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      The ranunculus had been pushing up through the last vestiges of snow and ice for about two weeks now, and as these early spring days warmed I was thrilled to see their purple and pink buds starting to swell. They were some of the first flowers of spring, if you didn’t count the tulip bulbs that were still sitting in my laundry room unplanted, and I was ready for them.

      Winter had been long here in Octonia, with more snow than usual and a lot of rain. Snow was fun for both Sawyer, my almost four-year-old son, and me for about fifteen minutes, and then we were both over it. We did differ, however, in our affection for mud – he was a huge fan, and I didn’t love using my mop that much.

      But it wasn’t just the fact that I could comfortably hose my child off now that the temperatures were beginning to warm that made me grateful to see the flowers. I was also very glad to be able to get back to salvaging buildings. We’d taken a couple of months off for the holidays and the worst of the cold weather because I didn’t want to put my friend Saul or his crew through the intensity of working in the frigid air. But now with temperatures in the fifties and some sun to dry up at least a little of the mud, we had our first salvage job of the season.

      When adding the fact that Sawyer was beginning preschool for the first time this week, I was practically jumping out of bed on a Monday morning. I would have made it upright much more quickly if there hadn’t been a young child clinging to my neck and trying to tickle me, but I couldn’t resist a little tickle fight with my big guy.

      “Stop it, Mama,” he shouted through his giggles when I tickled him back, and I did what he asked.

      “Had enough, Love Bug?” I said as I put my feet on the floor and stretched. Someday this little guy was going to want to sleep in his own bed next door, but until that day came, I was content to let him sleep with me even though it meant I had his feet in my lower back all night.

      “Let’s go,” he shouted as he wiggled over to my side of the bed and dropped to the floor. “I’m ready to get dressed.”

      For a moment, I just stared at him as he headed to his room to – presumably – find some clothes. Saw never wanted to get dressed, but apparently, the tide of nervousness about school had swelled into a wave of excitement instead. I was on board with that, and as I slipped a sweatshirt over my own head, I heard the drawers of his dresser opening and closing. There was no telling what he was going to be wearing, but as long as it was clothes, I didn’t care. Better he announce his strong personality from day one than to have me temper it.

      A few moments later, he returned to my room and did a spin, a la Jonathan Van Ness, and said, “How do I look?”

      I smiled. “You look amazing, Wild Child. Lots of our favorite color. I love it.” I grinned as I studied his blue jeans, his blue T-shirt, and his blue Captain America cape and mask. “Great choice for your first day.”

      “I’m Captain America,” he said as he put his arms up and over his head and “flew” down the stairs.

      On a whim, I grabbed his Wolverine mask and cape, donned them, and charged down the stairs after him. “I’m going to win,” I said. “Beat you to the kitchen.”

      It was just growing light outside, but the sky was a brilliant gold as Saw and I tore through the living room into the kitchen. He won, as always, and not because I let him, and when he dropped right into his chair at the table and said, “Oatmeal, please,” I could only stare. In addition to never wanting to get dressed, he also never wanted to eat. Clearly preschool was a game changer in a lot of ways.

      Fortunately, it did not change my little guy’s desire to help me cook, so he quickly went from sitting in his chair to dragging it over to the stove, where we boiled water, added the oats, and watched carefully as it thickened up. A few raisins, a little milk, and a teaspoon of honey finished off our breakfast, and we sat down to eat and talk about school.

      A few minutes later, I was dressed, Saw was in his car seat, and Beauregard, our Maine Coon cat, was seated on the front seat next to me after refusing to be left behind. He appeared to be as excited as I was to see how Sawyer took to school. On the short drive there, Sawyer grew more quiet, and I watched him carefully in the rearview mirror.

      My son was like me, and new things were both a source of excitement and nervousness for him; but I’d learned that the way he wanted to handle those feelings was to sit with them, unlike his mother who had spent most of her life avoiding her negative emotions. So I stayed quiet as he dealt with how he felt, and by the time we got to the small preschool near where his father worked, he was all smiles again.

      As I took Saw out of his car seat, I saw his father walking across the parking lot. Neither of us wanted to miss Saw’s first day of school. The three of us opened the front door and walked in together, and Sawyer clung to my leg for a minute until a woman with pigtails and a huge smile asked him if he wanted to play in the sand table with the little girl who was already there.

      He looked up at me, smiled, and then took off, cape flying, toward the table. We watched for a couple of minutes as he played, and then I called, “Have a good morning, Love Bug! I’ll see you in a few hours.”

