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      I had always known the building was Anderson School. Dad had told me that much. But in the way of things that are always there, I hadn’t really thought to ask many questions. I knew what I knew, and I thought that was all there was to know — until I got older and really learned about Jim Crow and segregation, until I realized that some of my friends wouldn’t have been allowed to go to the same school as me. It took me far too long to learn that.

      But when I did, Anderson suddenly became more than just an old, graying building off the road near Dad’s house. Then, it became a place full of history and stories, a place where people I loved had gotten their education, same as I had over at Woodbright in town. If I could still remember the smell of the mimeograph machine in the hallway, and if that memory still brought up a mix of good and painful sensations, it had to be the same for the people who went to Anderson.

      In their case, though, there was no mimeograph, just an old coal stove that someone had to load every morning from November to April. I didn’t know that when Mr. Woodson reached out, though. I didn’t know any of that.

      

      Rufus Woodson came by my architectural salvage shop mid-morning one Tuesday in early July. It was already muggy in our part of Virginia, but I was refusing, as usual, to turn on the window unit in my small shed-turned-shop until it was really hot. Eighty-nine degrees and sixty percent humidity didn’t count. Or so I told myself as I sweated through my button-down shirt while sitting in front of a fan.

      My son, Sawyer, was oblivious to the heat, though, and he demonstrated his profound resilience by climbing a large, steaming mulch pile in the corner of the construction yard where I had my shop. Every few minutes, he’d come over and try to coax me his way for a demonstration, but I was unwilling to leave the fan and so said, again and again, “I can see you fine from here,” which was the truth, if not the point.

      So on that fine Tuesday morning, when a man in a straw hat with a pristine white T-shirt and red suspenders came to my door and asked, “You Paisley?” I nodded, tried to look less sweaty, and said, “What can I do for you?” as I extended my hand to him. His dark-brown skin was thick with callouses, and I knew instantly that this man had worked hard with his hands all his life. That automatically made him my kind of people.

      Despite the fact that I held what some folks called a “fancy” college degree and had spent most of my adult years as a journalist, I kept a special place in my heart for the people who worked with their bodies in jobs that went underappreciated. Maybe it was because I’d ever had to do that but had grown up with a father who had helped make his family’s living by picking apples in the orchards. Or maybe it was just that I loved someone who appreciated handmade things as much as I did. Whatever pleased me about calloused hands never failed.

      “Rufus Woodson. I’m wondering if you might be interested in a job.” He smiled at me and then pointed at the air conditioner. “I’m pretty good with electronics. Want me to take a look?”

      I blushed a deeper shade of red than the heat had already made me. “No sir. Thank you though. It works fine. I’m just—”

      “Holding out. I get it. But let me tell you something, you can hold out too long for some things and never get to use them.” He looked at the air conditioner again.

      I got the hint, pulled the door closed after reminding Sawyer I was inside, and then turned the knob. The wave of cool air was instantaneous, and I felt like a fool.

      Fortunately, Mr. Woodson appeared to be a kind man and didn’t point out my foolishness. Instead, he said, “You familiar with the Anderson School up on Langston Road?”

      I sat forward. “I am. Drive by it most every day of my life. Beautiful building.”

      “Yes, ma’am. Good memories, too, but it’s got to come down before it falls down. Thought you might like to help us.” He held my eyes as he waited for my answer.

      “I absolutely would, but I hate to see it come down. It can’t be saved?” A lot of the old schools around these parts had been fixed up as community centers or church fellowship halls, and I wondered if maybe that might be possible for Anderson.

      He shook his head. “No. It can’t. We looked into it. But there’s a hole in the roof and a lot of water damage.” He paused and looked down at the floor. “And enough hard things happened there that some folks would just rather see it gone, now that it’s on its way.”

      The reporter in me wanted to push at that statement, ask about what kind of hard things, but something in Mr. Woodson’s carriage told me he wasn’t inclined to talk about that with me – or maybe with anyone.

      “Tell me what you’re thinking?” I asked. I’d long ago learned that some folks come in looking for favors, and some folks come in looking to do business. It was easier if I knew which I was facing before I started asking them questions.

      “Some of us have gathered some funds, and we hoped we might hire you to take down the building and salvage what is useful for us. Anything we don’t want, you can have for free to sell here or use elsewhere.” He looked up at me. “Would a thousand dollars do it?”

      I smiled at the man. A thousand dollars would barely cover the cost of equipment, fuel, and crew, but I knew that if there was no organization or wealthy individual associated with this building, then it was just going to rot and fall in on itself if I didn’t take this offer. So I nodded. “Of course it will. When do we start?”

