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      It was still hot as hades and muggier than hot cocoa outside, but I could see the promise of my favorite season coming to Octonia. The flowers were tipping toward the golden yellow that marked the autumn, and the sunlight lit up the house more fully because of its lower place in the sky. The temperature was still soaring, but I took hope in the fact that I was removing the spent tomatoes and cucumber vines from the garden and watching the cornstalks dry in the beds. I was going to be able to get mums and hang cornstalks for the new storefront soon.

      As I gathered the last of the yellow cherry tomatoes before composting the vines, I planned out my autumn decorating plan for both shop and house. Cornstalks for the front of both structures. Mums in pots at both, too, to be planted over tulip bulbs that I hoped would survive the deer onslaught next spring. Two splendid eucalyptus and dried flower wreaths that I’d picked up at the city market last week. I was ready.

      Indoor decorations would be much simpler – the autumn kitchen towels would come out, and I’d light some apple-scented candles. Beyond that, I didn’t have much time or will. I was too eager to get the store open and running. Paisley’s Architectural Salvage, my new shop at my friend Saul’s construction yard, was set to open on Labor Day weekend, and I was buried in tasks big and small.

      Fortunately, I had some great friends who had helped me get all the big pieces in place. It’s amazing what three determined women and some big equipment can do. We had a lean-to built on my shed-shop, and the mantels and larger doors I had were safe and dry on display there. Inside, we’d used rough reclaimed boards to build open shelves, and I displayed samples of the moldings, corbels, and hardware I had available amongst my friend Mika’s handmade sweaters, socks, and mittens. The color of her knitted work against the grays and browns of the salvaged items made the space interesting and inviting. At least I thought so.

      Today, though, I was at the shop simply to gather my tools from the storage room at the back, where I now kept them since a certain three-year-old had decided he’d be like Mommy and try to use a crowbar to remove our very-much-in-use baseboards in our house, and then I’d head over to our new job site.

      I jumped into my Subaru and tried to ignore the dust and mud caked on to everything, including Sawyer’s car seat, and headed north to town to pick up Mika. Our work site today was an icon of Octonia County, out west of town, deep in the Blue Ridge Mountains, and I didn’t take for granted at all that I was the one who had been chosen to responsibly take it down.

      The octagonal barn stood in a beautiful hollow nestled between two ancient mountains, and as best I could tell from public records and local legend, it had been standing since the county was formed more than a hundred and fifty years ago. It was built as a grist mill where horses turned the stones to grind the corn that grew around it, and then it had become hay storage and then a cattle shed. Now, it was simply falling down, even though it had outlasted the farmhouse behind it by about twenty years.

      The building was clad in gorgeous gray barn boards that were mostly in good shape, and I hoped to salvage a lot of those. But the treasure of the barn was inside – eight huge heart pine beams spanned from a central pillar and held up the rapidly failing roof. Each of the beams had been crafted from a single timber and measured about sixteen inches square. They were works of tremendous skill that needed to be saved, and I already had a timber frame company eager to buy the lot for a new project they were building up on the mountainside above town. But only if I could salvage all eight beams and the sixteen-foot pillar in the middle.

      I’d been out to check the site with my son Sawyer a week earlier, and from what I could see, everything looked solid and free of insects. But the barn was a mess. Critters had been living there for a while, and the rafters were full of swallows’ nests. The floor was covered in scat from raccoons and possums, and a very resourceful groundhog had undermined most of the supporting boards at the walls. It was going to be a tricky take-down, and while Sawyer very much wanted to join us that day, I had asked his grandparents to watch him so that he didn’t get hurt or, more likely, injure us all by knocking out a crucial support beam with his “big muscles.”

      Instead, my best friend, Mika, had left her shop in the capable hands of her assistant, Mrs. Stephenson, and she was waiting at the curb for me to pick her up. My boyfriend, Santiago, had also taken the day off from his position as sheriff and was meeting us there with a couple of friends – and of course, Mika’s uncle Saul would be there with his crew to run the equipment and haul away our takings. My job was simply to oversee things, identify the pieces we were taking and what would need to be burned or hauled away, and generally keep things on track.

