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      I don’t really know what I was thinking when I picked up this cross-stitch kit. I’d been nannying for a friend in Baltimore, and I realized, as I always do when I think I’m going to be all “see the town” in a new place, that all I wanted to do was relax, sew, and watch their limitless supply of TV channels. Their child had been a delight all day, but I was tired. I need something soothing to do, so I ran out to the nearest craft store and bought the funnest kit I could find, thinking I’d make it for my mom.

      And that is how, more than a decade later, I was now untangling strands of embroidery floss, trying to figure out how to read the pattern, and deciding if I really wanted to go back in to stitch Maggie, the cat who had made herself at home in the pattern’s sewing room. Santiago had taken Sawyer fishing for a week up in West Virginia, and I had a massive salvage job starting on Monday at the farm next door. So this weekend, I was going to sit, stitch, and catch up on all the shows that I couldn’t watch while Sawyer was in the house. He thought he was old enough to swear like a sailor, but I still held that age 6 was a bit young for such language. Whew!

      After spending the first episode of High Potential detangling, I decided I was going to finish the kit. For anyone who knew me, this decision would have come as no surprise because I was a finisher, to a fault. If I hated a meal I’d ordered, rather than ask for something else, I just ate it. A book bored me to tears through three chapters, it didn’t matter; I was finishing that sucker. And thus, I had an entire antique hatbox full of half-done projects like this one. I’d just turned 50, and it was time for me to wrap up some stuff or send it on. Since the very idea of sending it on made my heart race, finishing up it was.

      In reality, the project didn’t matter that much to me as long as I had something to stitch on this quiet, solitary weekend. Sometimes, just the idea of stitching relaxed me, the colors, the patterns, the simplicity of the stitch itself…I could think about it and calm down almost instantly.

      This afternoon, though, I was especially excited to get to it because it was still daylight, which meant the stitching was easier on my eyes and because I had hours before my late bedtime of 10pm. There was only so much I was willing to screw up my sleep schedule even when I was going to have a week alone. That 6:30am wake-up on Sawyer’s first day back at school was going to be hard enough as it was.

      For three hours, I lost myself in ridiculous police drama and stitches, and when I finally gave in to my hunger around 6, I found I was absolutely famished and really had to pee. I had realized that I often did this to myself when I was alone – I just put off my body’s needs until they were urgent, not so much out of self-neglect as out of lack of awareness. It had been that way my whole life, in fact. In school, I’d wait to go to the bathroom until I was at home, and it was a close call sometimes, because I was too overwhelmed by everything there to even think about going to the bathroom.

      Now, I realized that was part of my ADHD, a diagnosis I’d only gotten in the last year, and while the diagnosis helped me understand why I did that, I hadn’t yet landed on the thing that would help me overcome this tendency. I was just counting it a win that I had set a timer on my phone to remind me to drink something every two hours. Clearly, that was why I now had to pee.

      I was just coming out of the bathroom with a plan to make myself grilled cheese and tomato soup for dinner when I saw a light across the stream. The farm across the way had been empty for as long as I’d lived here, and while it had been recently sold to a family who wanted to restore it – the family for whom I’d be working next week in fact – it seemed odd that someone would be poking around with what looked like a flashlight at dusk on a Friday evening.

      Normally, I would have just let Santi know, but since he was in another state, I decided to just take a ride over there and check it out myself. Of course, I let my best friend Mika know what I was doing, but when I heard her reply come almost immediately, I ignored it. She wasn’t going to like that I was going. I, however, was giving myself credit for being responsible enough to tell someone. I hadn’t always done that. Take your win where you can get it, Miks, I thought.

      While the distance to the Brown Plantation over the stream was quite short as the crow flies, the actual road wound around through what used to be a town, over a one-lane bridge, and then up a roadside to a long, gravel driveway. Walking, I could have been there in 5 minutes. Driving, it took me 7.

      When I pulled up to the brick Federal-style house, I felt a little thrill. The building hadn’t been altered much in the last two hundred years since it had been built, and because the enslaved people who built it were clearly skilled craftsmen, the structure was still quite solid and beautiful. I knew the inside had seen better days – the new owners had emailed me some pictures – but the main house and the outbuildings were still very solid.

      Not seeing any lights around the big house, I wandered around to the north side, where most of the outbuildings stood. The dairy was still there as were the stables, a blacksmith’s shed, and the building I was most excited about – the old weavers’ shed In the days when the plantation had been built, the women who wove the clothing for everyone on the farm had worked in here, and from the pictures, I knew that two huge spinning wheels were still intact inside. But as excited as I was, I wasn’t dumb enough to go poking around in dead buildings alone at dusk. While it wasn’t likely we’d have snakes this time of year, we did have black widows and worn-out floorboards. I wasn’t keen to spend the night with my leg dangling through a hole while a red-bellied spider decided if I was a threat.

