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Author’s notes

Key to History is a companion series to Hull Crossing Chronicles and is intended for readers of all ages who dream of visiting the past.

For more information about the research behind the books or to share your own stories, see www.denisedevriesauthor.wordpress.com.

Hull Crossing is an imaginary town full of fictional characters and situations. Although not based on reality, they are inspired by my research on the history of the Middle Peninsula and Northern Neck of Virginia.

Characters

Olivia Melissa Brown – Narrator, age nine. Olivia has light brown eyes and dark blonde hair; she prefers reading to any physical activity and considers herself awkward.

Aiden Glenn Brown – Olivia’s brother, age eleven. Dark-haired with light blue eyes., Aiden is popular at school and likes sports and video games. He says he’s a city kid and not interested in nature.

Virginia Grace Temple - Olivia’s cousin Ginger is almost thirteen and dreads middle school. She has brown eyes and has dyed her brown hair red. Her favorite activity is dance.

Jacob Peter Temple –Ginger’s younger brother Jake is ten. He is an excellent soccer player and dislikes sitting still. The summer in Hull Crossing is revealing his many hidden talents.

Lila May Thompson – Born in 1945, Aunt Lila, as the four cousins call her, is an artist and dancer. She has invited them all to spend the summer at her Victorian home on the Rappahannock River. 
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Chapter One
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After spending another morning in 1910, my brother Aiden and cousin Jake started complaining. “I’m tired of going to the same year every day. I wish we could go somewhen else.” Jake said.

Aiden went on, “Everything’s boring here. We’re miles from the nearest neighbors, and I miss my friends. Why can’t I go back home to Arlington?” He glared at me. “I’m old enough to take care of myself even if you aren’t.”

“You don’t need to always remind me how much younger I am!”

Jake’s older sister Ginger made a time-out sign with her hands. “Did you guys forget something? We just spent the morning crabbing on a dock 99 years in the past!”

At the beginning of summer, Aunt Lila had given me a skeleton key that opened doors to the past. We had gone through a plantation door to the 1700s, visited schools in the 1940s and 1960s and attended a church picnic after World War II. And that was just in one week.

“So what? We do that practically every day!” Aiden kicked at the driveway gravel.

Ginger put her hands on her hips. “If you boys don’t like it, you don’t have to go with us from now on.”

“But we promised we’d always go together!” I reminded her. “We need to find a fair way to work this out.”

“What’ll we do, something babyish like ‘rock, paper, scissors?’” Aiden dug in his pocket. “Flip a coin?”

“Being fair isn’t babyish!” I felt a lump in my throat and looked away.

Fortunately, Aunt Lila called us before the argument got worse. “Everybody in the kitchen for a family meeting.”

Jake ran in and asked, “Are we in trouble?”

Ginger glared at him as she took a seat at the table. “We’s a lot of people.”

“What does that mean?” I sat next to her. 

“It’s something my Colombian grandma says. It means something like, ‘don’t include me in your business’.”

Aiden sat across from me, bumping my feet with his under the table. 

Is he trying to make me mad, I wondered, or is it because his shoes are the size of a kayak?

Aunt Lila pulled herself up onto the kitchen counter with her arms and sat swinging her bare feet. She may be in her seventies, but she’s in better shape than I am at nine. “Nobody’s in trouble. Our summer together is halfway over, and I thought we might do something special.”

Jake raised his hand, pumped his arm, and blurted, “Go for ice cream!”

Aunt Lila continued, “David and Emilia are going to meet us this weekend at Westmoreland State Park to spend two nights with you in a cabin. If I remember right, you’ll be able to get ice cream nearby.”

Aiden and I smiled at each other for the first time that day. We’d get to see our parents!

Our cousins made “that’s nice” noises, but I knew they were sorry their parents weren’t coming.

Aunt Lila said, “Ginger and Jake, if you like it there, you can take your parents when they come from Florida to pick you up in August.”  She looked at her watch. “My friend Rosemary Bauer will be here for lunch in a few minutes. Go wash up.” 

After I washed my hands, I followed the delicious smell of homemade bread to where Ms. Bauer stood cutting thick slices. “I hope you children like this. I remember you enjoyed my muffins last time.”

Ms. Bauer was the grandmotherly type who asked us all the usual questions that adults usually ask. That kept the conversation going during lunch. Our answers were different now than they would have been at the beginning of summer. We all knew what we wanted to do when we grew up except for Jake, who couldn't decide whether he preferred acting or science.

After lunch, Ms. Bauer drove away in Aunt Lila’s little car, leaving her van for us to use. 

It was my turn to clear the table and load the dishwasher, so I got started. 

Jake said, “I’ll take the kitchen trash out.”

