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      A friend of mine lives in Austin, and he swears that the summer there is hotter than it is in Virginia. I disagree. While his shoes might melt to the pavement, I sweat through my clothes when I go to take out the trash. Now, I don’t want to have to buy new shoes all the time of course, but I would like to not feel like I have to stand in front of the freezer after a simple chore.

      It’s probably enough to say that my body was not built for Virginia summers. And yet, I love it here, and I love the garden in the summer when everything is beginning to fruit and Sawyer and I can go out and harvest beans and tomatoes before the sun is too far into the sky.

      That boy is a gardening machine these days. He grabs my market basket as soon as he has shoes on his feet and heads out, sometimes with me, sometimes with Beauregard, our Maine coon cat. He gathers all the tomatoes, choosing only the reddest ones and not culling our produce by picking everything with fruit like he did last year.

      After harvest, we take some for ourselves, some for his grandparents, and some for our friends, and then anything left over – most days we have something left over – we carry our goods up to the small roadside stand we’d set up for our neighbors to display everything for people passing by. I’d left a small jar there that said, “Sawyer’s College Fund,” and sometimes someone would slip a little cash in there for him. He loved that, but he also loved checking at the end of the day to see what we had “sold.” It was a beautiful routine.

      On this particular July morning, the tomatoes were thriving, and Sawyer picked a dozen huge beefsteaks and three or four pints of cherries, too. The fruit loved this heat, which made me able to tolerate it, at least until 10 a.m.

      Our harvest sorted, he and I walked up to the roadside stand and set out our offerings. Right now besides tomatoes, we mostly had onions and beans, and I was glad to see everything from the day before had been picked up. Plus, Sawyer had $5 in his tip jar. He had been wonderful about keeping that money in his piggy bank and then letting me deposit it every month. And in exchange for his help with the garden, he got a weekly allowance that he got to spend on Matchbox cars and various forms of boomerangs.

      As we set out our tomatoes, a pickup truck slowed to a stop in our driveway, and an older man stepped out. “Uncle Saul!” Sawyer shouted as he saw one of my favorite people, my best friend Mika’s uncle. “You want some tomatoes?”

      “How did you know?” Saul said as he grabbed Sawyer by the arms and swung him around, then set him down in front of the stand. “That’s exactly why I stopped.”

      I had offered Saul free produce over and over again, but true to his nature, he had refused and came regularly to “buy” his own vegetables. I found this endearing for a number of reasons, not the least of which was the fact that he had a thriving garden at his house. Mika said he took the things he bought from us and his own surplus and donated it to the local food pantry.

      Today, he picked up two huge tomatoes and deposited a $20 bill in Sawyer’s cup. I rolled my eyes at his over-generosity, but I didn’t say anything. It would do no good. This was just who Saul was.

      “Thanks for these, Saw,” he said. “But I’m glad I caught you up here. Saves me from having to use that blasted phone.” Saul hated the phone with a surprising vehemence. To me he said, “I have a job for you.”

      “A salvage job?” I asked. The summer had been kind of quiet on the work front because of the heat and family vacations, and while business at my online and brick-and-mortar stores had been booming, I was feeling anxious about having enough inventory. “What is it?”

      He smiled. “You know that old house up north of town, the one covered in ivy?”

      “The Sumner Place? They’re tearing that down?” The house was in bad shape, but I had always hoped that someone would refurbish it. It was beautiful and old, built around 1790. “That’s a shame.”

      “Oh no, Paisley girl,” Saul said. “The new owners are fixing it up. Some folks from DC who want to have a second home down here. They’re going all out. Fixing up the outbuildings, too, even plan to redo the slave cabin out back.”

      “There’s a slave quarter still standing?” I felt my heart pick up. “Wow. That’s amazing. But what do they need me for if they’re going to restore the property?”

      His grin grew even wider. “That’s the best part. They want you to go through the attic and closets and take anything valuable. Then they’ll hire a crew to recycle and trash the rest.”

      “Whoa, that’s amazing. Did you guys talk numbers?” I’d finally learned that I needed to be money conscious, not just opportunity aware, if I wanted my business to thrive.

      He nodded and winked. “They are eager to preserve as much of the history as they can, but they also need the house to work for them. So they’d consider it a favor to have you come in and take what you want at no charge.”

      I stared at him for a minute. “They’re going to let me salvage, take anything I want, and not charge me a cent.” I shook my head. This had to be too good to be true.

      “That’s right. There’s only one catch.”

      I sighed, but then I grinned. “They want it done ASAP.”

      “You got it, girl,” Saul said. “Any chance you’re available today?”