      His eyes softened. “I know that’s not much, but—”

      “It’s plenty. And if I get a few things to sell and you get to use what you can, then it’s well worth the work.” I reached over and shook his hand to seal the deal.

      “When are you available?” he asked as he stood. “We’re pretty flexible in our retirement, but we would like to be there, if that’s okay.”

      “Y’all good with a crowbar?” I asked.

      He tilted his head and gave me the look Sawyer did when I asked something he deemed completely ridiculous.

      “Alright then. I actually am free for the rest of this week, and if you and yours can be the crew, we can get started tomorrow.” Normally, I used the construction crew from my friend Saul’s business here on the lot, but I knew they were on a big house build over by the lake north of town this week. Saul, however, was free, having handed the foreman’s job over to his best worker. He’d been sulking around the lot for the past few days, so I figured I could get him over with a forklift to do the heavy stuff. Plus, he’d bring a truck and a trailer to load.

      “Perfect,” Mr. Woodson said with a smile. “I’ll let everyone know. I expect you’ll want to get started early. Beat some of this heat.”

      I sighed. I really enjoyed quiet mornings with a cup of coffee, LEGOs, and my four-year-old, but he was right. The day would be much easier if we could beg off by midafternoon. “That’s right. Start at first light.”

      He nodded. “See you there at five forty-five.” He tipped his hat and opened the door as I tried to suppress a groan at the idea of a five a.m. wake-up call.

      I didn’t have long to mope, though, because Sawyer came barreling in a couple of minutes later, his cheeks rosy and his hair sopping wet. In fact, his clothes were sopping wet, too, and as I watched, he dripped a fine pool of water on my shop floor. “Sawyer Sutton, what did you do?”

      Before he could answer, a knock on the door preceded Saul’s entrance. “Sorry about the water, Pais,” he said. “We had ourselves a good old water fight. Just sent him over to see if you had a change of clothes for him.”

      About a year ago, I had stopped carrying a diaper bag, and on an almost daily basis, I regretted that decision not to always have snacks, drinks, and extra clothes with me. Today was another day of regret. “I don’t,” I said, “but, Saw, come on. I have some of my old clothes I was going to donate to Goodwill in the back of the car. We’ll find you something dry.”

      In the end, my son ended up wearing a blue-and-white lace-shouldered shirt that I no longer liked the look of over top of his mostly dry Avengers underwear. He looked adorable, and thank goodness, he was completely un-self-conscious because he paraded around the lot like he was the king of the world. Which of course he thought he was.

      Saul got a big chuckle when Sawyer came around the building to where the older man was changing the oil on a bulldozer. “You are a sight, boy,” he said.

      “I’m dry, though,” Saw said with a clear insinuation that he was far better off than his dear old and still wet uncle.

      “You have a point,” Saul said.

      “You up to take down the old Anderson School this week?” I asked as I handed Saul a rag to clean his hands. “Rufus Woodson came by and asked for my help.”

      Saul wiped his hands and then dropped the rag in a plastic crate with a dozen others. “Sure. What’s the arrangement?”

      I told him about the plan to give most of the material to the folks who were funding the takedown and that we’d need to haul the lumber on his trailer to wherever they wanted it.

      He nodded. “Sounds good.” He narrowed his eyes at me. “They paying you fair?” His question was a legitimate one because it had taken me almost six months in this business to charge what my time and expenses were worth.

      I shrugged. “Less than my usual, but you know this kind of job, Saul. They want to pay, and they will pay what they can. The rest will shake itself out.”

      Saul nodded. “I do know.” Saul was forever donating his equipment and his crew (with pay) for projects around Octonia County, so I knew he’d get it. “Okay, we starting early?”

      I shuddered again. “Five forty-five.”

      He grinned. “Now you’re getting it,” he said.

      

      Fortunately, I have the best father and stepmother on the planet, and when I explained about our project at Anderson, they offered to have Saw spend the night and then come over to the jobsite with my dad about midmorning. Saw was so excited that they came to get him right away. That way, we could get some work done, Sawyer could get his sleep, and my stepmom would have a reason to try out a new pineapple pancake recipe.

      This also meant that I had a night free and to myself, and so as soon they left, I texted my boyfriend, Santiago, to ask if he wanted to go out to dinner and a movie. As the sheriff of Octonia, he didn’t always have nights off, but tonight, we had planned to watch TV after Sawyer went to bed since he was free.

