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          Unearthing the Past

        

      

    

    
      The Magnolia Blossom Inn had a way of looking like a postcard, especially in the spring. Rows of cherry trees filled the orchard, bursting into pink clouds that danced in the breeze, their petals littering the ground like confetti. The cherry trees were my pride and joy—at least, they were supposed to be. Today, however, they were a thorn in my side. I gritted my teeth as I hacked at a particularly stubborn branch, sweat dripping down my neck.

      “Good Gracious! Stupid tree,” I muttered, giving the limb another whack with my rusty pruning saw. “You’re supposed to be ornamental, not impossible.”

      “That’s no way to talk. Have some respect, Maddie Brooke,” Grannie said, her Southern drawl as smooth as sweet tea on a hot day.

      “Come on,” I muttered, yanking at the dead branch with my pruning saw. The old tree swayed slightly, almost mocking me. “Good gracious! You’d think after a hundred years, you’d have learned how to grow without tangling yourself into a pretzel.”

      “Careful now, don’t exaggerate,” Grannie’s voice floated toward me, full of her usual ghostly sass. “Some of these trees are proud residents of this farm. Remember that, sugar.”

      I didn’t bother turning around. My grandmother’s ghost had been hovering nearby since breakfast, her presence as familiar as the chirping birds and the scent of freshly tilled soil. “It’s a tree, Grannie. It doesn’t have feelings.”

      “Everything’s got feelings, sugar. Even trees. And if that one could talk, it’d tell you to stop hacking at it like you’re in a horror movie.”

      I snorted, wiping the sweat off my forehead with the back of my hand. “If this tree starts talking, I’m moving back to Charlottesville.”

      I glanced over my shoulder, where my grandmother’s translucent form shimmered faintly in the late afternoon sun. “It might be old, but it’s testing my patience,” I said, giving the branch another whack.

      “Well, you’re the one testing my patience,” she said with a sniff, folding her arms. “That saw’s duller than a butter knife. And your technique? Bless your heart, do I have to teach you everything?”

      Grannie drifted closer, her shimmering form flickering slightly in the afternoon sun. Her gaze focused on the base of the tree, her expression unreadable.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked, lowering the saw.

      “Something’s buried here,” she said softly. “Something that doesn’t belong.”

      My stomach tightened. Grannie’s sixth sense—if you could call it that—had been right more times than I cared to admit. I followed her gaze to a patch of dirt near the roots, where a few stray petals clung to the damp soil.

      “You sure?” I asked, even as my gut told me she was.

      “Sure as I am about anything,” Grannie said, her voice barely above a whisper.

      With a sigh, I set the saw down and grabbed the small spade I’d brought for planting. Heavy spring rains had loosened the soil, which helped. It crumbled easily as I dug. Luke, my German shepherd, trotted over to investigate. His nose twitched as he sniffed at the ground.

      “Find anything, boy?” I asked. He let out a low whine and pawed at the dirt.

      Great. Even the dog suspected trouble.

      I grabbed my hand spade and knelt next to Luke, scratching behind his ears, before plunging the blade into the soil. It didn’t take long before I hit something solid.

      A bone. Maybe Luke had buried one of his gnawing bones.

      My breath caught as I brushed away more dirt. At first, I told myself it was probably from an animal—a deer, maybe—but the more I uncovered, the more obvious it became. This wasn’t a deer. It wasn’t any kind of animal.

      “Grannie,” I whispered, my heart pounding. “Please tell me this isn’t what I think it is.”

      She didn’t answer right away. Instead, she stared at the remains, her shimmering form flickering slightly. “It’s exactly what you think it is,” she said quietly.

      Luke let out a low whine, his ears flattening as he backed away. I couldn’t blame him. My own instincts were screaming at me to run, but I forced myself to keep digging, uncovering more of the skeleton. A creepy skull, like the kind you saw at Halloween, stared at me with its hollow eyes. The bones near it were old, yellowed, but mostly intact.

