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Frame One
The envelope was on the floor inside the door, and it had been pushed under it, and there was snow on the corner of it.

Wren picked it up with two fingers and turned it over. Kraft paper, nine by twelve, no address, no stamp, no return. The flap had been tucked and not sealed, and the corner where the snow had melted was going soft.

She stood in the doorway with the key still in her hand and the cold coming past her into the room.

Six weeks. That was how long she had been coming in at twenty to nine, unlocking the back door because the front one stuck in January, putting the lights on in the order she had put them on for eleven years, and filling the kettle. Six weeks of that, and she had not once said out loud what it was, and he had not once asked.

The office had two desks and a radiator and a window that faced the back of the hardware store, and in January the window was a gray rectangle with a light in it by nine o'clock. She put the envelope on her own desk, on the corner, and did not open it, and went and filled the kettle.

Then she came back and opened it.

Inside was one sheet of paper, photocopied, folded in thirds. She unfolded it on the desk and put her hand flat on it to keep it from curling and read the top.

HOLLOW COUNTY SHERIFF'S OFFICE

EVIDENCE INVENTORY -- CASE 19-0603

LOCATION: 41 MAIN STREET EXTENSION

DATE OF INCIDENT: 06/03/2019

She stopped there, because she knew the number. She had known the number before she read it, the way a person knows a telephone number from a town they lived in for one year.

The photocopy was good. The machine that made it had been set a little too light, so the printed lines came out gray instead of black, but everything was legible.

Item 1. One (1) pair of women's shoes, brown leather, size 8, recovered from second floor landing.

Item 2. One (2) cellular telephone, screen fractured, recovered from second floor bathroom floor.

Item 3. Photographic evidence: 2 rolls, 35mm, black and white, exposed, submitted by county forensic photographer.

Two rolls.

She read that line four times and then she turned the page over, because there was nothing on the back, and then she turned it back, because turning it over had been a thing to do with her hands.

The rest of the inventory ran to eleven items. A section of drywall. A box of sixteen-penny nails. A canvas tool bag. A sample of insulation, approximately four inches square, removed by the decedent. A pair of latex gloves, unused, in packaging. Two articles of clothing. A paper coffee cup. And at the bottom, under the signature block, a line in a different typeface that had been added later:

DISPOSITION: released to county evidence room, 06/05/2019.

The signature block had three lines. The first two were Collected by and Received by, and both of them were empty, and the emptiness was the printed kind that a form leaves when nobody has written on it.

The third line was Submitted by: W. Harper, Forensic Photographer, Hollow County.

And under that, in blue ballpoint, in a hand that she had been looking at in mirrors and on forms and on the backs of checks for forty-two years, her own name.

She put the paper down.

Then she picked it up again and carried it to the window, because the light over her desk was a desk lamp and the light at the window was better in the morning, and she held it up and read the signature block again.

W. Harper.

The W was two Vs that did not quite meet at the bottom. The H had a crossbar that started a quarter inch to the left of the left upright, because she had learned to write it that way in the ninth grade and had never stopped. The r ran into the p without a lift.

It was hers.

She had known it was hers from the first line. She had known it before she turned the paper over. She had known it standing in the doorway with the key in her hand and the snow melting on the corner of the envelope.

She sat down at her desk and put both hands around the mug and did not drink.

The radiator knocked twice and settled.

At nine forty the door at the top of the stairs opened and Nate Cole came in with his coat on and a paper bag in his hand, and he stopped two steps inside the room the way he had stopped every morning for six weeks, which was the way a man stops when he is checking whether the room is still the way he left it.

"Coffee," he said. "The machine at the gas station is working again."

"I made coffee."

"I know. I brought coffee." He put the bag on the corner of her desk, which was where he had been putting it since the third week of December, and then he saw the sheet of paper and he did not touch it. "What is that."

"An evidence inventory."

"Whose."

"Mine." She turned it around so it faced him. "Case nineteen dash oh six oh three. The Greer house on Main Street Extension. June third, 2019."

He read it standing up, with his coat still on, and she watched him get to the third item and stop, and she watched him go back to the top and read it again from the beginning, which was the thing he did with any document and which she had watched him do perhaps four hundred times.

"Two rolls," he said.

"Two rolls."

"And the bag had one."