      As he grinned and waved to his dad and me, I felt the tears prick my eyes and quickly turned to go. He was going to be fine, and so was I. I needed to let myself feel my feelings, too, but not in front of my ex. He didn’t get that privilege anymore. I gave him a quick wave goodbye and walked to my car where I turned on the engine, drove out of the parking lot, then promptly pulled into a church lot a bit down the road so I could cry.

      My sadness tended a few minutes later, I pulled back out on the road and headed toward the jobsite up in the mountains near the edge of the Shenandoah National Park. As I drove up the winding road, my excitement started to build. This was going to be my first antique log cabin job, and I was so eager to see what we could salvage from the two-hundred-year-old building.

      A bit of online research had given me a little history of the building. It had been built by Irish immigrants, the O’Malleys, who had come over to the States at the beginning of the nineteenth century. They had been subsistence farmers for the first few decades, living off what food they could grow and what animals they could raise, but then the railroad had come through, and most of the men in the community went south to help build the tunnels that ran through the Blue Ridge.

      It was a hard time, but the men who survived returned home with a bit more money and a lot more skills to support their families. The O’Malley family bought more acres of land, a bit down the mountain where the soil was more fertile and the terrain flatter, and they soon had a thriving business of growing feed corn and harvesting bark for the tanyards just over the closest ridge. Life was good for the O’Malleys.

      But then, President Roosevelt built a hunting cabin nearby and fell in love with the Blue Ridge. Soon, he had plans for a national park, plans that included moving all the families off their land by declaring eminent domain. It was a bitter piece of Virginia history, one that had forced the O’Malleys off the mountain.

      Technically, their land hadn’t been part of the park proper, but the only roadway that now accessed their farm ran through what had been declared park land. Since the Park Service had closed all the smaller roads up the mountains to control access to the park, the O’Malleys then had to drive to the top of the ridge, come in through the park, and make their way down a logging road to their farm. It was a laborious process, I imagined, with only horse and wagon, and I could understand why the family soon abandoned their farmstead and moved closer to Octonia town.

      When Frank O’Malley had contacted me about salvaging his family’s cabin, I had immediately been interested, because of both the story and the wood. I had offered him more than a fair price for the logs, and when his only counter was that he wanted the hearthstone from the main room in the cabin if it was possible, we had quickly come to terms and drawn up a contract. Today was the day we were going to take the cabin down, and I at least hoped it would be as easy as coming to the terms.

      Over the weekend, Saul and his crew had opened up an old logging road so that it was passable for “most vehicles except those tiny, silly ones,” Saul had said. As I turned onto the road, I thought that in Saul’s case the words silly and tiny applied to most vehicles since my Subaru Outback was barely making it up the road. Thank goodness for all-wheel drive, I thought.

      The last few feet of driving were treacherous, with a hairpin turn and a sheer dropoff on one side, but when I parked by the old cabin and looked back at where I had come, I gasped. The view was spectacular, and I let myself both appreciate it and feel what must have been the profound sadness the O’Malleys must have felt when they had to abandon this place.

      I could see almost to Richmond, it felt like, and as the Blue Ridge Mountains ended, I could see the Southwestern Mountains and then the flats of Louisa County that led all the way to the shore. It was breathtaking, and on a clear day like that one, it felt like the whole world lay at my feet. For a brief minute, I let myself dream of living up here, imagining evenings on the porch with the sun behind me and a warm drink in my hand.

      Then I thought of the road, of the distance to Sawyer’s school, and of my own wonderful farmhouse just down the mountain, and I let myself be grateful for the chance to be in this place and for the space I called home. It wasn’t either/or. It was both. And more.

      Saul let me gawk for a couple of minutes, but as usual, he was eager to get started and I didn’t blame him. His forklift sat at the edge of the flat space around the cabin, and if he made a mistake in judging the space, he and that machine were going to take a long tumble down the hillside. I could see why he wanted to be done with this particular job. “You ready, Paisley-girl?” he said as I walked over to where he stood by his machine.

      “As I’ll ever be.” I glanced back over my shoulder at the view one more time. “Any chance I can get you to take me up on those forks to see from up there?”

      Saul grinned. “You know I’m always game for a daredevil mission, but let’s save that as a treat for the end of the job, okay?” He eyed the building. “You been in yet?”

      “Nope. You?”

      He shook his head. “I’d like you to do the honors.”

      I smiled. “Thanks. Join me?” I held out my arm for him to take, and he slid his hand into the crook of my elbow.

      “Lead the way.”

      As I walked through the door of the house, my breath caught for the second time that morning. I let Saul through the threshold, and then I turned back and pointed. The walls were at least twelve inches thick and made up of a single log on each tier. “These trees were massive,” I said.