      “Well,” I said, trying to sound calmer than I felt. “Guess we know why the tree’s roots are so gnarled.”

      I rose and brushed the dirt off my knees. Reaching into my back pocket, I pulled out my cell phone and dialed a familiar number … Allen Crawford. He answered on the second ring.

      “Hey gal! Like minds thinking alike. I’m just about to pull into your lane.”

      “Great. I need you,” I said and ended the call.

      The sound of tires crunching on gravel drive and yard announced his arrival. I turned to see the familiar dark sedan rolling up the driveway. Detective Allen Crawford stepped out, his sharp eyes narrowed as he spotted me crouched over the bones in the orchard.

      “Maddie,” he called. With long strides, he hurried toward me. “What have you gotten into now?”

      I brushed dirt off my hands. “Pruning cherry trees,” I said.

      Allen crouched, took a pencil from his pocket, then poked at the bones uncovered in the soil beneath the tree. Shaking his head, his tone a mix of exasperation and concern, he asked, “How did you manage to find this?”

      “Good to see you too, Detective. Look, it’s not like I go looking for dead bodies, okay? Good gracious! They just … find me.” I pushed my blond hair behind my ears and tucked long strands back into the loose ponytail.

      He sighed, rubbing the back of his neck. “Stay put. I’ll call this in and get a forensic team out here.”

      As he walked back to his car, Grannie drifted closer, her face etched with worry. “You need to be careful, Maddie. Whoever this is, he’s been hidden a long time. People don’t bury secrets like this without a good reason.”

      “No kidding,” I muttered, staring down at the skeleton.

      By the time the forensic team arrived, the sun was dipping low on the horizon, casting long shadows across the yard. They worked quickly, carefully removing the remains while Allen took notes and asked questions.

      “Do you recognize anything about the skeleton?” he asked me at one point.

      “Allen, I found bones, not a driver’s license,” I said, exasperated. “But it’s old, right? Really old?”

      “Looks that way,” he admitted. “But we won’t know for sure until the lab runs some tests.”

      I nodded, trying to ignore the gnawing feeling in my gut. Grannie hadn’t said much since the team arrived, but I caught her staring at the skeleton with an intensity that made me uneasy.

      “What aren’t you telling me?” I whispered when Allen wasn’t looking.

      “Not yet,” she said, her voice barely audible. “I need to be sure.”

      “Sure of what?”

      Grannie didn’t answer. Instead, she vanished, leaving me with more questions than answers.

      Later that evening, after the forensics team had packed up and Allen had left with a promise to keep me updated, I sat at the kitchen table with Luke at my feet. Grannie reappeared, her expression solemn.

      “Spill,” I said, crossing my arms.

      She hesitated, her usually vibrant form dimmed by something I couldn’t quite place. “I think I know who that is,” she said finally.

      My heart skipped a beat. “Who?”

      “I’m afraid to say,” she whispered. “I need you to do some digging first. Go through the family records. Look for anything strange from the 1950s—disappearances, scandals, anything. If I’m right …” she trailed off, shaking her head.

      “If you’re right, what?” I pressed.

      “Then my fears will be confirmed and this is worse than I thought,” she said softly.

      I stared at her, a chill running down my spine. Whatever secrets were buried beneath the cherry trees, they weren’t going to stay hidden for long.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Spring Madness

        

      

    

    
      While my hands stayed busy, my mind kept replaying the bizarre discovery of a skeleton in the orchard. I chopped apple slices, cubed pineapple chunks, and rinsed off green grapes to add to the bowl of strawberry slices. Gently mixing the fruit together for a fresh fruit medley, I turned to Tom as he flipped omelets on the griddle. The delicious aroma of freshly baked corn muffins filled the room.

      “What are we going to do, Tom? How can I explain to our guests why a team of forensic investigators crawled through the cherry orchard yesterday? Good gracious! Why do things like this keep happening to me?” I didn’t mean to whine like a child as I voiced my fears, but that’s what I sounded like.