      I looked down at my four-year-old. “What do you think, Saw? You up for some dirty work?”

      “Yeah!” he said as he pumped his fist in the air.

      “We’re in,” I said. “Let me just get this guy back to his lair.” I scooped up Beau and began to walk down the driveway.

      The next two minutes were quite loud in our rural neighborhood as Saw proceeded to honk Saul’s horn all the way down the driveway back toward the house. I said a silent apology to neighbors near and far and grabbed my keys and wallet after depositing my grouchy cat onto his velour blanket on the sofa. He basically rolled his eyes at me as he forced himself to lay down in utter luxury. Poor guy.

      Then, with Saw buckled into his seat in my car and safely away from the truck horn, I followed Saul up north of town to the old house that had been the focus of so many stories through my years growing up here in Octonia. Little kids told stories about a creepy old lady who lived inside and never came out, and when we got to high school, those stories became about ghosts and murders within the walls.

      When I’d gotten interested in history in college, I’d done a little research on the house and found that it had been unoccupied since the 1960s, had never been the site of a ghost hunting expedition, and was not the place of record for any murder. That said, it still fascinated me to this day.

      The plantation had originally been owned by the Sumner family, one of the first settlers in Octonia. They’d come up, as had many rich Virginians, from the Tidewater when the king began gifting land to people who would claim it for “king and country.” I’ve always wondered what the Monacan Indians who were the first human occupants of this land had thought of this selling of property they had always lived on but never claimed to own. Surely, the audacity of these White people must have shocked them, to say the least.

      Within a few years of getting their land grant, the people the Sumners enslaved had built a small wooden house on the property and cleared much of the land of trees. Then, they had gone to work building the big brick house that was what most of us called the Sumner Place now.

      The structure was like so many in Virginia – brick, symmetrical, and columned. I was eager to see the inside, although I imagined it was a traditional two over two (two rooms above and two below) with maybe a central hallway if the Sumners were a little wealthier than most.

      As we drove up the lane, I narrated what I could see for Saw, pretending as if he cared. I told him how the layout of the big cedars on either side of the driveway showed that this was the original entrance road and that the horsehead on the pole near the circular driveway meant it was a hitching post for horses. I pointed out the size of the boxwoods out front and said they had probably been put in when the house had been built.

      To his credit, my four-year-old proved he’d listened by asking “Can I play in the bot woods?”

      I laughed. His pronunciations always made me smile. “I expect so, Saw, but let’s meet the people who own the house and ask first, okay?”

      My kid, like his mother, loved the smell of boxwoods. My dad Lee thought the shrubs smelled gross, but for me, they smelled like story and home. So as we walked through them with Saul to the front door, I took a deep, deep breath of the scent washing over me.

      Before we could even knock on the massive double door at the front of the house, a thin blond woman in a white pantsuit opened the door and said, “Hello! I’m so glad you could come. You must be Paisley.” She stepped forward and extended her hand.

      “Yes, ma’am. It’s nice to meet you. Thank you for this generous offer.” I reached back with my free hand to pat my son’s back as he hid behind me. “This is Sawyer, my son. He’s my apprentice.”

      “Ooh, learning early, Sawyer. That’s wonderful. When you’re ready, my nephew Wyatt is here. He’s four, and I bet you guys could play together if you’d like.”

      Saw’s wide brown eyes peeked up at me with a question.

      “When you’re ready, that’s just fine with me,” I said. Then I turned to the woman, “If you don’t mind watching him.”

      “Don’t mind at all. Our nanny Belinda is amazing, and it’s actually easier for her when Wyatt has a friend over.”

      “Tell me about it.” I finally understood why parents made such a big deal about playdates, especially for only children. I loved them because it meant I didn’t have to play cars or hide and seek or whatever for an hour or two.

      Inside, I inhaled deeply once again. The air was musty and the light dim, but I could smell the long stories of this house. And when I looked around, the 12-foot ceilings in the central hall met the saffron-colored plaster walls with the loveliest crown molding I’d ever seen. It was scalloped and beveled in an intricate pattern that added a touch of elegance to the otherwise simple lines of the room.

      “If you all will follow me, I’ll introduce you to my husband, Mark.” She led us down the hall into what was clearly an addition at the back of the house, where a sunny modern kitchen extended out to the edge of a bluff overlooking what had to be the Rose River.

      I sighed and said, “This is beautiful. Wow. Thank you so much for having us out, Ms., Um....“

      “I’m so sorry,” our host said. “I totally neglected to introduce myself. I’m Mariah Owen.” She turned to a thin, smiling man at the table by the windows. “And this is my husband, Mark. Mark, this is Paisley. You know Saul, and this little man is Sawyer.”