      So I just wandered slowly around the buildings. My eyes were pretty accustomed to the dark in the country, something that amazed all my friends who lived in cities, so I didn’t turn on the flashlight on my phone. The gloaming gave me plenty of light to see, and my circuit around the buildings didn’t reveal anyone. I had just decided maybe it was someone talking a stroll or looking for a lost dog when I caught a flash of light from the corner of my eye. It was heading into the woods behind the outbuildings, up and away from the stream.

      I was reckless, but I wasn’t that reckless. So I just waited to be sure they didn’t come back, and then I started back toward my car, looking up the new owner’s number as I went. I stood by my car, debating whether or not to tell them what had just happened. I decided against it, though, since it didn’t seem like anything had been disturbed. No need to worry them unnecessarily. Then, just as I was opening my car door, I heard the sound of a loud truck engine off in the direction that the light had gone.

      It used to be that I knew nothing about trucks, but since I’d married a man whose one country streak related to pick-ups, I’d learned a lot. I could tell from the sound of the engine that the muffler had been straightened to make it louder, and when it turned onto the paved road, I heard the wheeze of the mud tires. That wasn’t enough to differentiate it from all the other loud pick-ups with mud tires, but it was something.

      For now, though, I needed food, a glass of wine, and more TV and sewing. As soon as I turned down my driveway, though, I saw Mika’s little sedan in the driveway, and then, I noticed that she was sitting on my porch, a quilt wrapped around her, and her phone in her hand. As soon as I opened the car door, she said, “I was giving it two more minutes, and then I was calling the police.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I’m fine. No problems,” I said. “I just didn’t want to take any risks by going out without letting someone know where I was.” I started to walk past her and invite her into the house where I had, of all things, heat, but her open-mouthed stared caught my attention even in the periphery. “What?”

      “You seriously think that going to an abandoned farm after dark alone isn’t risky?” She stared at me harder.

      “Well, no, but at least I texted you, right?”

      “Right. So I could worry without the ability to do anything about it except to do what might have been considered overreacting. That’s a great choice.”

      She was really mad, and while I didn’t fully understand why, I definitely hadn’t intended to worry her. I turned and put my hands on her arms. “I’m sorry, Miks. I didn’t mean to worry you.” I held her gaze until she let out a long sigh, and I knew that she was okay. “I’m really sorry.”

      She wrapped her arm around my waist. “Thank you for apologizing. Can we go in now? I need to sit by your fire.”

      “Of course,” I said. “Did you bring a project? Because I have soup, grilled cheese, and some more TV to watch.”

      She pointed to a tote bag next to my kitchen peninsula. “Of course, and tomato soup?”

      “You know it,” I said. The two of us fell into an easy rhythm, making my comfort dinner just the way my mom had made it – sliced grocery store, whole wheat bread, thick slices of sharp cheddar, lots of butter, and tomato soup made with the requested one can of water. No special herbs. No cream. No fancy spread on the bread. Just basic as the days when she made it for me after snowball fights. Mika knew the drill, and soon, we were settled back in with our food on the ottoman, our handwork at our side, and our eyes glued to the television.

      Normally, I might have resented someone interrupting my weekend of solitude, but having Mika with me was like being with myself but funnier. I had someone to snark with, and she alternated trips to the kitchen with me when we needed more wine or snacks. But she didn’t require me to be anyone but myself. This is why she was my best friend.

      We stayed up way too late one-more-episode-ing ourselves, but eventually, she climbed into Sawyer’s bed and I into mine, and when I finally dragged myself from bed the next morning, she was gone, a note on the table that said, “Don’t sew too hard.” It was a sort of private joke with us because we’d both given ourselves repetitive use injuries from our sewing and crocheting. She was teasing, but she also wasn’t. Neither of us wanted to have hand surgery.

      So rather than just immediately sitting back down, turning on my audio book, and starting to stitch again, I puttered about the house a bit, doing the kind of things I usually just ignored because I didn’t have the time, focus, or energy. So by the time I returned to my slightly concave cushion on the couch, the cabinet doors were gleaming, Beauregard’s litter box was deep-cleaned, and the laundry was actually already in the dryer.