"The bag had one." She took her hands off the mug. "I know because I have seen the bag. I have seen it four times. It is in the county evidence room in a box with a number on it and it has one canister in it and the canister has a paper label with my handwriting on it."

Nate took his coat off and hung it on the hook and sat down at his own desk, which was by the window, and turned his chair so he was facing her.

"Who brought this."

"It was under the door."

"Under the door."

"With snow on it. Somebody walked up the stairs and pushed it under and walked back down. That was some time between six last night and twenty to nine this morning, because I swept the stairs at six."

He went back to the sheet.

"Martin Eskridge," he said.

"I did not say that."

"You did not have to. There is one man in this county who has been counting two rolls of film for ten years." He picked up the paper by the corner and held it at arm's length. "He was released in 2022. He has been in Coxsackie since. He works for a landscaper."

"I know where he lives. I looked him up in November."

"You looked him up in November."

"I look him up every November." She said it without any weight in it. "Since 2022. It takes nine minutes. I find out whether he is still in the county and then I close the window."

Nate put the paper down.

The radiator knocked again. Outside, a plow went up Main with its blade up and the sound of it came through the window and went away.

"Say the thing you have not said," he said.

"I have not said anything."

"You have said four sentences about a box in an evidence room and you have not said the thing that is in your mouth."

She looked at the sheet of paper on the desk between them.

"The signature is mine," she said. "I wrote two rolls on a county form in June of 2019 and I signed my name under it and I put it in a file, and somewhere between that afternoon and the fifth of June one of those rolls stopped existing as far as the record was concerned, and I do not know which one, and I do not know whether I knew."

"You do not know whether you knew."

"I do not know whether I knew." She picked up the mug and put it down. "That is the sentence. That is the whole of it. I have been sitting here for twenty minutes with that sentence and it does not get any smaller."

Nate sat back.

"There is a thing I want to say," he said, "and I want to say it before we start, because after we start it will be a thing said in the middle of a case and it will not count."

"Say it."

"Six weeks ago you started coming in at twenty to nine." He put his hands on his knees. "You did not say you were coming back. You did not say you were staying. You unlocked the back door and filled the kettle and put the lights on in the order you put them on for eleven years, and I have not asked you a single question about it, because I decided in December that I was not going to be a man who asks."

"I noticed."

"You noticed." He nodded. "So here is the thing. Whatever is in that envelope, it is yours. Not mine. Not the office. It is a document with your name on it about a morning you worked, and if you want to take it home and put it in a drawer I will drive you home and I will not say one word about it for the rest of my life."

She sat with her hands in her lap.

"And if I do not want to put it in a drawer," she said.

"Then we do it the way we did the tower." He stood up and went to the window. "Except that the tower had a dead man in it from 1991 and this one has a dead woman in it from 2019 and a living man who spent three years in state prison for something he may not have done, and there is a difference between those two things that I want you to hear me say out loud."

"Which is."

"On the tower, the record was wrong and nobody had paid for it. Here the record is wrong and a man has already paid." He turned around. "That is worse. I want that on the table before we start, because if we get to the end of this and it turns out the record was right, then we will have spent four months telling a man his three years did not happen for nothing."

She stood up.

"I am going to the evidence room," she said.

"Now."

"Now. Before the box gets moved or the county decides it needs the shelf." She took her coat off the hook. "And I want you to do something else."

"Name it."

"The receipt. The one for the two rolls. If the lab logged them in, there is a chain of custody sheet with a time on it and a signature on it, and if the sheet says one roll, then the second roll never left that house and it is still in the box, and if the sheet says two rolls, then it left and somebody decided not to develop it." She got her bag. "I want to know which."

Nate was already reaching for his coat.

"There is one more thing," he said.

"What."

"The envelope. It came under the door, which means the man who brought it did not knock." He held the door for her. "A man who has been counting two rolls for ten years does not push it under the door and walk away. He knocks. He stands there. He wants to watch somebody read it."

She stopped on the landing.

"Unless he does not want to be seen standing in the hallway of a private investigator's office," she said.

"Unless that."

"Or unless it was not him."

Nate pulled the door shut and the bell rang once and stopped.

"Or unless it was not him," he said. "Which is the reason we are going to the evidence room at nine fifty in the morning on a Tuesday in January instead of talking about it."


Frame Two
The evidence room was in the sub-basement of the sheriff's office, down a stairwell with a handrail that had been painted so many times the paint had closed the gap between the rail and the wall.