      Saul ran a hand along the interior face of the square-cut log. “Virgin timber, I expect. Hewn from around here by the look of it.” He leaned in and took a close look at the grain. “Oak. It was hard work to build this.” He wrinkled his nose a little as he stood.

      I nodded. Oak was heavy and dense, and as the marks in the logs attested, the work had been done by hand with axes and saws. The O’Malleys had been serious about staying put when they built this cabin. It was a work of art.

      A bit more study, though, revealed that the cabin was succumbing to the elements. A couple of the top log tiers showed some rot, and I suspected that there was termite damage up near the roof, too. By and large, though, the logs were in great shape, and I was going to come out financially way ahead if we didn’t find any major problems with the building as we began to disassemble it.

      The structure was very simple in layout. A large front room included the huge stone fireplace, which was used for cooking and for heat, a kitchen full of knotty pine cabinets next to the chimney, and a cozy sitting area. At the back of the room, directly across from the front door, was the single bedroom where all the members of the family would have slept.

      Frank O’Malley had told me they slept head to toe in the two beds, everyone together. I didn’t mind sleeping with Sawyer, and once or twice now Santiago had stayed over when Saw was there, and the three of us could make it work in a queen with a toddler sandwiched between two adult bodies. But more than two adults in a bed was too many limbs for me to think about navigating in my sleep.

      As I headed toward the door to the bedroom, I heard Saul behind me giving directions to the crew, who had been climbing on the roof and securing straps to begin the work. They were as eager as their boss to get moving, so I knew I was running short on time to scope out the interior.

      The back room was as empty as the front one. All the furniture had long since been removed, and since this was a log cabin, there wasn’t much on the interior anyway. Frank had been fastidious about taking everything out of the building for us since he felt it important that we not have to deal with any “junk” as he called it. I had actually been a little sad about that. Sometimes what people thought of as junk was really the great stuff.

      When I saw the small pile of something in the back corner of the room, I thought of junk and great stuff and felt my heart pick up its pace a little. Treasure, I thought as I made my way over to the corner. As I got closer though, my steps slowed. Whatever was in that corner was long and thin and covered with what looked like a very modern black comforter. Given that no one had lived in this cabin for almost one hundred years, I didn’t think it was likely that a polyester blanket was some forgotten family heirloom.

      Behind me, I heard Saul walk in and as he stepped toward me, the smell hit. It was sweet, like rotting fruit, but also musty. On instinct, I leaned back, bumping into Saul in the process. I began to shake my head. “No. No. No,” I whispered.

      Saul put his hands on my shoulders. “Stay put,” he said as he stepped around me. Very slowly, he lifted the corner of the blanket closest to us and the back wall of the cabin.

      As the fabric rose, the smell bloomed and I gagged. I couldn’t even take a deep breath to steady myself, but I forced resolve into my throat. There beneath the blanket was a man, a young man. A young white man. A dead young white man.

      The fabric dropped from Saul’s hand, and he said, “Crap.” He folded his arms behind his head and walked a circle around the room. “I’ll tell the guys to stop work.”

      I sighed. We’d unfortunately been in this situation way too many times, and we both knew the protocol. I also knew, given my undesired experience with finding human remains, that this man had not been dead long – a couple of days, maybe. My cabin project was now an active crime scene.

      As soon as Santiago Shifflett, the sheriff, picked up the phone, he said, “I so hope you’re calling to tell me, as your boyfriend, that you hit the mother lode with this cabin and we’re going to take Sawyer on a safari. Please tell me this is a casual call, Paisley.”

      I felt terrible. My salvaging work had made his workload so much higher, but he had to know. “I’m afraid not,” I said. “How soon can you get here?”

      “See you in thirty,” he said as the phone moved away from his ear. But then his voice got louder again. “You okay?”

      “As okay as I can be. See you soon.” I hung up and followed Saul back out of the building. Then, I climbed into my car and cried for the second time that day. This was becoming an unwelcome pattern. A very unwelcome one.
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      As I waited in my car for Santiago, I pondered the guilt I felt about finding all these murdered people. It wasn’t my fault their bodies kept winding up in the buildings I was salvaging from; my rational mind knew that. But that poor man in the bedroom made six dead human beings that I had found, and it was beginning to feel personal.

      I’d said as much to Mika and Santiago both, and both of them assured me that none of these terrible deaths were about me. “In fact,” Mika had said the last time I brought up the topic, “maybe you should think about it like this: You are actually giving people peace and helping their families find some closure.”