      If Beau, the Maine Coon, had been a dog, I would have considered that his desire to snuggle up close and go to sleep as soon as I sat down was gratitude for his clean bathroom, but I knew better. He was cold. I was warm-blooded. He would tolerate me so that he could siphon away my heat, just as he tolerated the walk to the car in the winter because he could take full advantage of the heated seat as I chauffeured him around his fiefdom.

      Still, I welcomed the quiet rumble of his begrudging purr and did, indeed, stitch the day away. But as dusk began to settle, I found myself at the front windows of my house watching the Brown Plantation to see if I saw lights there again. I didn’t, and most of me was relieved …except for that little part that was just so curious about what someone had been doing over there the night before.

      Fortunately, I saw that a new episode of Rescue: High Surf had become available on streaming, and I was distracted enough by that prospect to put away the twinge of a thought that might have sent me back there to poke around again. These kinds of urges never hit me in daylight, when my brain was fully functional and the tiredness of a day of doing almost nothing hadn’t zapped me. And I reminded myself that if I went, tomorrow not only would Mika and Santi be mortified, I would probably feel a bit chagrined myself.

      Instead, I forced myself to watch beautiful people in a beautiful place saving lives and creating drama in their own. Then, I picked up the grumpy cat and went to bed.

      Sunday rolled by in much the same way as Saturday, except perhaps less productively. Aside from the enjoyment and nostalgia I got attending services with my friend Mary from time to time, I wasn’t much of a church goer anymore. As I told most people, God and I were good, but the church and I had some stuff to work out. Still, though, that Sabbath day was built into my life’s rhythm, so I was able to let myself fully relax on Sundays without guilt even. So I took full advantage and just lazed and napped and stitched all day, living off granola bars and my water bottle. It was simple but luxurious.

      Plus, the effects of all that rest and relaxation were that when Monday morning rolled around, I was genuinely energized and excited to get to work over at the Brown Place, and not just because I was curious to see if I could figure out why someone had been poking around in the dark. I was scheduled to meet the new owners over there at 9am, so about 8:30, when I had resisted the urge to go over for a full hour and had chosen to fold my laundry instead, I got my new high-resolution camera (a Christmas present from my husband), my notebook, and my pen and headed over, walking this time.

      When I made it up the hill by the big house just before 9, I was slightly sweaty but even more energetic, my blood really pumping from the steep hike up the hill from the stream. Fortunately, though, I was the first one there, so I had a few minutes to catch my breath. Nothing like huffing and puffing through your first in-person meeting with your new clients.

      While I let my heart rate settle, I strolled around the property, this time peeking in windows and open outbuilding doors rather than both hoping and not hoping that I would find someone else there. Instead, I was mentally cataloging possible items to salvage – windows and floorboards, mostly, but I also saw a great mantel in one room, and I wasn’t sure, but I thought there might have still been an anvil in the blacksmith’s shop.

      The new owners, the Abramses, were a couple from DC. The plantation was going to be their vacation home but also a place where they focused the storytelling around the people who had been enslaved there. The aim was to have a high-end hotel that was available at a more moderate price than many of the fine hotels in the area and that was intended to draw African American visitors. Thus, they were renovating all the outbuildings to be guest suites, but they were also going to keep them thematically connected to their original purposes.

      So unlike the buildings that I usually salvaged from, where things were going to be gutted or demolished, the Abramses wanted to save as much as they could while also being reasonable about what was needed to make the space a luxury hotel. That’s why we were meeting today – they wanted to inventory what I would take and what, in my opinion, could be saved and used with a little polish. So we were planning a day of inspecting everything to help with my salvage plans and their remodeling ones.

      I was just walking up onto the front porch of the main house when I heard tires crunching behind me. There, in their beautiful maroon Cadillac, were Willie and William Abrams. They had immediately joked about their names when we first talked, and their ability to see the humor in themselves had won me over immediately. Willie was a small woman with long braids, skinny jeans, and the best bejeweled eyeglasses I’d ever seen. William was tall and broad-shouldered, built like a lineman, which made sense since he had played professional football in his not-so-distant past. I waved enthusiastically as they walked toward the house, and when Willie stepped up next to me and gave me a hug, I immediately liked her, and not just because she smelled like coconut and fresh air. She actually hugged me, tight. I loved a person who gave me a real hug.

      William stooped slightly and put out his oven mitt of a hand for me to shake. My fingers barely encircled his, but his smile took away any intimidation I might have felt at his size. “Paisley, it’s so nice to meet you,” he said in a resonant voice. “Thank you for meeting us here. I hope you didn’t have to come far.”

      I laughed and pointed behind me. “I can see your new place from mine. I’m in the little blue house across the bridge.”