Wren had been in it four times in nine years and every time the air was the same: cold, dry, and slightly sweet, the way a basement smells when somebody has been running a dehumidifier in it since 1998.

The clerk was a civilian named Boyce, sixty or so, with reading glasses on a chain and a cardigan under her county polo shirt. She had a logbook open on the counter and a pen on a string.

"Case number."

"Nineteen dash oh six oh three."

Boyce wrote it down. Then her eyes went to the shelf numbers over Wren's shoulder, the way people do when they already know where a thing is and are deciding whether to make a trip.

"That one is in the far room. Third row, bottom. It has been in the far room since the flood in the annex."

"I know where it has been." Wren put her county identification on the counter. "I am the one who signed it in."

Boyce read the identification, then the logbook, then the identification again.

"You are the photographer."

"I was."

"You are the one who signed the sheet."

"I am the one who signed the sheet."

Boyce wrote the time in the log, 10:04, and turned the book around and pushed it across, and Wren signed, and the pen on the string swung and hit the counter twice.



The far room had a light on a pull chain and a fan in the wall that turned over every forty seconds.

Box 19-0603 was cardboard, twelve by eighteen, taped across the top with packing tape that had gone amber. The label on the end was printed by a machine and had a barcode and the case number and the date of incident, and under the date, in a different hand, in pencil, somebody had written GREER.

She put on gloves before she touched it. That was habit and not caution; nothing in the box was going to hurt her hands.

She lifted it off the shelf and put it on the folding table and stood back from it and considered it for a moment, because there was a thing she wanted to do before she opened it, and the thing was to photograph the box the way she would have photographed it in 2019.

She had brought her own camera. Not the county body, which had been reissued twice since, but her own, the one she had bought in 2021 with her father's money, a small black body with a fixed lens that fit in the pocket of her coat. She turned it on and the lens came out and she shot four frames of the box on the table: the end label, the tape, the shelf it had come off, and the whole of it from where she stood.

Four frames. She heard herself counting them and stopped.

The tape came up with a sound like a bandage.

Inside there were three things and a quantity of air. A brown paper bag sealed with evidence tape that had been initialled and dated in June of 2019. A manila envelope with a photograph of a shoe in it. And a plastic sleeve with a square of insulation in it, four inches by four, gray fiberglass with a foil face.

She took the bag out and held it flat on her palm.

The evidence tape ran over the fold of the bag and down both sides, and the initials on it were WH, and the date was 6-3-19.

She turned the bag over.

Inside was one metal canister, thirty-five millimeter, the size of a small soup can, with a gray plastic lid. It had a paper label on it, the kind that comes on a roll, and the label had been written on with a fine marker in a hand that she knew as well as she knew her own face in a mirror.

19-0603

1 of 2

WH

She held it up to the light and turned it. The label was on the side, and it was written straight, and the 2 in 1 of 2 was the way she made a 2, with the loop at the bottom left open because she had never been able to close it.

She looked in the bag again.

She put her hand in the bag and ran it around the inside of the paper, corner to corner, and there was nothing in it but the canister.

Then she stood there in the far room with the fan turning over and the canister in her gloved hand, and she did the arithmetic that she had been refusing to do since twenty to nine that morning.

There was one canister. The canister said one of two. The sheet said two rolls. Somebody had written both of those things, on the same afternoon, nine years ago, and the somebody had been her.



She was at her desk at twenty past three with the canister in a clear plastic box beside the pencil jar, and she had not opened it, and she had not decided whether she was going to.

The light outside was going. In January it went at half past four and it went all at once, like a switch, and by three thirty the window over Nate's desk was the color of a nickel.

Nate had gone out at two to talk to a man about a tenant and had not come back.

At twenty to four the bell on the door rang.

She looked up.

He was on the landing. Not in the room. One step down from the threshold, so that his head was level with the glass in the top half of the door and his shoulders were below it, and he had the collar of his coat turned up and a brown knit cap in both hands.

He was a big man gone soft through the middle, forty-six or so, with a gray beard that had been trimmed recently and badly. His coat was a work coat, navy, with the name of a landscaping company embroidered over the pocket in yellow, and there was salt dried white on the toes of his boots.

She knew him at once. She had been looking him up every November for six years, and she had never once been in the same room with him.