      Thomas Borden, wearing a long black bib-apron, continued cooking breakfast, standing next to me in the cheerful blue and white kitchen of the inn.

      “Don’t borrow troubles. Concentrate on serving our guests first,” Tom said in a calm voice. He was my rock.

      Tom wore dual hats of cook and maintenance man around the Magnolia Blossom. Although he lived down the road in his own house, he spent most of his day at the inn. I’d come to rely upon him like the older brother I never had. He even patiently taught me some cooking skills. Less than two years ago, I could barely boil water. But it was his gourmet treats that made our guests come back for more, not my basic endeavors.

      I sighed and laid down my paring knife. It was hard to believe almost two years had passed since I’d inherited the inn from my beloved grandmother, Polly Brooke. Tom and I had weathered the last months with more disasters and worries than I had ever expected. Somehow, we had hung on and turned the big 1800-era farmhouse bed-and-breakfast inn into a popular event venue.

      I had grown up on the farm. My father brought me here at age seven, after my mother died and he returned to his sea captain duties. It was the only home I’d ever known. My loving grandparents raised me. After Grandpop Charles passed away, Grannie converted the big southern house with its three floors into the Magnolia Blossom Inn for a source of income. Sitting on fifty acres of prime land in rural Clarkstown, the inn is near the gateway to the Skyline Drive and Shenandoah National Park. The farm included small orchards of both cherry and apple trees, a large barn, shed, and chicken coop. Within an easy commute to the city of Charlottesville, it was an ideal location for tourists wanting a quiet spot to stay but close enough to nearby historical attractions like Monticello or Michie Tavern.

      Our inn offered five bedrooms with private baths for guests, each uniquely decorated. Two bedrooms on the third floor with a single bath were for the owners. I shared the third floor with my live-in housekeeper, Sally Rawlins. A formal dining room boasted an antique mahogany table and Chippendale chairs to accommodate a dozen diners. The polished sideboard buffet against one wall held a gleaming silver tea service, while a tall grandfather clock chimed in the corner. A pair of swinging doors separated the kitchen and dining room. Down the hall, bookshelves lined the knotty-pine paneling of the small study. A pair of comfortable chairs faced a small desk in the study where I took care of the inn business.

      We encouraged our guests to enjoy the wide veranda that wrapped around the outside of the house, one of my favorite places. Comfortable rocking chairs and swings begged folks to sit a spell and enjoy the gentle breezes carrying the sweet fragrances of magnolia blossoms and wildflowers. Guests also relaxed in the cozy living room that reflected Grannie’s Scottish heritage with the colors of her clan’s tartan. The comfy stuffed sofa, upholstered in a vibrant tartan plaid of navy blue, yellow, and hunter green, faced a wide brick hearth. In the winter months, a blazing fire warmed the room. The mantle held a cobalt blue vase filled with Grannie’s favorite wildflowers. Polly had chosen the solid red color for two wing back side chairs and a coordinating sunny yellow woven fabric for draperies flanked the wide bay window. A third side chair also wore the plaid fabric. I hadn’t changed a thing in the house since she passed. Framed paintings of the Virginia countryside hung on the walls of both dining and living rooms. The country décor oozed southern hospitality and welcomed travelers staying at the Magnolia Blossom Inn.

      As I carried the bowl of fruit salad into the dining room, I reflected on all that we had accomplished in the past year. My friend Lionel, a computer wizard that works in cyber security at the African-American Heritage Center in Charlottesville, had improved our old web site. His attractive designs and user friendly screens kept our reservations booked. We rarely had a vacant room in the inn, while the renovated barn provided extra income as a party venue. Of course, Magnolia Blossom was more than an inn; it was still a farm that required daily chores. I tended the animals, fed the chickens, and collected fresh eggs daily on the farm. Sometimes I had to prune trees and harvest the cherries or apples from our orchards.

