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​Chapter One - Seventeen Emails
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The segment ran four minutes and twelve seconds. Priscilla knew this without checking the clock, the same way she knew, without counting, that she had smiled precisely three times and none of them had reached her eyes. It didn't matter. The camera didn't need her eyes. It needed her face to be still and certain and angled slightly toward the light, and she had spent eleven years giving it exactly that.

"And we're clear."

The floor director, a young man whose name she always knew and never used, stepped back from the lens. The studio lights shifted from performance white to something approximating human. Priscilla reached up and removed the lapel mic with the practiced efficiency of someone for whom being unwired was the closest thing to privacy the workday offered.

Renata was already moving toward her from the side of the set. Renata Chalk moved the way she talked: with direction, with economy, with the faint implication that everyone else in the room was slightly behind schedule. She was holding a printed sheet of paper. She held it the way she held things she wanted Priscilla to take seriously.

"Something came in while you were taping."

"Something always comes in while I'm taping."

"This one has been coming in for a while."

Priscilla took the paper. It was not a single page. It was a stack, clipped together at the top left corner, printed front and back. The header on the first page read: RE: RE: RE: RE: RE: RE: RE: RE: RE: RE: RE: RE: RE: RE: RE: RE: FWD: Clara Marsh Case File, Harwick County, 1924. The sender was listed as J. Alcantara, Harwick Historical Society. The timestamp on the most recent email was 9:47 that morning.

Priscilla flipped to the last page. Then she went back to the first and read it properly.

The earliest email was professional and precisely worded. It introduced June Alcantara, Senior Archivist at the Harwick Historical Society, referenced a 1924 murder conviction with what the sender described as a material discrepancy in the financial record, and requested, politely and specifically, a conversation at Priscilla's earliest convenience. It was the kind of email that knew it was one of hundreds Priscilla's office received monthly and had been written to distinguish itself from them: clear, sourced, unembellished. Priscilla could tell the difference between someone performing thoroughness and someone who actually had it. This person had it.

The subsequent emails tracked, with escalating detail and no apparent decrease in composure, the sender's continuing research. New documents. Cross-referenced dates. A name that appeared in one ledger and not in the trial transcript. Each email was standalone and complete, as if written for a reader encountering the case for the first time, though by the eighth one the sender had clearly understood she was writing into silence.

The tenth email began: I want to be straightforward with you, Ms. Voss. I'm not sure if these are reaching you or if they're being filtered. I'm not sure if you've reviewed the case or find it outside the scope of your current work. What I am sure of is that the financial record I've attached to this email places a man named Arthur Doyle at the Marsh property on the evening of November 3rd, 1923, which is the evening Clara Marsh's husband Harold was killed, and that this record was not entered into evidence at her trial. Clara Marsh was convicted of Harold's murder in February of 1924 and executed that April. She was thirty-five years old.

Priscilla read that paragraph twice.

The eleventh email was shorter. The twelfth was two sentences. The sixteenth had no text at all, only a scan of a document she would need to look up to identify, with a subject line that read: I thought you might want to see this one.

The seventeenth email read:

I understand you're busy. The woman has been dead for a hundred years. She can wait a little longer.

But I'd rather she didn't.

Renata was watching her. Renata was always watching her, with the particular attentiveness of someone who had spent seven years learning which of Priscilla's expressions meant nothing and which meant something. She waited until Priscilla looked up.

"Someone who cares this much about a dead woman's case," Renata said. "That's either obsession or conscience. Hard to tell the difference sometimes."

"She's an archivist," Priscilla said. "It's her job."

"She's been emailing you for four months."

Priscilla set the pages down on the desk beside the now-dark camera. The studio had emptied around them, crew dispersing toward the break room or the next setup. She could hear the particular hum of the building settling into the gap between productions. She picked the pages up again.

"File it," she said. "I'll look at it this week."

"You always say that."

"I always look at it."

Renata retrieved the stack with the particular smoothness of someone who had learned not to push and knew that not pushing was its own form of pressure. She was halfway to the door when Priscilla said, without looking up from the desk she was already clearing:

"The financial record she mentioned. In email ten. Can you get the case file from the county archive?"

Renata paused. Priscilla could feel the pause without turning around.

"I'll have it by Thursday," Renata said, and left.

The drive back to her apartment took twenty-two minutes. Priscilla had timed it precisely once and now carried the number without thinking about it, the way she carried most numbers: quietly, as reference points. She listened to the end of a podcast she'd started the previous week about infrastructure failures, which was either research or avoidance, and she was fairly certain which. The city passed the windows in the specific configuration of a Tuesday evening: cabs accumulating at the corners, the long diagonal of office lights coming on in the buildings, the kind of ordinary that felt slightly illegible at speed.