      Easier said than done with a team made up of an interesting mix of total novices and highly trained experts. I just hoped my very wonderful and very headstrong friends who were used to being in charge could actually take direction. If not, they might end up being escorted out of the hollow in the bucket of an excavator. Saul didn’t take kindly to fools on his job sites, and while it was my job, it was most definitely his job site.

      “I’m so excited,” Mika said as she dropped into the bucket seat next to me wearing overalls, a tank top, and a super cute tie-dyed bandanna over her long dark hair. She always looked ready for whatever was coming.

      I, however, was in jeans with far too many holes in them to be fashionable, a tank top that no longer fit given how much my body had changed since I started doing all this physical work, and a bandanna that rivaled my jeans in hole count. Underneath, my hair was unwashed, and while I had applied deodorant this morning, I did not smell what I would call my best. I didn’t care, though. It was a work day, and I was excited. “Me, too,” I said glancing over at Mika. “It’s going to be a great day.”

      We chatted the rest of the way out of town and, as we climbed in elevation, I watched for signs that the trees were going to start putting on their leaf show. Nothing colorful was visible yet, but when your dad loved trees as much as mine did, you started to notice more subtle clues, like the way the trees were shedding their excess green to help them compensate for the late-season drought we’d been having. They were simply holding on until October when they could do their thing and then rest. I could relate.

      As we pulled into the job site, I could see Saul’s crew milling around with their usual thermoses and donuts, and Santiago and the two men he had brought along were right in the gaggle. I hadn’t met Dom or Chris, but I had heard Santiago talk about them enough to feel like I had. They’d been friends since college, and when Santiago had come back home to begin his career as a police officer, the other two had found jobs in nearby Charlottesville because the three wanted to be near each other. Dom was an attorney who specialized in civil rights cases and worked for the Legal Aid office in town, and Chris had just opened a really great food truck that made the most amazing gourmet mac and cheese I had ever eaten. It was called “Big Daddy Mac,” and it already had quite the following as evidenced by the posts about it on social media.

      I had told Mika that Dom and Chris would be here, but I hadn’t mentioned that Chris was single and, from the pictures I’d seen from Santiago’s day trips with them, very attractive, with long dark hair, a couple shoulders’ worth of tattoos, and a smile that was quite electric. I was hoping maybe they’d just hit it off . . . but I knew my friend too well to try to force anything. Proximity and hard work were going to have to do the matchmaking today.

      I did take a tiny bit of hope, though, when she gave him a long look as we walked over. She was definitely intrigued.

      But I didn’t even have time to take count of my own romance beyond a quick arm squeeze as I walked by Santiago because Saul was already saddled up on the forklift and ready to go. I couldn’t see his knees in the cab, but I imagined he was tapping his foot in impatience. Saul was a good man, but waiting was not something he enjoyed. At all.

      I swung my hand around in a circle that I hoped showed I wanted everyone to gather around, and then I pulled out my notes. As Santiago and Mika rallied the troops, I started listing what we were trying to save, starting with the ceiling beams and central pillar. “I already have a customer for those, so they need to be our top priority. Everything else is bonus, understood?” I was doing my best impression of my fifth grade teacher, Mrs. Mackey, who could command a room with a single syllable despite the fact that she was under five feet tall, and it seemed to be working. All eyes were on me.

      “Mika, you and Chris are working with Saul to get the roof off first thing. Head on over. He’s ready,” I said and hoped I seemed casual with my pairing there.

      “Santiago, you are guiding our bulldozer and skid steer guys as they clear the perimeter for us. We have permission to push back twenty feet beyond the building so we can move around more easily.” Santiago nodded and followed the two members of Saul’s crew who headed right for their machines.

      “Dom, you and I are going to be in charge of pulling down barn boards with the help of you guys” – I pointed to the last two members of Saul’s crew – “who are loading the truck. Work for you?” When all three men nodded, we headed over to stage the scaffolding that we would set up as soon as Saul got the roof off.

      From the looks of things, that was going to be quick work since he was able to lift it in two big pieces. Apparently, it hadn’t been in terrible shape, aside from the gaping holes, and I thought maybe we could claim some of the lathing below the existing metal so that Dad could make some more picture frames for my shop.