      Despite all its work, the farm and inn provided a good life for me. Who could deny living in a more inspirational location? The scenery was breathtaking at any time of the year—spring, summer, winter, or fall. The rich land fueled my imagination of the amazing people who had come before me to live among these rolling hills. Knowing my own family had sunk roots in this land back in 1830 gave me a satisfying sense of permanence.

      It’s probably why I had studied American history at UVA and majored in the colonial and civil war periods. Everything about the house, its architecture and history, spoke to me. When I inherited the inn and farm, I had pledged to honor my grandparents’ legacy and keep it a thriving concern. Now, I took pleasure in sharing my historical knowledge with my guests at the inn and pointed them in the directions of exploring historical landmarks within the surrounding countryside.

      Hearing footsteps on the stairs interrupted my musing and focused my mind on the matter at hand. I smiled and greeted the inn’s guests as they entered the dining room.

      “Good morning! Did y’all sleep okay?”

      “Yes, máam,” replied Carter Smith. He was a shy, single man in his thirties, booked for the long weekend. He didn’t say much and kept to himself during the day.

      “Yes, thank you,” Thelma Graham replied. Her husband Arthur held her chair for her. She smiled gratefully at him before looking at the spread of food arranged on the table.

      “Looks delicious,” Arthur Graham said.

      The Graham family hailed from Ohio. Retired school teachers, they enjoyed exploring the presidential historic homes to impress their sons on the history of the region.

      Their two boys slipped into chairs across from them. Sleepy faces perked up when they tasted the fresh orange juice and spooned a heaping amount of fruit into a bowl.

      “Tom has prepared omelets for y’all as well this morning. Help yourself to the muffins and fruit while I get your eggs.”

      I slipped into the kitchen and picked up the tray of plated omelets, still hot from the griddle. Pushing the swinging door open with my hip, I hurried back into the dining room to serve the hot entrée. My other customers met me as I made my way around the table.

      “Morning,” greeted Mark Abernathy in his deep baritone voice.

      “Um, good morning everyone,” added his wife Priscilla in a more timid voice. She ushered in her two daughters as they quickly found seats at the table.

      “Help yourselves to the fruit and muffins, folks. I’ll be right back with more omelets and Sally will pour brewed coffee to get you started. Would anyone prefer hot tea this morning?”

      Priscilla raised her hand to indicate tea. I nodded and left.

      “Everybody’s downstairs. We’ll need four more omelets, Tom.”

      “Coming right up.” Tom expertly poured the whisked egg mixture into the pan, flipping the omelet when it was ready.

      Sally bustled into the kitchen, added boiling hot water to a carafe then carried it and the box of tea selections back to the dining room for Mrs. Abernathy. I started a second pot of coffee then balanced the tray of plates to serve the next set of guests. Our morning ballet performed once again in a smooth coordination, thanks to Tom’s excellent timing.

      Sally and I gave our diners time to eat before making the rounds refilling coffee cups. Polite conversation around the table seemed to center on which presidential home offered more attractions or which place included activities for children. Each family discussed their plans for the day’s outing.

      The conversation switched as I began to clear empty plates.

      “What was going on in the orchard yesterday?” Mark Abernathy asked. His loud voice overrode all others in the room and I imagined it could be heard halfway down the road.

      “Oh, um, the Charlottesville police department collected some old bones uncovered in the orchard. Nothing to worry about. Places like this are always stumbling across historical artifacts or bones.” I hoped they accepted my explanation. It’s true ancient artifacts were unearthed all the time; who was I to say these bones weren’t a hundred years old or more? They could be.

      The boys’ interest was piqued. “Cool! Do you ever find any bullets and stuff from the Civil War?”

      “Yes, we have. There were battles in this part of Virginia so it’s not unusual. Last year, a few Confederate gold coins were found. You can see them on display at the American Civil War Museum in Richmond.”

      “Wow! That’s radical,” exclaimed the Graham’s oldest son.