“The big garbage can is still out at the end of the driveway. Could you please bring it back?” Aunt Lila asked.

Ginger said, “Come right back. We need to decide where to visit on the way to Westmoreland State Park.” 

Aiden got some maps and he and Ginger spread them out on the dining room table while I finished in the kitchen.

When Jake came back, we all stood around the map on the dining room table.

Aunt Lila said, “I’ve found a haunted plantation where we can spend the first night. We’ll stay in a cottage at a Colonial Beach B&B on the second night. You children are in charge of setting an itinerary for Thursday and Friday.”

Ginger got out her phone. “Where is the plantation?” She started typing into the mapping program.

“It’s called Belle Grove, and it’s on this side of the Rappahannock.” Aunt Lila found the place on the paper map and circled it. “You could check for places between Tappahannock and there for the first day.”

“Did Uncle Nelson agree to let Jake and Ginger go on the ghost tour?” I asked.

“Yes, why wouldn’t he?” Aunt Lila asked.

“We aren’t allowed to read books about vampires and the occult,” Ginger said.

“He and May checked the tour yesterday and said you’re all old enough to understand that they’re just stories.” 

“Not Olivia, she’s scared of everything,” Aiden said. 

I clenched my teeth and my fists, trying not to show that I was afraid to go. 

“What a scaredy cat,” Jake said.

Ginger cleared her throat. I thought she was going to defend me, but she just changed the subject. “Let’s make a list of places to visit.”

Not even Aunt Lila stood up for me. “I’ll leave you to it. “I want to get together some art supplies so I can sketch while we’re at the plantation.” She headed off to her studio in the other part of the house.

Aiden held up his tablet. “Look at this great old motel in Colonial Beach. I’d like to see that in person.” He showed us a turquoise and red building with a round tower at one end. “It’s too bad we can’t figure out exactly what year it will be,” Aiden said.

“We can wear our costumes in layers,” Ginger said. “You guys have it easy not having to worry about skirt length.” 

“I saw an old fringe vest in the attic last time we were up there,” I said. “Maybe we could find a building from the 1960s or 70s.”

Jake asked, “Wasn’t the northern section of that one building at St. Margaret’s added in the early 70s?”

We all stared at him.

“You know, the one we went to last month and put out a fire? Only at the other end.”

Aiden said, “I remember the building, but are you sure they built the other wing in the 70s?”

“Yeah, it said so on the walking tour map.” He opened the refrigerator and stood staring. “Did we finish the lemonade?”

“It’s behind the milk,” I said. Jake might have a photographic memory, but I’m the one who remembers where the food is.

Aunt Lila came back in carrying a bag and a folding easel. “If I pick you up in Montross on Sunday, we could go through Warsaw and see more places in Richmond County.”

Ginger and Aiden started looking for other places to stop on the visit. 

For the next few days, we spent our time researching our destinations or trying to stay cool by swimming under the dock. I couldn’t quite manage the crawl, but my breaststroke had improved a lot since June. I still ran out of breath fast though. Mom and Dad always said I needed more exercise, but I had been getting a lot at Aunt Lila’s. We practiced Tai Chi every morning, I ran around with the other kids all day, and Ginger and I took Modern Dance on Tuesdays and Thursdays at the Main Street studio. All that really cut into my reading time.

Ginger and I put our regular clothes in our backpacks and packed all the historic clothes in two different suitcases. The boys had a little Samsonite case, and Ginger and I used a huge military duffle bag. “We could never have gotten all this in Aunt Lila’s car,” I said.

I had some trouble falling asleep that night, trying to imagine what we would see at the plantation. I woke up at the same time as usual but was half asleep when I went to practice Tai Chi with Aunt Lila. When we came back in for our showers, Ginger, her hair still wet, took some crescent roles from the oven. “The boys are up and are getting ready.”

“That smells good. I’ll scramble some eggs,” Aunt Lila said. “Olivia, try to eat some, because you need the protein.”

Everyone knows I don’t like eggs, but I try to eat them when they’re served. “Aiden thinks I have a fear of eggs.”

“Like Alfred Hitchcock?”

“Who’s that?”

Aunt Lila got out some spinach and tomatoes and started chopping. “He directed suspense movies.”

“Then we don’t have much in common. I hate suspense. Why would anyone want to be afraid on purpose?”

We ended up eating in shifts, but we were all ready at the agreed time. Our suitcases were already in the trunk of Ms. Bauer’s car. To avoid arguments, we’d agreed that I would sit in the front until we got to route 17, and after that we’d take turns in reverse alphabetical order. 

At Dunnville, Jake and I traded places, and I went to sit between Aiden and Ginger, who whispered, “Thank goodness, no more sharp elbows and knees poking me.” 