      “It’s nice to meet all of you. Can I get you some coffee?” Mark said as he stood. “Sawyer, would you like some hot chocolate?”

      I felt Sawyer nod against my thighs. “He would, but he prefers ‘warm’ chocolate,” I said.

      “You got it. Please have a seat.” He pointed toward the large round table he had just left.

      The three of us sat down, Sawyer settled on my lap, and Mark brought over a glass coffee carafe and mugs. Then, he popped another mug into the microwave for fifteen seconds and carried over a perfectly lukewarm cup of hot cocoa for my son, who proceeded to drink it in three seconds flat and then say, “Can I go play with Wyatt now?”

      “He warms up quick,” I said with a smile.

      “Sure thing, Sawyer.” Mariah said as she put out a hand. “Come with me, and I’ll introduce you to Wyatt and Belinda. I think they’re in the sandbox.”

      Without another glance at me, my son walked out the door off the kitchen toward what I could now see was a very large sandbox with not just one but two kid-sized excavators in it. “I may never get him to leave,” I said to Saul.

      Mark laughed. “That’s what Wyatt’s mother says. He stays with us a few days every month while she’s getting treatments. Gives both of them a break.”

      “Oh no, cancer,” I said.

      “Yeah, ovarian. The chemo seems to be working, though, so I’m hopeful for my baby sis,” Mark said and then cleared his throat.

      “She’ll be in our prayers,” Saul said. “Do they live close?”

      “Richmond. She’s got a great team of doctors, and her husband is amazing. But it’s hard for everyone when she’s so sick. This way, I get to be close to my nephew, and they get to rest and recover without worrying about him.” Mark sighed. “It’s a big silver lining for a really hard time.”

      I nodded. “I’m glad you guys can be together, and thanks for letting Sawyer play. He loves making friends.”

      “Anytime he wants to come over, just give us a call.” Mark laughed. “But if you agree to help us out, you might just be here yourself for a while.”

      “Tell me more about what you’re looking for.” I knew what Saul had said, of course, and I was already sold on the idea. But I wanted to hear from the homeowners exactly what they wanted me to do and on what terms. It gave me a chance to commit for myself and not put Saul in the middle.

      Mariah walked back in and sat down beside me before pouring herself a cup of coffee. “What are we talking about?”

      “I was just about to tell Paisley about the project and scope of work,” Mark said.

      “You’re so formal, dear,” she said with a smile and a soft squeeze of his hand. “Mark works in grants, so he’s always talking in business terms.” She winked at her husband. “Go right ahead.”

      “Well, the gist of it is this – every nook and cranny in this house is full of stuff. I don’t think anyone who has lived here has ever donated, sold, or thrown away anything.” Mark sighed. “We don’t even know where to begin because we can’t tell what’s trash and what’s treasure.”

      “Basically, we’d like to bring you on as a contractor, of sorts, to oversee the sorting of the things in the house. I expect you can handle most of it on your own, but we are happy to pay for experts on particular items if need be,” Mariah added.

      “Wow. Okay. I’d love to do that. Do you have a timeframe in mind?” I asked.

      “As soon as possible, but we want the job done well. We really don’t want to toss something that is valuable in any way. We’d rather someone who can use it get it,” Mariah said. “And we want you to take anything you can sell, of course.”

      I smiled. “I like the sound of that, but before I give you my formal answer, do you mind if we look around?”

      “Absolutely,” Mariah said. “But just one more bit of business, what is your hourly fee?”

      I stared at her for a long second and then looked over at Saul, who just shrugged.

      “My hourly fee? I’m sorry. I think I’m not quite understanding. I thought my payment was to simply take any of the materials I could sell.” Either option was appealing, but I did want to be clear on the terms.

      Mark laughed. “You think we’d ask you to do a job this big on the off chance there is something worth money in here? No, we believe in paying people for their hard work.” He sat forward. “To be clear, you are welcome to anything you find that is worth taking, and we will pay you your hourly fee for your work, including sorting and supervising.”

      I took another deep breath. “Well, in that case, I’d still like to look around if I may, but I’d also like to say yes.”

      Mariah slapped her hand on the table. “Excellent. Oh, but I should say that we do want to hear about what you find just because we’re very curious.”

      “Of course,” I said. “I’ll probably be running around with things to show you all the time.”

      “Excellent,” Mark said. “I’ll draw up a contract this afternoon and get it over to you for signature. I do need to know that hourly rate, though.” He winked at me.

      I froze. I had never worked for an hourly rate before, and I had no idea what to charge.