      I had to admit she did have a point. I did find the experience of finding out the stories of these people to be really valuable to me, and not just for my business. I’d always understood people and the world through stories, and each time I delved into the lives of the people whose bodies I’d found, it was an honor.

      Still, with that man’s corpse resting inside my latest salvage project, I didn’t feel so much honor as I did sadness and not a small amount of fear. Either the man had laid himself under that blanket and died quietly, or someone had put his body there. Neither scenario was pleasant to consider, and I didn’t want to be the one who had to tell Frank O’Malley that there was a dead body in his family’s antique cabin.

      Fortunately, that job didn’t fall to me, and as soon as Santiago’s cruiser pulled up next to my car, I felt a little of the weight of the moment pass from my shoulders. I hated that it passed to him, this man I loved, but I knew he accepted the burden of his police work gladly. He was a true civil servant, and when it came to solving mysteries, he was relentless, especially when the mystery involved a dead body.

      I stepped out of the car as he parked, and when he pulled me to his chest and held me close, I relaxed a little further. When I stepped back, he met my gaze. He didn’t have to ask if I was okay anymore. He could just look at me, and I knew that was his first concern.

      “I am glad you’re here, Santi.” I took his hand, and we walked toward the cabin.

      I sighed. “Frank O’Malley seems like the kind of guy who would have at least given me a heads-up if he suspected anything untoward had been going on up here.”

      “I had the same impression.” Santiago stopped at the door and shook Saul’s hand. “If this doesn’t look like the crime was committed here, we may be able to get you all back to work this afternoon.”

      I heard a car pull in and looked to see Savannah Wilson, Santiago’s main deputy, step out of her car. She gave us a small wave and then began what I knew would be her careful perusal of the area around the cabin. Unfortunately, Saul and I were very familiar with this routine, so he’d already corralled his guys into one area so that Savannah could do her job. And I knew she’d ask the men where they’d walked and make a careful map of all the footprints she found. It wasn’t likely her usual techniques would yield much here given how much mud surrounded the cabin and how much prep work Saul and his crew had done to make the area passable for cars, but if there was something to find, Savannah would find it.

      “He’s in the back room,” I told Santiago, and then I watched him slip booties over his muddy boots and walk inside. Usually, he didn’t take that level of precaution, especially when others had been in the house before him, but given the mud, I guess he thought it best to try and preserve any footprints on the boards inside.

      I leaned against the side of the cabin and took in the view again. Despite my whimsical visions of living with Santiago and Sawyer up on a mountainside, I was really someone who took her strength from the base of the mountains. I loved looking up and seeing the gentle peaks of the Appalachians watching over me. They felt like a kind mother, a gentle woman looking down and lending me strength. I didn’t know if I could give that up even to have this sort of outlook from above most of life.

      My musings were interrupted when Santiago came to the door and said, “Just to be sure, neither of you knows that man, correct?”

      “Nope,” Saul said. I shook my head.

      “Okay, the coroner is on his way, but I don’t see any sign that he died here.” Santiago shook his head. “It’s going to be a long day.”

      I groaned. “So you think someone put his body here?”

      “The coroner will confirm, but yeah. I’d guess he’s been dead a week, maybe more.” He swallowed hard. “Without getting into too much detail about how the process of decomposition works, I’ll just say that I think he was probably moved here recently. Maybe even today.”

      “Today?!” Saul said. “So that someone would find him.”

      Santi nodded. “That’s my guess.” He turned to me. “Pais, I’m going to need to know the name of anyone who knew you were coming up here to start work today.”

      This time my groan came out as more of a roar. “I’ll print out my email list. I told everyone about the project in my newsletter on Saturday.”

      Santi’s face fell. I had just created a suspect list of over 1,000 people. The day couldn’t really get much worse for him.

      Fortunately, I was saved from contending with my own guilt for a little bit when Savannah walked into the cabin with a charcoal-gray sheet. “Found this out behind the house.”

      “Looks like it might match what the guy is covered in,” Santi said and pointed toward the back room.

      Savannah gave me a nod and then set her hand on my arm. “You okay?”

      I sighed but then nodded. “Yeah.” The two officers headed in and I went back to gazing at the view.

      Saul leaned his shoulder against mine and said, “You know, you could just gather things from auctions and stuff if this is becoming too much.”

      I glanced at him out of the corner of my eye, and I appreciated that he was doing the thing men are trained to do: offer an idea but then look aloof about the response. Today, I needed that distance because his suggestion was pretty powerful. I had thought of it myself on a number of occasions, and today it was really, really appealing.