Aunt Lila passed around bottles of water. “Next stop, Vauter’s Episcopal Church.”
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Chapter Two
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“Aunt Lila, what will you do while we’re exploring?” Jake asked. The key had stopped working for her when she was in her twenties.

“I’ll take photos or do some sketching. I’ve never been to Vauter’s Church. What did you find out about it?”

Ginger answered. “The current building dates back to 1731 and the brick glebe house at Cloverfield farm may be the oldest one standing in the US.”

Aiden went on, “The minister Robert Rose lived there with his family.”

“Somebody renovated in 1886, but either way, we’ll need our long skirts,” Ginger told me.

When we arrived at the church, Jake ran all around the two-story brick glebe house. “There are just openings where the doors should be, so we can’t use the key.” 

“We’ll have better luck with the church,” Aiden said.

We put our time-traveling clothes on over our shorts and T-shirts and turned toward the church. “It looks like it has a face!” I pointed. The two upper windows resembled eyes over the yawning mouth of the door.

Aunt Lila stopped to take a photo. “It seems friendly, doesn’t it?” She called to Jake. “Don’t go in yet. I want to take a picture of all of you in front of the door.”

After we posed, Ginger said, “Come here, Aunt Lila, I’ll take a selfie of us.”

Inside, the cool, dark building smelled like candles and books. The pews were Colonial style stalls with doors. The pews, the frames of the tall arched windows and all the woodwork were painted in a beautiful turquoise color. 

Aunt Lila sat in a pew. “I think I’ll stay in here for a while, then I’ll go take some photos outside. Can we meet at the car in about 30 minutes?” 

We went out the front door. “Should use the key here?” Aiden asked.

Ginger said, “That would be fine if nobody’s around, but what if Thursday was a busy day at the church?”

Jake said, “I’ll go look for another door in the ....” We didn’t hear the rest because he had already headed around the corner.

Ginger sighed. “Mr. Speedy. Dad says he may outgrow it.” 

“That’s what our parents say about Olivia’s scaredy-ness.” Aiden looked at me, and I pretended not to hear him. 

We all walked in the direction Jake had gone. I had to hold my skirt up so it wouldn’t drag on the ground.  Aiden ran ahead to look around the next corner, then waved us on.

Jake jumped up and down at a back door. “It has the right kind of lock.”

I checked my watch again. “We have twenty-five minutes.” We all linked arms, I put the key in the lock, and the shaking began. 

Ginger pulled me inside. “Let’s see in here before we look around outside.”

We were in a sort of hallway with a coat rack. It smelled like the liquid my parents used to polish the wooden floors. 

Jake opened another door. “This leads to the pulpit.” His whisper was louder than normal talking. 

I knew we were in the sanctuary because it smelled the same, but the light was dim. “Are there fewer windows or do they have shutters?” I headed toward where I thought the nearest window would be.

Something clattered on the other side of the sanctuary. I think I squealed, and Ginger jumped slightly.

“What do ye here?” came a voice from behind us. We turned around. A bald head gleamed in the shadows, but I couldn’t see the face. He bent down to pick up something. 

Ginger and I grabbed each other for courage.

“Hello,” Jake said, and began walking toward the voice. “Just visiting.”

“Uh oh,” Aiden whispered, “We didn’t study Old English.”

Ginger murmured, “We’d better not say too much.”

“We were all right with Mr. Hughlett, remember?” 

“The Colonial innkeeper we met in Heathsville last month?”

Jake continued walking toward the man and said, “...from Florida. We wanted to see the church.”

We all joined Jake. The man was mostly bald but had a full gray beard and a fringe of hair tied back in a ponytail. A toothless smile spread across his face. He bowed. “Joshua Yates, sexton.” 

Ginger introduced us, using the most formal versions of our names. “Is the Reverend Robert Rose the rector here?”

“Aye, but his travels take him across all Virginia from the bay to the mountains. Come and see our fine pulpit.”

Mr. Yates led us to where the preacher would stand high above the congregation on Sundays. The pulpit and altar were the same as in the present, except that the wood was a natural, gleaming brown standing out against the whitewashed walls.

“This wood is beautiful,” Aiden said.

“Aye, we’ve a wealth of wood here, and the finest craftsmen to work it.”

“Is there music on Sundays? Ginger asked.

“Aye, we sing unaccompanied, the cost of an organ being yet beyond our means. Still, is it not the finest church in the land?”

“Yes sir,” Jake said. “I’ve never seen anything like it in Florida.”

“I must finish my work now,” Mr. Yates said, motioning with his broom.

“Have a good day,” Aiden said, and began walking toward the front door.

The rest of us followed him. When we got outside, he said, “We can look around out here and then go to the back door.”
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