      “Her usual rate is $100 an hour,” Saul said matter-of-factly.

      I looked over at him, my mouth hanging open, but before I could say something about “giving a discount” or “a special exception” so as to save Saul’s reputation and assuage my own guilt, Mark said, “Great. I’ll have the paperwork over later today.”

      At some point, I was going to get used to the fact that people paid well for hard work when they were well-paid for their own work. But I wasn’t used to it yet, so as we stood to tour the house, I felt a little floaty, like I was gliding instead of walking. I decided I could adjust to that feeling.

      The house was majestic and beautiful in the way that old plantation houses often are. It wasn’t what I’d call cozy, but it was striking. As we walked through parlors and sitting rooms, all with fireplaces and fireplace screens designed to keep the direct heat off the delicate ankles of the women while they sewed, I pictured myself in a large skirt with my embroidery hoop in hand stitching flowers for hours at night because I had nothing else to do. Somehow, that didn’t appeal as much as I thought it might.

      The back rooms of the house – the dining room and the library – were open to the view out the back with floor-to-ceiling windows that were gorgeous but would have meant it was a challenge to keep the rooms warm in the winter.

      Upstairs, the central hallway was lined with bedrooms, each with a view of the surrounding landscape that was simply gorgeous. I could almost picture sheep grazing in the front pastures, and I imagined that in the winter, the river was visible through the trees that lined it. People in that time period surely knew how to set a house.

      “Your house is beautiful,” I told Mark and Mariah.

      Mariah nodded. “She is. A bit stark, and we hope to update her a bit. Make her a bit more homey, but we’re going to preserve the architectural integrity. Maybe just brighten the paint a bit, add some extra heat and AC,” she said as she waved her hand in front of her face. It was a bit warm on the second floor.

      I looked around the bedroom in which we stood for another minute, trying my best to be polite and not lunge toward the wardrobe in the corner to see what delights it held.

      My anticipation must have shown because Mark smiled at me and said, “You’re dying to see what’s in there, aren’t you?” He tilted his head to the mahogany cabinet that stretched from floor to ceiling.

      I nodded and resisted the urge to clap my hands with delight. “Definitely. Do you mind?”

      “That’s why you’re here,” Mariah said.

      I pranced over to the wardrobe and slowly opened the door, not sure what I’d find. Inside, instead of clothes hanging, as one might expect, I found stacks of bankers’ boxes. Carefully, I lifted the top one off the shelf, surprised by how heavy it was, and set it down at my feet. Then, I sat on the floor, cross-legged, and opened the box.

      Inside, I saw groups of letters bound together with twine, some loose sheets of paper, and several leather-bound books. I could hardly wait to look at all of it, but I picked up one of the books first. When I opened the first page, I smiled. “It’s a ledger for the plantation, expenses and income.” I turned the book to show it to everyone and looked up expecting to see the delight in their faces.

      Instead, I was greeted by blank stares and remembered that most people didn’t find columns of numbers in faded handwriting to be as exciting as I did. I nodded. “This will tell us a lot about the workings of the plantation. Where they bought what, who they did business with, and even - if we’re lucky - some of what the enslaved people here did with their time.”

      Mariah nodded, and while she was now smiling, I could tell she still wasn’t convinced that even that information was important. “For people descended from enslaved people, these kinds of ledgers often give the only information they have about their ancestors. In that way, and in others, these books are invaluable.” I gently closed the book and then stood up.

      “If I may,” I said as I walked back over to them, “could I ask if you would mind donating these records to the Octonia Historical Society? I don’t have use for them personally, but I know Xzanthia Nicholas at the Society would love to have them.”

      “That’s a wonderful idea,” Mark said. “We can box them up and take them over later today if you’d like.”

      I appreciated his enthusiasm, but I needed to slow his roll just a bit. “Actually, it might be helpful for Ms. Nicholas to see the items as they are now. They might be grouped together by date or some other method.” I looked from Mark to Mariah, and they seemed to understand. “Would you mind if I invited her out with me tomorrow to sort these items? Then, she and I could take them to the Historical Society for you when we’re done.”

      “A lovely idea,” Mariah said. “We’ll have coffee and scones ready at 9.”

      I smiled. “Wonderful. I assume you have other things you’d like me to sort, too?” I asked with a growing sense that this might just be the project I’ve been waiting for, in more ways than one. At that moment, I couldn’t have told you why, but I definitely felt this opportunity was going to yield something big.

      For the next half-hour, we walked from room to room, opening wardrobes and closets, digging through drawers, and even venturing into the attic and outbuildings to get a peek at what was there. The only building we didn’t visit that Mark and Mariah wanted me to salvage from was the barn, and the only reason we didn’t go there was because I was too overwhelmed by what I’d already seen to even begin to take in another space.