"Mr. Eskridge."

He did not move.

"I am not coming in," he said.

"That is all right."

"I want to say that first. I am not coming in."

"That is all right," she said again. "You can stand there."

He turned the cap over in his hands. It was the kind of thing a man does with a cap when he has been holding it for a while and has run out of things to do with it.

"I came up this morning," he said. "About half past eight."

She sat still.

"There was a thing on the floor inside your door. An envelope. Brown. I could see it through the glass." He studied the floor of the landing, the place where the envelope had been. "I went back down."

"You did not knock."

"No."

"Why not."

He thought about it. He was not a man who was quick, and he was not a man who pretended to be quick, and she found that she was prepared to wait for him as long as he needed.

"Because I have knocked on a lot of doors," he said.



She got up and took the copy of the inventory off her desk and came around and held it out through the doorway.

He did not take it.

"It is a copy," she said. "You can have it."

"I have one."

"You have one."

"I have had one since 2019." He read her face, then the sheet in her hand. "Mine is in the truck. It has been in the truck since I got out. It is in a folder with the prints."

She lowered her hand.

"Twenty-two prints," she said.

He blinked.

"Twenty-two," he said. "How do you know that."

"Because I made them. Because I know how many there were." She stepped back into the room and put the sheet down on the desk. "Come in and sit down, Mr. Eskridge."

"I am not coming in."

"Then stand there and I will stand here."

She came back to the doorway and stood in it, and the cold came up the stairs past him and moved around her ankles.

His attention went to the plastic box on her desk. From where he stood he could see the canister in it.

"Is that it," he said.

"That is one of them."

"One of them."

"There were two rolls. The bag has one canister in it. The canister has a label on it in my handwriting that says one of two." She said it without any hurry, because there was no way to say it that was not terrible and hurrying would only make it worse. "There is no second canister in the box. There is no second canister in the county. I have spent five hours this morning establishing that and I am as sure of it as I am of anything."

He stood on the step with the cap in his hands.

"Did you know," he said.

"No."

"Did you know," he said again, and it was not the same sentence the second time. The first one had been a question about a fact. The second one was about her.

"I do not know," she said. "That is the true answer and it is the only one I have. I signed a form that said two rolls. I labeled a canister one of two. And somewhere in the two days after that, the second one stopped being in the box, and I do not have a memory of it, and I have been sitting with that since twenty to nine this morning."

He nodded slowly, three or four times, the way a man nods when he is putting a thing down that he has been carrying.

"That is more than I got in three years," he said.



"Mr. Eskridge."

"I am not here about money."

"I did not say you were."

"Everybody says I should be. My sister says it. The man at the reentry office says it. He says there is a case, he says there is a lawyer in Albany who does this." He put the cap on his head and then took it off again. "I do not want money. I want to know what happened in that house. That is all of it. I have wanted to know what happened in that house since the first time a man sat across a table from me and read me the thing I was going to be charged with."

She stood in the doorway.

"There is a question I have to ask you and it is not a polite one," she said.

"Ask it."

"Did you go into that house on the third of June."

"No."

"Did you ever go into that house."

"Three days in May. I helped carry studs up the stairs. I was paid cash and I was not on any paper." He did not look away. "That is why they picked me. Anybody could have been in that house that afternoon. I was in that house and there was no paper anywhere that said so."

She had known that since the first week of the case, in the way that she knew a great many things about that case without ever having been able to put them anywhere.

"Wait here," she said.

She went to the desk and got the sheet and came back and held it out again, and this time she held it out at arm's length and did not say anything, and after a moment he took it.

He read it standing on the step with the cold coming up past him.

"Two rolls," he said.

"Two rolls."

"I know what it says. I have read it four hundred times." He turned it over and checked the back, which was blank, and turned it back. "I got twenty-two prints in a folder with a rubber band on it. My lawyer brought them to me in the visiting room at Coxsackie in the fall. I asked him how many pictures there were. He said twenty-two. I said there should be more."

He held the sheet by the corner.

"And then I counted them," he said. "I counted them in the visiting room and then I counted them in my cell and then I counted them every year. Twenty-two. Every time. Twenty-two."

The fan in the evidence room was three floors down and she could not hear it, and in the office the heat came up and hammered twice and went quiet, and out on Main a plow went by with its blade up.

"I counted them every year," he said.
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