      But even as I turned the idea of visiting auctions and picking up items that I could make enough of a margin on to pay my bills, I felt distaste for the idea rising up. Part of why I loved what I did was that I was rescuing things that no one else knew had value. If I didn’t do this work, sure, someone else might step in and salvage these buildings and the bits and bobs of history that I gathered, but they might not either. Then, those things would be lost.

      Even more, though, I wanted to be the one to save them. I wanted to find these treasures and get them into new homes. That was part of my role in this world, and I would be hard-pressed to give it up.

      Finding dead bodies all the time was pressing pretty hard though, too. I let out a long sigh.

      “I know that’s not what you want to do, Paisley-girl,” Saul said. “But know it’s an option if you need one, okay?”

      This time when I glanced over he was studying my face. I smiled as best I could and nodded. “Thanks, Saul.”

      Santi and Savannah walked out. “I’m going on a hike,” Santi said. “Want to come?” He looked at me and waited.

      “I’ll stay here, wait for the coroner,” Savannah said.

      “Me, too,” Saul said as he sat down on the step. “I just spotted a cedar waxwing.” Saul was an avid bird watcher, but that wasn’t something he told everyone. It didn’t quite align with the rough, rugged persona he projected for most people. I knew he was a softy, though, and I also knew he was trying to give Santiago some time alone while also keeping Savannah company. Saul was a good man.

      I followed Santi back the way Savannah had just come, and as we walked, I tried to get my nerves to settle. It would do no one any good if I was all jangly and awkward, and Santi didn’t need to be worrying about me while he was trying to get the lay of the land about a murder. So I took deep breaths and attended to the tiny shades of green that I was beginning to see among the trees.

      Finally, I asked, “What are we looking for?”

      “I have no idea,” Santi said as he stopped and looked around before taking my hand. “But given how pristine this place is, I think we’ll see anything out of the ordinary.”

      “Got it,” I said as I squeezed his fingers. “Lead the way.”

      We continued up the slope beside the cabin for a few hundred more yards until we came to an old fire road. “Looks like they keep this clear just in case,” Santiago said.

      That was pretty typical up here near the park. Lots of roads were kept brush-free just in case fire broke out and emergency workers needed more points of access. I glanced back down the hill to where I could just see the moss-covered metal roof of the cabin. “We might have just walked up the wagon access to the house,” I said.

      Santi glanced back. “Could be,” he said. “You got a source for old maps?” He winked at me since he already knew the answer to my question.

      “I might be able to find something.” I took out my phone to check for a signal. I had just enough to pull up the cache of images I kept of old maps. I looked closely at the one from the early twentieth century and zoomed in using GPS to pinpoint our location. “Sure enough,” I said and held the phone up for Santiago to see.

      “So this road goes right up to the ridge and down the other side to Elkton and then onto Harrisonburg.” He studied the image and then spun my hand back to me. “Right?”

      “Yeah,” I said as I zoomed in even further. “Looks like it parallels Route 33, but even on this map, the road isn’t very big. I’d say it was just a wagon road, probably for logging.”

      People up here had found ways to make money off the land whenever possible, and I knew a lot of the folks in this part of the mountains had made their money harvesting tree bark and selling it down in the valley.

      “Think it goes through?” he asked me as he looked up the logging road toward the ridgeline.

      I slid my fingers over the image. “Sure seems like it did at one time. One sec,” I said as I opened up the map app on my phone. “It’s hard to tell, but it seems like it might be passable now.”

      We walked a bit further up the road toward the west, and after a few yards Santi stopped and bent down. “These don’t look that old,” he said pointing to tire tracks. He followed them back the way they came and then said, “Yep, they turned around right here.” He gestured almost directly to the trail we’d just come up. “Looks like we have our entry point.”

      “Does this mean we’re going four-wheeling?” I asked with a grimace.

      His face broke into a wild smile. “You know it.” He glanced at me. “And don’t even think about declining the opportunity. I need your maps.”

      “I can just give you my phone, you know?” I said nervously.

      “Nope. I need your navigation skills.” We headed back toward the cabin. “It’s only one p.m. The guys from search and rescue will have a Nebula up here in half an hour.”

      “A Nebula?” I asked, already bracing for the answer.

      “The team’s new UTV. It’s so fast.” His grin was as wide as his whole face.

      I sighed.

      “It’ll be fun,” he said, but his glee made me think his definition of fun and mine were not the same at all.
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      Forty-five minutes later I was in a police-issue jacket, gloves, and hat, going what I considered to be far too fast on the dirt road through the woods. Santiago was driving our UTV, and Savannah and Saul were following behind in another. Saul had sent his crew home but insisted on coming along. “I’m not missing a
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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.


OEBPS/images/image3.jpg