      It looked like I was going to have a couple of months of work ahead of me, and I couldn’t wait to get started. “Thank you so much for this opportunity,” I said as I shook the Owens’ hands. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

      Just then, Sawyer came charging around the house with a tiny boy close behind him. “You can’t catch me. Nana nana boo boo,” he taunted.

      Wyatt then lunged and tackled him, and while I held my breath to see if anyone was hurt or mad, they stood up and laughed. “You got me,” Saw said with a grin. “You’re so fast.”

      I heard my own voice in his words and smiled. “Time to go, Sawyer. Maybe you can come play again soon.”

      He sprinted toward us before turning to wave goodbye to his new friend. “See you soon, Wyatt,” he said.

      As the three of us walked to our vehicles, I was grinning ear to ear, both because of the job and my son’s new friend.

      “Going to be a good gig, Paisley girl?” Saul asked.

      “Going to be the best,” I said. I could feel it.
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      That night at dinner, as Santiago cooked us an amazing lemon-thyme chicken that made even the kale salad underneath it appealing, I told him about our time at the Sumner Place with the Owens and then filled him in on what Saul had told me on the way home.

      “So apparently, they made their money selling hemp for fabric,” I said still surprised and delighted that such a thing was possible. I had been a big hemp necklace wearer in my younger years, and now I loved the hemp and cotton t-shirts Santi had gotten me for my birthday because they didn’t get the little holes at the belly that all my other shirts did. They were durable and comfy. “I’m wondering who they grow for.”

      “Is that what they’re going to do at the Sumner Place? Grow hemp?” Santi asked, and I could hear a little edge to his voice.

      “I know you know this, but hemp and marijuana aren’t the same thing. Are you worried about that?” I asked, trying to figure out what was making him a bit nervous.

      “No, actually, I’m not bothered at all if they want to grow pot, as long as they have the proper permits and such. It’s legal now, and that’s just fine with me.” He moved the skillet off the burner and turned to me. “My issue is that a lot of other people don’t know the difference. If they’re growing out there, I probably need to talk to them to be sure we’re supporting their security measures.”

      I nodded. “That makes sense. Want to go with Ms. Nicholas and me in the morning? I can text Mariah to let her know you’re coming.”

      Santi plated the chicken over the greens and then slid fresh-roasted brussels sprouts onto the plate. “Sure. Thanks.” He stepped to the door and called Sawyer in from where he was digging a rather massive hole in the side yard. “Dinner, Saw.”

      My son dropped his blue shovel and sprinted to the door. “Did you cook?” he asked Santi as he slid into his chair across from me.

      I turned away and rolled my eyes at my fiancé. These days, Sawyer almost never ate what I made, even when I catered to his preschooler’s palate with macaroni and cheese and chicken nuggets. But whenever Santi cooked, which was most nights now, Saw was ready and willing to try-- and usually consume -- most anything, even roasted brussels sprouts.

      Tonight, he waited, as I had taught him, until Santiago sat down beside me, and then he dug in, starting with the kale. I shook my head and laughed as I took my own bite and groaned. It was delicious.

      “Sawyer, did you have fun playing at the big house today?” I asked between bites.

      My son nodded as he chewed and then said, “It was so fun. They had a huge slide.”

      “Oh really,” Santi said. “A huge one, huh? How huge?”

      “This big,” Saw said as he spread his arms as wide as they would go. “I kept landing on my butt.”

      I laughed. “Ooh, did that hurt?”

      “Nope, I’ve got cushions.” Saw said as he patted his behind.

      “Yes, yes you do,” I said. “You and Wyatt had a lot of fun. Do you want to go back with me tomorrow?”

      Saw wiggled in his chair and nodded. “Wyatt said we can go down to the river if I bring my swim stuff.”

      “Great. I’ll double-check to be sure that’s okay, and we can all go in the morning,” I looked over at Santi and winked. “It’ll be a family outing.”

      Santi squeezed my knee under the table. We were still a couple months out from our wedding, but since Santiago had moved in, it felt like we were already coming together as a family. After all, only Santi could get this boy to eat kale and brussels sprouts in one meal.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, with Mariah’s enthusiastic support, the three of us made our way to the Sumner Place. When we pulled up, Xzanthia Nicholas, the director of the historical society, was just stepping out of her car. She stood to her full height, took a deep breath, and said, “A perfect Virginia summer day.”

      I shook my head as I walked toward her. “If what you mean by perfect is ‘stinking hot,’ then I agree.” I
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Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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