      When his response, Adult or kid movie? came through, I laughed.

      Adult, I said. Saw’s staying with his Boppy and Baba.

      Oh, date night. I’ll make sure I shower, he wrote back. Pick you up at five?

      Perfect, I said. Both the shower and the time.

      I could almost hear him laughing as we signed off, and it made me smile. I wanted to look nice for our date, so I grabbed a shower, put on a cute T-shirt dress I’d picked up from a consignment shop, and slipped into my knee-high boots. Then, I placed a pillowcase over one corner of the cat-fur-covered sofa and gave myself an hour to just sew.

      I was working on a simple pattern now, a heart with headphones around it, because my friend Mary was a true music lover. I had thought of her as soon as I saw the pattern, and I had vowed to get things for the people I loved when I saw them.

      I’d started in the center of the ruby-red heart, and I thought that if I focused, I could finish it before Santiago came. I typically did much more complex patterns with lots of variation and shading, but this one was straightforward and minimalist. It was going to work up fast, which felt good given how much I had going on right now.

      My new shop had taken off like a rocket, and I was to the point that between salvage jobs, keeping up with my research around those jobs, and running the shop, I didn’t have a lot of time left for sewing. Fortunately, with more sales and jobs came more income, so I had just hired a part-time employee to run the shop.

      Her name was Claire, and she was a senior in high school who wanted to go to college to study architecture and history. She’d been into the store a dozen times since I’d opened, and she always had the best questions about where objects had been in a building, about what period they were from, and about how to take care of them. So when it had become clear I needed some help, she was my first choice.

      Fortunately, Sawyer loved her, too, so we had worked out a salary of sorts that involved her hours at the shop – including two school days since she was getting school credit for this work based on a proposal she had written to her principal – and some babysitting time with Sawyer. She’d be paid well, and I’d finally be able to plan my schedule and stop relying only on my dad and stepmom to help with Sawyer. It was exciting for all of us.

      But tonight, I was glad my son was with his grandparents, I was going to have a date with a man I loved (although I hadn’t told him that yet), and I was able to get some sewing done, too. When I poured myself a glass of white wine to drink as I sewed, it was the perfect beginning to the night.

      The date was incredible, too. Santiago found this great farm-to-table place up in Culpeper, and then we slipped into the tiny theater there to see the latest Marvel movie. My boyfriend was usually pretty reserved, but when it came to superheroes fighting to save the universe, he actually threw air punches and cheered when the villains got their comeuppance.

      After he dropped me off at home and gave me a pretty screen-worthy kiss goodnight, I climbed the stairs to my room, slipped into my pj’s, and slept soundly until my alarm woke me at 5:45. It was a rough start, but as I got into my old jeans and an old Relay for Life T-shirt, I felt my energy mounting.

      A new building always meant exciting finds, be they architectural or historical, and either way, I knew I was in for a day of great stories, especially with Mr. Woodson and his friends. I had a whole list of questions for them, and I hoped they’d be willing to tell me about their time in the school while we worked.

      As usual, Saul was on site before I was, and he already had the forklift ready to go. As I pulled up, Mr. Woodson and another man climbed out of his car, along with a woman who looked a bit too young to have gone to Anderson. “Paisley, this is my niece Jamila,” he said as he came over and shook my hand. “And this is Foster Grant.”

      I shook everyone’s hands and said, “Thank you so much for inviting me to work with you on this historic project. I’m honored, and I hope I can learn more about what it was like when you went to school here as we work.”

      Jamila smiled at me and let out a chuckle. “You’ll be lucky to shut these two up,” she said. “They’ve been telling me stories nonstop since we got up.”

      Rufus laughed. “We do have some tales, huh, Chucky?” He looked over at Mr. Grant.

      “That we do, Roof,” Mr. Grant said. “Nice to meet you, Paisley. We have a couple more folks coming, I believe. But we can get started whenever you’re ready.”

      I glanced over my shoulder to where Saul leaned against the forklift tracks with a cup of coffee in his left hand. “I think Saul is ready. Come on. I’ll introduce you.”

      Introductions made, Saul got right to work lifting off the roof while Mr. Woodson and Mr. Grant, who had insisted I call them Rufus and Foster, guided it to the ground with ropes. Then, as daylight arrived fully, two younger men and an older woman arrived in a gorgeous burgundy Cadillac. Rufus introduced us quickly and told us that the young men were here for their muscles and their brains, since both of them were studying structural engineering down at the University of Virginia.