      “What?!” Willie said. “We’re going to be neighbors. See, another sign that we are on the right path.” She looked at her husband and winked.

      “Never doubted it,” he said. “So where do we start, Ms. Salvage?”

      I chuckled and thought, for a second, about what that name might look like on a T-shirt. But I forced myself to focus and said, “If it’s okay with you, let’s start in the main house. Since you’ll be living there, I imagine you’re going to want to get it livable first.”

      “Actually,” Willie said, “We’re going to live in the old weavers’ shed, leave the big house for guests.”

      “Oh,” I said, my affection for these people growing by the minute. “I love that. Do you want to start there, instead?”

      “Yes, let’s,” William said. “We’re not going to do anything fancy in there. Just a comfortable bedroom and bath.”

      “You know, I think that’s so wise. I really value my alone time, and this way you guys will have yours,” I said as we walked to the shed.

      “That’s exactly what we were thinking. We’ll mingle with our guests at meals and in the kitchen, but it’ll also be nice to have our own place to relax and get a break,” Willie said as she pushed open the unlatched door on the shed. “That’s odd,” she said as she flipped the open padlock on the door. “I thought we’d locked this up.”

      “We were in and out so fast last time …we probably just forgot,” William said.

      Once again, I debated on whether or not to say anything about the visitor from Friday. I decided, though, that it was best to be forthright, so I quickly mentioned that I’d seen a light up here, that I’d come to check it out, and that I’d seen the person leave without, as far as I could tell, disturbing anything.

      William frowned at me. “You came up here by yourself?”

      “He was here by the shed when I arrived.” I didn’t say anymore, but my implication was clear.

      William bent down to look at the dangling lock. “It doesn’t look like it’s been broken or jimmied.” He dropped the lock. “We’re the only ones with a key, so we must have just forgotten.” He looked at his wife and smiled. “It’s okay.”

      She didn’t look convinced, and I certainly had a lot of questions that led me to my own doubts. Had they put the lock on the door, or had it already been there? Could anyone else – like the realtor or a handyman – have a copy of the key? Was this one of those locks that could be picked with a ballpoint pen? I didn’t say anything, though. Everything did look fine, and withal the trouble of the world, why borrow more?

      The door opened smoothly, and inside, I was delighted to see that the floors were in good shape. “These can just be cleaned and kept, in my opinion.” The boards were wide and rough and old. Heart pine, it looked like. “If you don’t mind a little more rough texture.”

      “They are gorgeous,” Willie said, bending down and running her fingers over the boards. “Yes, we’ll keep those.”

      “The windows are in great shape, and they have original glass. But they’ll not be terribly efficient or warm. That’s your call,” I continued as I moved around the roughly fifteen foot by fifteen foot space.

      The couple looked to one another, and I took a few steps away to give them the privacy I could in the small room. The back wall featured a fireplace made from hand-shaped bricks, and a small beam served as a rough mantel.

      “If you’ll take the windows, Paisley,” Willie said, “we’ll replace them with more efficient ones.”

      I made a note and then pointed at the fireplace. “You’ll want to have this evaluated if you want to use it. I expect that at the least you’ll need to have it repointed, but it might also need a sleeve.”

      “We won’t use it,” William said. “Can you salvage the bricks and the mantel?”

      “I can,” I said, secretly delighted and peered behind the bricks. “It looks like the wall is in pretty good shape behind it, but of course there will be some repair work that needs to be done.”

      “We’ve already contracted with Saul to do the repair work,” William said. “Based on your fine recommendation.”

      Saul was Mika’s biological uncle and my adopted one. He was an expert historical contractor and also the landlord for my architectural salvage shop that sat on his construction lot. He was one of my favorite people in the world, and I was glad to hear the Abramses had hired him.

      “Excellent,” I said. “He’ll know just what to do here.” I made another note and then, finally, addressed the items that had caught my eye as soon as we walked in – long bolts of vintage fabrics all stacked in the corner of the room and two spinning wheels. “How about this fabric?” I said.

      “It’s beautiful,” Willie said as she fingered what looked to be a paisley pattern on a dupioni silk. “But we don’t have any need of it, right?” She looked to her husband.

      “Nope,” he agreed.

      “Not even for curtains or such?” I could feel my excitement building, but before I got my hopes up about the delight these bolts of fabric would elicit in my customer base, I wanted to be sure the Abramses were sure.

      “Nope, we’re going with a more modern palette,” Willie said and then laughed. “I sound so pretentious.”

      “Next time I come over, I’ll expect you to be wearing white gloves and smoking a cigarette in a holder,” I joked.

      “Better that than some plantation hoop skirt or some such,” William said with a chuckle.