      That could wait, though. We had to get to those beams, so as soon as Saul moved out of the way, I recruited Mika and Chris to our team, strategically placing them on the same piece of scaffold after we got it set up, and we started taking down the barn boards. Most of them were still really solid, and the ones that crumbled totally disintegrated, so we didn’t even have that much waste to contend with.

      When Santiago and his work crew finished clearing, they set up the final scaffold set and began helping us take down the boards while Saul circled us and let us load the boards onto his forks to be distributed to the truck. It wasn’t a speedy process, since the boards all had to be pried off individually, but eventually, we got the building defaced – I loved this positive turn on a word associated with vandalism most of the time – and it was just time for lunch.

      Just at that moment, The Mac Daddy truck pulled into the lot, and a very beautiful young woman jumped out of the cab. “Anyone hungry?” she asked before giving Chris a very long, tight hug. I knew I wasn’t imagining it when I saw Mika’s face fall.

      “Everyone, meet my daughter, Jill,” Chris said, and I snuck just enough of a peek at Mika to see she was smiling again. “She runs the truck with me, and we thought you might all like a little mac today. We even have vegan macaroni and cheese.”

      “Blasphemy,” Saul said with a smile as he put himself first in line. “What do you have with bacon?”

      While everyone else queued up for food, Santiago and I perched on the hood of my car to chat. “Lots of progress this morning,” he said as he took my hand in his. “You pleased?”

      I nodded. “Yeah, I am. The boards will sell well, maybe even as a lot.” I stared at the skeleton of the barn standing there like a canvas-less circus tent. “But I’ll feel a lot better when we get the beams down. I hate to disappoint my customer if they aren’t any good.”

      Mika handed me a bowl as she sat down next to me. “Mushroom Mac – thought you might like it,” she said.

      Behind us, Dom and Chris leaned against the side of my car, bowls of their own cheesy goodness in hand after Chris gave Santiago a bowl that looked to be full of some sort of delicious-looking sausage. “It’s a hot one, Santi,” he said.

      “Good,” Santiago answered. “Nothing like heat to cool you down on a day like today.”

      I shook my head at his logic and bit into my own food. It was amazing – creamy and rich, and the mushrooms added an earthy goodness that made me feel like I was sitting by a bonfire on a fall evening. “Oh my word, Chris,” I said. “This is the best thing I’ve ever tasted.”

      He laughed. “Thank you. That’s Jill’s recipe. She eats a mostly plant-based diet and is always looking for ways to incorporate more veggies. I’ll let her know you liked it.”

      “Please do,” I said with my mouth entirely full.

      Silence settled around us like a gentle rain as we ate, and by the time all the crew had finished their meals and disposed of the compostable bowls that Chris and Jill used, we were all quiet and satiated. “Let’s do this,” I said.

      The men and Mika moved to the stations I assigned them, and soon Saul and his crew were using the forklift and the skid steer to gently lift the first of the beams off the center pillar. As they brought it down in front of me, I walked its length and found it was in perfect condition. Not a bit of insect or water damage in sight. “We’re good,” I said, and a small cheer went up from the group as the men drove the beam over to the back end of the flatbed we had already loaded with barn boards.

      The rest of the afternoon moved right along, and when we were done, we had a solid central pillar and eight great beams for my client. It was going to be a good month for the business, and I was hoping that would mean I could put aside some cash for improvements at the farmhouse as well as sock some extra into my retirement and Sawyer’s college funds.

      As the crew loaded their machines back on their trailers and packed up the scaffolding in Saul’s truck, Santiago, Dom, Chris, Mika, and I did one last walk around the site. The barn had long ago been gutted, so we didn’t have any more wood or fixtures to salvage from inside, but in old buildings with dirt floors, lots of things were buried, and I was hopeful we might find some old bottles or even farm equipment like pulleys or hay hooks for the shop.

      As we spread out around what had been the interior of the barn, we kicked our feet and stirred up clouds of dust that would make us each look a little like Sawyer did at the end of each day, dirt-covered and delighted. Santiago unearthed a small trove of bottles from what looked like it might have been a privy site at some point, and we began loading the crates I carried in my car with blue, brown, and clear glass from a variety of ointments, tinctures, and booze. Most of the blue glass would go to my house for my personal collection, but the other bottles would make a great display in the shop.