      “Awesome,” I said. “We can always use some wisdom about how not to kill ourselves in this process.”

      The guys smiled and headed over to inspect the building while I talked to Shelley O’Hara, their grandmother. “Nice to meet you, Ms. O’Hara. Thanks for coming out.”

      “Please, child, call me Shelley. And thank you.”

      Jamila wandered over and pointed to the men, who were doing that thing I was getting so used to men doing. They had their hands on their hips, feet spread apart, and were all looking at the school building like they were disassembling it in their minds – which, to their credit, they probably were. “They need a minute,” Jamila said.

      I laughed. “Clearly. So maybe you can tell me, Shelley, about your history with the school?” I pulled my phone out of my pocket and held it up. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to record what you say, too.”

      Shelley waved a hand. “Feel free, but I don’t know that what I can tell you is worth recording.”

      I shook my head. “All of memory is worth recording,” I said and was glad I already had the phone recording because that line was something I wanted to use again.

      Jamila smiled. “Absolutely. Now, when did you start school here?”

      “I went from first to eighth grade here. All the years we had at the time.” She looked at the building and her face went soft. “It was a great place. Full of laughter when the teachers weren’t pushing us to read and learn more. Then, it was all business. Not a one of those women brokered a fool, you know.”

      I nodded. “Education was serious business.”

      “Still is,” Jamila said. “My four girls know that I take their learning as top priority, in all the ways.”

      “I know that’s right,” Shelley added. “We learned book stuff here, but also how to balance a checkbook, how to keep the building clean, and how to survive” – she waved her hand behind her – “out here.”

      I had a lot of questions I wanted to ask, especially about what Shelley meant about surviving out in the world, but I knew it was best to let the stories come as they would. People had a natural inclination to talk if they thought someone was listening, and I trusted that if I kept myself attuned, I’d learn a lot today.

      At that moment, though, the men began to stir, and we took that as indication that they were ready to get to work. I was the one in charge here, and I knew that. Saul did, too, but I also knew that society being what it was, it was important for me to honor the knowledge of the men around us. They were good men, all of them, I could tell, but they were also men, and men had been taught that their value came from what they knew and what they could do. I didn’t want to steal their sense of worth, but I wasn’t going to let them run roughshod over me, either.

      “Alright, men, what’s first?” I asked, looking at the college students for leadership.

      One of them said, “Everything but that back wall looks pretty sturdy, so maybe we start there.” He looked at his cousin and then over at me. “If that sounds good to you?” he asked.

      “That sounds perfect,” I said and then headed toward Saul, who gave me a quick single nod to confirm the guys’ assessment. I was glad to see the young men knew what they were doing, but if Saul had balked even a bit, I would have suggested a discussion. He was the expert in all things construction and demolition. “Just give me a minute to determine what’s inside that we want to salvage and then we’ll get to taking down the building, if that suits you, Rufus.”

      He nodded. “Sounds good.” He led the way to the building, and I asked him and Foster if it was okay for me to record while we walked. With permission granted, we stepped into the small foyer. “This is the coatroom,” Rufus said.

      I noted the hooks on the wall and the low, rough-hewn benches. “What in here do you all want to salvage?” I asked.

      Rufus looked to Foster and Shelley, “Do you all want any of this?” Both of them shook their heads, and Rufus said, “It’s all yours, Paisley.”

      I smiled. “Wonderful. I’d like to salvage all of the benches, and if we can get the hooks off the walls with the board behind them intact, I’d like to have that, too.” I looked around. “I think we can salvage the boards on the walls, too,” I added. They looked to be knotty pine that had been whitewashed. “They’re in good shape, if you want them.”

      “Definitely,” Grant said. “I think folks might use them in their houses and such if we offered them up for a good price.”

      Rufus nodded. “Maybe you could help us price them, Paisley?”

      “Definitely,” I said as we stepped into the first classroom. Immediately, I noticed the characteristically huge windows that allowed for a massive amount of natural light to come into the room from both the front and the back. Then, I looked at the potbelly stove in one corner. It was in great shape, not a bit of rust on it. But it was the desks that most captured my eye. They were gorgeous with their patinaed wooden tops and green metal frames. As I walked around, I noticed drawings and etchings in the wood. “What about these? Do you want them?”

      Shelley had moved over to stand beside one desk right near the stove. “I want this one,” she said. “It was my desk.” She ran her fingers along the wood and let them linger near a front corner where the wood had broken off.