      “Very true,” I said. “Okay, I’ll take these with me today, probably. Just to clear the space for the rest of the retrieval.” I looked up at the ceiling, which was exposed beams and the roof boards under the metal sheeting above. “If I were you, I’d just clean that up and leave it. It’s beautiful.” I smiled at my new clients. “But of course, if you need me to help with anything else in here, let me know.”

      “And you’ll take the spinning wheels, of course,” Willie said.

      I grinned. “I’d love to, again, if you don’t want them for décor,” I said.

      “We’re not using anything more about the enslaved people’s labor than is necessary for the running of the hotel. We’re reclaiming this space as our own,” William said. “So no, as beautiful and important as they are, we will not be using them.”

      “Understood,” I said and made a mental note to consider how I might repurpose one of these to reclaim it the same way.

      We moved on to the wagon shed, which included several wagon wheels and an old Coca-Cola chest cooler. William claimed the cooler for the bar space he was creating in the basement of the house, but the wheels were all mine. Most of the other outbuildings were full of old furniture, all of which I offered to take and dispose of if it wasn’t salvageable. The Abramses agreed, and we entered the main house to do our final round of scouting. Here, the couple wanted to keep most of the finer elements – the mantels, the wainscotting, the chair rails and crown moulding. They didn’t say as much, but I gathered they wanted to have these adornments for the same reason they didn’t want to have the reminders of labor – the people who had created them, the talented craftspeople that they were, were not allowed to enjoy the fruits of their own fine labor. Now, though, maybe some of their descendants would, and if not their direct kin, at least those people who inherited freedom from their perseverance and determination.

      I did make note of the windows in the house since they were going to be replaced with exact replicas that were much more efficient. And there was a classic set of sunshine yellow kitchen appliances that, as best I could tell, were all in working order that the Abramses were delighted to hear I’d rid them of.

      My plan was to come back with Saul and his crew the next day to load a truck with most of the items, but today, I wanted to get a look at that fabric and put it up on my site. My Subaru was just big enough to fit all the rolls, so I headed back to the weavers’ House with William to get them out of the building. It took us a couple of trips, but we managed to get the first eight rolls into the station wagon without any trouble. I was headed back from the car to get some of the final few rolls when I heard William shout for help.

      I sprinted the rest of the way to the shed, but I came to a fast stop when I saw that William was holding a roll of plastic with a human head sticking out.

      “Call the police,” he said.
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      Of course, my first instinct was to text Santi. He was always faster to respond than 911, even though both his officers and the EMTs were excellent, but I had given my son my word that I wouldn’t interrupt their week. Sawyer was very excited to spend the week with his stepdad, and I knew that if he got wind of this situation, he would be home within hours. I wouldn’t do that to Sawyer, not when Santi’s staff was quite capable of handling the situation.

      So like any normal Octonia citizen, I called 911, told the dispatcher that we’d found a body at the old Brown place, and asked her to send officers and am ambulance. I couldn’t imagine that anyone who had been wrapped in plastic was still alive, but I also wasn’t willing to take a chance on that.

      Then, I slipped my phone into my pocket and helped William lay the body down flat on the floor of the shed. The person was slight, but a human body was heavy, especially when said human couldn’t help move their own body.

      “Now, we need to leave him be,” I said to William. He had started to unwrap the plastic but stopped immediately. “The police will need to see him as he is.”

      William took a few steps back. “Right. Right,” he said. “So you think he’s a man, too.”

      “I do,” I said, “but of course, he’ll need to be identified for us to be sure of his gender.”

      “Right, right,” William said again. “Of course.”

      I didn’t think my client was actually processing much of anything at the moment, and I couldn’t blame him. Unfortunately, I’d found more than my fair share of dead bodies, and while I would definitely have to take some time and process this experience later, I was past the initial shock. “Why don’t we go sit on the porch? Let Willie know what happened.”

      I put my hand on the small of the giant man’s back and steered him to the porch, where I pointed at the rocking chair and told him to sit. Then, I went in and found Willie, where she was unpacking dishes into the kitchen cabinets. “Can you come to the porch?” I said.

      She put down the stack of simple, white plates and followed me out the door. “What’s wrong?” she asked as she saw her husband sitting with his head in his hands.

      I quickly told her that we had found a body in the weavers’ shed and that the police were on the way. “I didn’t know him,” I said and only then realized what a strange thing that was to say. Of course I didn’t know him.

      Willie nodded at me. “Okay, Okay.” She put her hand on William’s back and began making small circles, like the ones my mom used to make on my back to
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PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
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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