      While privy holes were a little psychologically gross to dig into, they were also often rich with old stuff because back in the day, people didn’t take things to the dump. They just buried things in the yard, and if you already had a hole dug for your bathroom, why not use it as a place to get rid of the other stuff you didn’t need? Plus, by now, the bathroom contributions had long since decomposed, so we were just left with a bunch of precious trash that had been used to fill up the hole long after the facilities were in use.

      It was a good thing we had gotten the building down quickly because this was one deep privy hole, and after an hour of pulling every manner of bottle, ceramics, and even a dented but intact pewter cup out of the hole, we seemed nowhere near the bottom. Mika had volunteered to go in, and she was now waist-deep in the hole and bringing up more and more as she sank further and further into the ground.

      It wasn’t labor intensive work, and the five of us were laughing and enjoying our finds, so I didn’t think anybody minded a little dirty labor on a Friday afternoon. We were wondering exactly what someone would use “peppermint tonic” for when a woman said, “Ah, privy digging. My favorite.”

      I looked up to see Summer Ross standing over us and smiling. Summer owned the property the barn had stood on, and she’d sold the salvage job to me specifically because she wanted to see the materials used responsibly. She was an environmental activist and had actually spent days in trees to protect both redwoods and owls in the not-too-distant past. Now, though, she had turned her efforts to protecting the natural elements of Octonia, her new home. She’d bought an old plantation house up the road from where we were and had spent, reportedly, millions to take the house back to some of its original grandeur but also to get it LEED Platinum certified. She was kind of my hero.

      “We’ve found some really good stuff. Want any of it?” I asked. Technically, everything was mine since I’d bought the rights, but I definitely didn’t want to be stingy with things that didn’t cost me anything extra to get. Plus, I knew she’d appreciate the finds.

      Summer knelt by the crates and carefully looked through the bottles and ceramics. She took out a small brown bottle with a red stopper still intact. “This will be perfect for my collection of small things. Thanks, Paisley,” she said.

      As she looked around her, she smiled. “When you say you’ll leave the place pristine, you really mean it, don’t you?”

      “I try my best,” I said as I stood up next to her. “I know you’re going to be turning this into pasture, and I didn’t want any of the animals to get hurt by leftover nails or” – I pointed to the crates – “broken glass. Look okay?”

      “I’ll be moving the alpacas in tomorrow if the fencers can come. It looks perfect. Thank you.” She smiled again as she looked down at Mika and the men who were still hauling out goodies. “You guys have fun.”

      As she turned to go, Mika squawked like a chicken and said, “I think the fun part is over.” In her hand, she held up a human skull.
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      “Oh, Lordy,” Summer said as she sat down hard on the ground beside me. “It wasn’t just a story.”

      Santiago was already on the phone and calling in Deputy Winslow to help secure the scene. I could hear the tone of his voice, and he was in official sheriff mode now. I sat down with Summer and asked, “What do you mean?”

      She shook her head and pulled her eyes away from the skull, which Mika had set gently on the ground beside the privy hole. We weren’t going anywhere with anything we’d retrieved just yet.

      When Summer met my eyes, she said, “I thought it was just talk, just folks not wanting things to change. You know how folks around here can be.”

      I did know. Many people in our beautiful rural county really wanted things to go backward instead of forward. That was true for buildings but also for things like LGBTQ+ rights and access for disabled people. Sometimes it felt like our county motto was, “Even if it is broke, don’t fix it.”

      “Two old-timers came back last week and told me that I had better leave the barn as it was, let it fall down on itself. ‘Nothing good will come out of digging up the past,’ one of them said.” Her eyes grew wide. “They knew.”

      I put my hand on her arm. “Maybe. Or maybe not. It could just be that they were sad and didn’t want the barn to get taken down. You need to tell Santiago, though.”

      She nodded, and as she took some deep breaths and closed her eyes, I signaled for Santi to come over when he was done with his call. He nodded, and I turned back to Summer. She was still quietly breathing, and it looked like she needed to focus her attention there.