      I nodded at the boy as I caught sight of Sally, shuddering slightly at the memories those gold coins evoked. I hated reminding her of that traumatic experience.

      I laid my hand on Sally’s arm as we both returned to the kitchen. “You okay?”

      She took a deep breath and visibly relaxed. “Mm-hmm. I’m all right. Sometimes I feel like I’m still lost in that dark tunnel.”

      “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have brought up the subject of those coins. I was trying to divert the boys’ attention off the skeleton. I didn’t think. Please forgive me.”

      “Don’t worry about it. As they say, ancient history,” Sally said as she loaded the dishwasher. “I’ll get after those bedrooms as soon as those folks leave for the day. You said they were all staying until Monday, right?”

      “Yes. Thanks Sally.” I watched her hurry out of the kitchen, duster in hand, heading to the living room.

      “Poor kid. She’s still struggling with her memories. It will take time, but she’ll put it behind her,” Grannie said as she floated above me.

      “I hope so. I wouldn’t want to lose her. Any thoughts you want to share with me as to who was buried in the orchard?”

      “No. I told you, do your thing … research history of the farm and residents from the 1950s. I’ll try to confirm what you find.”

      “All right Grannie. Have it your way, you usually do,” I replied as she faded into the still air.

      Walking outside, I stood on the back porch and paused to breathe in the sweet air fragranced with a hint of hyacinth. It promised to be another sunny spring day. The air felt so alive, as if winter winds had swept clean all pollutants and welcomed the new year with a fresh start. Spring … new beginnings, trees budded, and flowers popped their heads up through the thawed ground.

      Prissy greeted me as I headed toward the shed to feed her. Three tiny kittens meowed, curled into balls of soft fluff. Prissy gave each one a grooming lick, before drinking her bowl of milk and crunching on a bowl of kibble. I watched her as she lay on her side and allowed the hungry kittens to cuddle close and nurse. New life. New beginnings. I smiled and wondered what tomcat in the neighborhood fathered this latest litter.

      Grabbing a bag of feed from the shed, I made my way toward the chicken coop. Our rooster strutted proudly around the yard, lording it over his flock of hens. Who was he kidding? The hens really ruled the roost. I tossed a handful of feed into the pen and watched all the chickens scurry toward it, vacating their nests. I entered the outside door of the coop and quickly retrieved the eggs among the straw nests, filling my small basket that hung on my arm. I had learned from past mistakes to feed the hens first, rather than risk getting pecked while stealing their eggs out from under them. A much less traumatic experience for both of us.

      Tom met me outside the coop and I turned over the basket of eggs to him then entered the barn to prepare for the next day’s luncheon. Tables and chairs sat ready for their white linen cloths and Easter decorations. Tom had swept the floor earlier and as I surveyed the barn interior, all looked clean and ready for guests. I draped a long rectangular tablecloth over the buffet table. A tall vase stood ready in the center of the table. After adding the round cloths to the guest tables, I tied pastel green and buttery yellow sashes onto the backs of the chairs, finishing with an enormous bow. When we used the barn as a wedding venue, the chairs usually wore a slipcover in the bride’s chosen color theme. For the Easter luncheon, I left the seats bare and only covered the chair backs. All was ready except the last minute cut fresh flowers for centerpieces.

      I had just finished the tables when I heard a car entering the yard. Standing in the barn entrance, I waved to Lily and Lionel as they parked in the side lot.

      “Hey y’all. Thanks for coming out.”

      “Everything looks so pretty,” Lily said as she walked about the barn. “I love those bows on the chairs.”

      Lily Chung was my former roommate at UVA. An inspiring diagnostician, Lily was an ER physician at the UVA Medical Center. Although our careers took different paths, we remained close friends.

      Lionel sashayed up to me and gave me a brief hug.

      “We ready to do this?” he asked.

      “All set. When we’re done, we can treat ourselves to some chilled daiquiris and snacks on the
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