consultation fee to the church.” I knew Saul would not be asking for any payment, so I felt confident making that assurance.

      “Good. Thank you,” Chairman Cleveland said with a nod to me. “So let’s vote. Do I have a motion?”

      One woman in a fine purple hat said, “I move that we halt any further action on the proposed church addition, including demolition of the existing manse, until a complete and full study of the site, its history, and the presence of any burials can be conducted.”

      I was impressed. She had succinctly and professionally summarized just what Mary had suggested, and a man across the table seconded her motion without hesitation.

      When Chairman Cleveland called for the vote, it was unanimous, and Mary audibly sighed when the motion passed and the meeting was adjourned.

      As everyone started to get up and go about their day, Santiago said, “There is crime scene tape around the building now because we all know this is going to be news on the gossip train here in town. Would you all mind calling if you see someone on site who isn’t authorized?”

      Many of the church members lived on this same block, including Mary, so they would be the best alarm system Santiago could employ.

      Several people spoke up and said they would, and then, everyone but Demetrius Cleveland headed toward their cars and, I suspected, some really good food. As my stomach growled, I felt a pang of regret that I wouldn’t be having my usual lunch at Mary’s house today. Her pot roast was out of this world.

      “How can I help?” Chairman Cleveland asked Mary as we all milled around the table, not sure what to do next.

      Mary smiled. “You did a lot this morning, Demetrius. Thank you. Would you like to join us this afternoon at three?”

      “I would like that,” he said, “and let me introduce myself, Paisley. I’ve seen you at services but haven’t made a point of meeting you. I apologize. Demetrius Cleveland.” He put out his hand and gave mine a firm shake.

      “It’s nice to meet you,” I said with a smile. “Now, if it’s not too forward and selfish, could we all go get some lunch before our next meeting?”

      Demetrius clapped me on the back. “I knew I liked you,” he said. “My treat for burgers at the Pierce Inn?” he asked.

      I smiled. “Did you say burgers?” Their veggie burger was incredible, and I made it a habit to never pass up a free lunch.

      We all laughed and headed to the historic inn up the street.
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      The chef at the Pierce Inn was a Michelin-star rated genius, but he also respected his local setting and served up the most amazing burgers alongside the more formal fare.

      As we walked the couple of blocks to Main Street, I texted Mika to let her know things had gone well and that I’d keep her posted. She answered immediately, “Great. Busy day here, which is good, but sorry I can’t join you.”

      I sent her three smiley emojis and tuned back to the conversation around me. Demetrius was telling us about how he’d come to know where his ancestors on his mother’s side had been enslaved and how much easier it had been to find his father’s family since they were all free people of color. “I mean, they were still tracked like property, but at least they had some legal standing.”

      I knew just what he meant. I’d done a little genealogical research for some families related to the buildings I’d salvaged from, and it was really hard to find anything about enslaved people at all. “So have you been to Chestnut Ridge?” I asked.

      “Not yet, but the new owners have invited my family over. They’re really open to sharing what information they have and learning more about our family,” Demetrius said.

      “That’s refreshing,” Mary said. “Sometimes these folks aren’t interested at all, too afraid we’ll up and claim the plantation as our own.”

      “And right you could,” I said. “Those places are black places far more than white places if you go back to the sheer numbers of people who have lived there.”

      “A woman who appreciates food and speaks the truth,” Demetrius said with a laugh. “We are going to be fast friends.”

      Santiago smiled and quickly squeezed my hand. “She is a charmer, this one,” he said.

      Demetrius glanced at our clasped hands and gently said, “I’m glad she found someone who appreciates her.”

      The host seated us quickly at a table with a view of the mountains beyond, and within minutes, we had our orders in – burgers for everyone, although Demetrius got the black bean burger with extra cheese because he was trying to eat a plant-based diet, he said. “Can’t go without the cheese, though.”

      I echoed his earlier words. “I knew I liked you.”

      His wonderful laugh bounced around the room, and when Santiago joined him, I realized that this man’s confidence and kindness were just what we needed as we prepared for hard conversations and the truth of historical trauma this afternoon.

      “So what are we sharing with Chief Stephenson? Did you say that was her name?” Demetrius asked.

      “Right,” Mary answered. “I expect Dr. Harmon will have told her everything we know, so I’m much more interested in what she wants to do. She might want archaeology done, she might not. And I’m not sure whether she’ll think it better to leave the house standing or take it down. I’m hoping we can simply hear what she has to say and do our best to honor it as we move along in next steps to discover if this is indeed a burial ground.”

      Demetrius nodded. “I like that plan, and what about Earnestine? It sounds like you all think she might have been murdered for what she told our predecessors.”

      Mary glanced at me, and I nodded. “It sounds like it, and if it’s okay with you all, I’d be happy to look into that. See what I can find in the papers, do a little historical research to see if we can find out more. Would that be okay?”

      Demetrius nodded. “That would be excellent. We need to understand her story, too, even as we work to figure out the Monacan ties to our church.”

      “I’ll get started right away,” I said as I eyed the juicy veggie burger with onion rings and barbecue sauce that the waitress slid in front of me. “After I eat this burger, of course.”

      “And Paisley, maybe you can write about Earnestine in your newsletter, give her a little homage about what you find,” Mary suggested.

      I smiled. “I’d love that, but of course, I’ll run anything by you. I want to be sure what I write is accurate but also appropriate in terms of the church’s history and mission.”

      “Thanks for that,” Demetrius said as he picked
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