      I stood up, dusted off the backside of my pants, and walked back over to Mika, Dom, and Chris. “You okay?” I said to Mika as I hugged her.

      “Seriously, Paisley, why do we find all the bodies? Are there so many secrets around here that we can’t help but dig them up?” She ran her fingers through her hair and then squeaked. “Anyone have any hand sanitizer?”

      Chris reached into his pocket and handed her a small bottle. “Always,” he said.

      Mika wet down her hands, gave the bottle back to Chris, and then shook her hands until they were dry. “Thanks,” she said, “but really, Paisley!”

      Dom sighed. “Maybe everyone finds bodies around here, but you two are the only responsible ones to report the finds.” He shrugged.

      “I’m not sure it makes me feel better to think that there are a bunch of unreported murders in my town, but thanks,” Mika said with a wan smile.

      I put my arm around my friend’s shoulder and squeezed her close. “We dig up things, Mika. That’s my job. But I’m sorry you keep getting dragged into these horrible finds.”

      Mika swallowed. “What are you sorry for? You didn’t kill these people. And I wouldn’t want you out here by yourself finding a skull, you know.” She gave me a look of part anger, part sympathy. “We’re in this together.”

      “Always,” I said. “You guys okay?” I turned to the two men who were sitting on the ground.

      “Oh yeah. I’m just reliving my days as MacBeth in college.” Chris said as he laid a hand on the center of his chest.

      “No, we’re not going Shakespeare in the, um, field,” Dom said. “No ‘alas’ here, okay?”

      Chris rolled his eyes. “Spoilsport. But seriously, that is sad. Someone has been buried in an outhouse hole for who knows how long.” His face got a shade paler, and Mika moved to sit next to him.

      Even in this moment of awfulness, I couldn’t help but feel a little lift of joy that these two had, at least, become friendly. I smiled as she put her hand on his shoulder and squeezed.

      Apparently, Dom was of the same mindset because he caught my eye and winked just as Santiago and Summer came over. “Winslow is on her way,” Santiago said as he slipped his arm around my waist. “Sadly, I think you two know the drill,” he said to Mika and me. “I need you to hang around until she can get your statements.”

      “Us, too, I suppose,” Chris said.

      “Yep, you too. But I promise after we get squared here, we’ll all go for burgers,” Santiago said. “My treat.”

      “Now, let’s be clear here,” Chris said. “When you say ‘my treat,’ we aren’t talking slabs of frozen beef on flat buns from a drive-through, are we? We’re past that stage in our friendship, I believe, and I cannot accept such a gift.”

      “We have the best burgers in the state, I’ll have you know,” Santiago said as he looked at me. “Back me up, Pais?”

      “He’s right, but just because we have them doesn’t mean that’s where he’s taking us all for dinner,” I said with a wink.

      Dom laughed. “I like her,” he said. “And she has a point.”

      “Burgers and beer on me at the Lafayette Inn after we finish here,” Santiago said very slowly. “Clear enough for you?”

      “Crystal,” Chris said. “Now what?”

      “Well,” Santiago said hesitantly, “If you guys are up for it, we need to see if there are more remains.”

      Mika stood up. “Tell me how to do it, and I’ll go back in. No one, not even a skeleton, deserves to be left this way.”

      Chris stood up. “I like you, Mika Grace,” he said with a smile. “I’ll be your right-hand man.”

      Dom, Santiago, and I all exchanged a look, and Summer grinned and said, “Well, those two have that handled. What else can we do?” She clearly understood the situation and was savvily suggesting we give those two some time alone.

      “Since this is now a crime scene, we need to scour the site for other evidence.” He sighed. “This may be mostly pointless, given that most of the site just left on a truck, but we should still check.”

      “And then we’ll need to check at Saul’s lot, too, look at the materials we gathered?” I asked.

      “Yep, but as long as Saul agrees to Winslow’s conditions – she’s stopping there on her way here – that can wait until tomorrow,” Santiago said. “He’ll tarp everything and let his crew know to leave it be.”

      “I’m sure he will,” I said. “So coach us on what to look for?”