      “Great,” Foster said. “Maybe we could each take our own and then let Paisley have the rest?”

      “No one else will want one?” I asked as I thought about all the other students who had attended here.

      “No one else is here,” Rufus said, “so they’re all yours.”

      “Ah, we’re operating on the ‘finders keepers’ policy,” I said with a grin.

      “Precisely,” Rufus said as he began to move toward the front of the room. We spent the next half hour talking about where all the furniture and salvaged material were going to go, and from what I could see, we were going to be able to save most of the building except maybe the back part of the floor in the second classroom, where the water damage was just too great.

      We carefully went over to explore that section of the floor with our engineers. They came with metal digging bars, and I was impressed. Those were the perfect tools to test the integrity of wood since their weight alone was enough to gouge damaged boards.

      Very quickly we saw that the boards were rotted through, even though they still looked solid. One bang from the rod had a hole clear through the floor, and a couple more swift hits disintegrated a giant section from the very back corner. These boards were beyond salvage, even for burning, maybe.

      But a hole in the floor meant an opportunity for me to see what treasures might be beneath the building, so with permission of my hosts, I clambered down into the crawl space and shone my flashlight right into the face of a skull.
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      Unfortunately, I was a bit too seasoned at the “finding old bones” situation, and I didn’t even scream. I did, however, scramble back out of the hole quickly and shout for Saul. Something in the tone of my voice must have made him worry because he came running – and Saul doesn’t run.

      “Tell me you didn’t, Paisley Sutton,” he said as he looked at me sitting on a solid piece of the floor near the broken boards. “Again?”

      I sighed and nodded. “Can you call Santiago?”

      He took out his phone and dialed as if by rote – which it might have been, given how many times we’d now found bodies on job sites.

      As he stepped outside, I told Shelley, Jamila, Rufus, Foster, and the students what we’d found. “It’s quite old. But it’s been well preserved under the floor.” I didn’t want to tell them the body was definitely that of a woman, given the dress she was wearing, or that she also still wore her round-frame gold glasses. That felt like too much to reveal at the moment, what with the need to investigate and to honor the fact that this building held more than just good memories.

      Rufus slumped into one of the children’s desks nearby, and Jamila went to put her hands on his shoulders. The rest of us just stared at the floor and waited for the sound of sirens.

      Fortunately, Santiago mostly used his sirens to entertain Sawyer, so he stepped into the room out of the near silence and said, “Thank you all for waiting.” He cast a glance at me and held my gaze. When I nodded that I was okay, he proceeded in his professional manner.

      “Please tell me what you found,” he said with authority.

      “There is a skeleton just about there” – I pointed about three feet in front of me – “under the floor. I didn’t touch the bones or get very close, but it looks like it’s been there a while.”

      Santiago nodded. “Okay, I’ll need to take a look, and Savannah is on her way. Can you folks stay around for awhile so we can talk more if needed?”

      Everyone nodded, and then I stood to lead us out of the building. “I have some camping chairs in the back of my car,” I said. “Let me get them.”

      I was glad Santi’s deputy, Savannah, was coming to join him, both because I wanted him to have support and because I liked her.

      Within a few minutes, we were all seated. I had texted Mary and asked if she could bring over some iced tea since I knew she was home from work that morning, and she arrived in short order with plastic cups, fresh biscuits, and super-sweet tea, which was just what all our stymied systems needed. She dropped off our sustenance and headed to her job as a nurse. I made a mental note to take by a peanut butter pie from the Mennonite market to say thanks. She loved that pie.

      Dad, Lucille, and Sawyer had been due anytime now, but fortunately, I had caught them before they went out the door and explained, in brief, that it wasn’t the best time for Sawyer to come. The kid had already seen enough crime scenes in his young life. He didn’t need to add one more. They offered to take him to Kings Dominion for the day, a trip they’d been wanting to do for some time, and I readily agreed with the stipulation that they remind him that eating too much junk and riding roller coasters might not be a good combination.

      As the sweet tea and biscuits with warm honey got into our system, we all settled in a bit more, and when Savannah pulled up and headed right into the building, we watched her with steady eyes. It seemed we all agreed that this was going to be a long morning and were resigned to it.

      I had turned off the tape recorder before Santiago arrived, but I took it out again in hopes that maybe telling some stories might distract us as we waited.

      When I held the machine up, Rufus nodded and then, after I’d touched the screen to begin recording, he said, “We thought this might happen.”

      I nearly dropped the phone. “What do you mean?”

      “There were rumors,” Shelley added.

      “But no
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