      “Wish I could tell you,” Santiago said. “Until we know cause of death, I can’t tell you what the weapon might be. So we look for anything that could have been a weapon.”

      “Bullets, bats, poison,” Summer said and then turned to look at the crates of bottles nearby. “Guess that might be a starting place?”

      “Yep. I’ll need to take all of those in and have them checked,” Santiago said. “Let’s spread out.”

      The three of us headed in different directions and walked carefully as we stared at the ground. I had done this twice before already, and I had a pocketful of nails to show for it but nothing else. I didn’t think it likely we would find anything at all, but I wanted to be thorough so I kept scouring.

      Just as I was about to say it was hopeless, Mika hollered, “You can stop looking. I found the murder weapon.” In her hand, she held a huge knife, and from the looks of the blade, the dried blood of our skeleton was still on it.

      Chris helped Mika out of the hole, and Santiago carefully took the knife in his gloved hand and then slipped it into an evidence bag. “You didn’t get cut, did you?” he asked Mika.

      “Nope. Chris gave me these fireproof gloves, and they protected my hand.” She smiled at Chris, who blushed. “You think that could be what killed this poor person?”

      Santiago turned the knife over in his hands. “That sure looks like blood to me, but we won’t know until we test it, of course.”

      Mika nodded. “I think I’m almost at the bottom, but maybe someone who knows anatomy better than Chris could help him out.” She gestured toward the pile of bones that I had completely missed in the excitement of the knife find.

      “Whoa,” I said. “So someone did throw an entire body in the privy?”

      “Sure looks like it,” Chris said as he arranged what I thought was an arm bone down by the kneecap.

      “Let me help,” Summer said and quickly began arranging the bones in what actually resembled a skeleton, or at least the skeleton that had hung in my high school biology classroom. “I was a nurse before I retired.”

      Chris smiled. “You’re retired? You can’t be a day over forty.”

      “Forty-two actually, and thank you. Unfortunately, my husband died young, but he left me enough money to live on for the rest of my life . . . and while I loved nursing, I felt a real calling to do something else. Hence, this farm.”

      “And all the activism . . .” I said. “Summer used to volunteer with Greenpeace and The Sierra Club.” I didn’t know this woman too well, but she, like many a woman I knew, often downplayed her work, especially to men. I wasn’t about to let that happen. “She’s an environmental powerhouse.”

      “Wow,” Dom said. “Maybe when we’re not trying to solve a murder, you can consult with me on a case I have in Charlottesville?”

      She smiled and blushed. “I’d like that.”

      Santiago, Chris, and I smirked and looked at each other. It seemed like maybe matchmaking was in the air today.

      Still, someone had been chucked into a privy, and we needed to focus on the matter at hand. As Mika dug through the last of the debris and then spent a few minutes sifting through the dirt at the bottom of the pit, Summer assembled the skeleton and said, “I can’t be sure, but it looks like a man’s body. I think this is a man’s pelvis.”

      I sighed. The more we learned about this person, I knew from experience, the more the sadness of the situation would sink in. Once a pile of bones got the characteristics of a human being, things got a whole lot more real.

      “Anything else strike you?” Santiago asked.

      “You mean besides this giant slice through one rib? No, not much,” Summer said as she stood up.

      “Seems pretty certain you found the murder weapon, Mika,” Santiago said, and then he took out his phone and called the coroner.
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      Deputy Savannah Winslow arrived a few minutes later with assurances that everything was secure at Saul’s lot. “He’ll lock up tight tonight, and as long as we can keep this quiet until we can review the evidence tomorrow, we shouldn’t have to worry about people snooping around.”

      Santiago looked at each of us in turn. “That means you can’t say a word to anyone, not even your dad or Lucille, Pais,” he said as he held my gaze.

      “I understand,” I said, and I did. But it was always so hard for me not to talk about things. I had to make a firm commitment to myself that I wouldn’t say anything. Fortunately, Sawyer was staying the night with them and then going to his dad’s in the morning, so hopefully I wouldn’t have to see any of them until the news was already out.

      Just then, an old red Chevy pickup drove by very slowly, and because it was only poking along, we all
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