Her apartment was on the fourteenth floor. She had chosen the building for its lack of distinguishing characteristics: not beautiful, not interesting, a place she could be private without any effort because no one had any reason to notice it. The inside was different. The inside she had composed with some care: clean lines, neutral tones, a kitchen that was the right size and contained exactly the equipment she used. There was nothing on the walls except one framed print of a map she'd had since graduate school, from a period of her life she rarely examined. The effect was not cold, she had decided. It was considered. A space for thinking, not for performing.

She put water on for tea and stood in the kitchen, watching the kettle. She was not thinking about anything in particular. This was a skill she had developed and maintained with some discipline, the same way she maintained other skills: deliberately, as a form of control. The ability to not think about something was, she had found, more reliable than thinking about it differently.

She let the water boil. She poured it. She did not add the tea bag for long enough and the result was too pale, which she noted and did not correct.

She took the tea to the couch and sat with it.

She had not brought the email thread home. There was no reason to bring it home. She knew the relevant details: one J. Alcantara, archivist, Harwick Historical Society, had located what appeared to be a material discrepancy in a hundred-year-old murder conviction. A woman named Clara Marsh had been convicted in 1924 and executed the same year. A man named Doyle had been at the property that evening and this fact had not entered the trial record. June Alcantara had been emailing about this for four months with decreasing length and unchanged conviction.

She knew the relevant details.

She also knew the last line: I'd rather she didn't.

She drank the tea. It tasted like not enough.

The apartment was the right temperature. The city was doing its normal things outside the window. She was exactly where she always was at this hour, and everything was completely in order, and she sat for a while longer than she usually did before reaching for the work she'd brought home in her bag.

There was a small diagonal scar through her left eyebrow. She touched it, once, without knowing she was doing it. Old habit, from an old injury. A car door, age nine, a parking lot, the particular disorientation of pain arriving without warning. She didn't think about that either.

She opened her laptop and looked at the blank document she'd started for the segment that had aired that night.

She closed it.

She opened the county archive search portal instead, typed in Harwick, and found the case number she'd already memorized from the header of the email stack she had filed and not brought home, and began to read.

She made a second cup of tea at 11:30. She drank this one.

At 12:40 AM she was still reading. At 12:42 she opened a new document and typed, at the top: Clara Marsh. November 1924. Below it she typed: Arthur Doyle. Below that she typed: Why wasn't he in the transcript?

She stared at the questions for a moment. She did not write the answers. She was not ready to write the answers. She was not certain she had them.

She closed the laptop at 1:15 and went to bed with the particular alertness of someone who knows they are not going to sleep quickly and has decided not to fight it.

She did not respond to the emails. Not yet. She lay in the dark with the ceiling doing its ordinary thing above her and thought, briefly, about the line she'd read three times now: The woman has been dead for a hundred years. She can wait a little longer.

But I'd rather she didn't.

There was something in that sentence that did not feel like professional commitment. She couldn't name it yet. She catalogued it instead, the way she catalogued most things she wasn't ready to look at directly, and filed it somewhere she would come back to.

She was asleep by two. She dreamed about nothing she remembered in the morning.
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​Chapter Two - The Harwick Discrepancy
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The box was not remarkable. It was the kind of box that accumulated in places like this one: gray archival cardboard, acid-free, a label in faded typewriter font reading MARSH, C. / HARWICK CO. CRIMINAL CASES / 1923-1924. It had been stored in the secondary collection for as long as June had worked at the historical society, which was going on seven years, and it had almost certainly been stored there for thirty years before that. It had the weight and indifference of something that had not been touched in a long time.

Dolores set it on June's desk with studied casualness. She said: "Someone should look at this properly. You're someone."

Then she went back to her own office.

This was how Dolores operated. She had been the senior archivist at the Harwick Historical Society for thirty-one years, which meant she had outlasted four directors, two floods, one attempted merger with the county library system, and a prolonged institutional dispute about climate control that June understood had been genuinely bitter. She had the quality of someone who had learned to be patient not because patience came naturally but because she had been right often enough about enough things to know that the truth arrived eventually. She handed June projects the way other people handed over gifts: with a studied indifference that did not quite conceal that she had thought about it.

June put on her cotton gloves, lifted the lid, and looked inside.

The box contained: one manila folder marked TRIAL TRANSCRIPT (HARWICK COUNTY COURT OF COMMON PLEAS, 1924); one manila folder marked NEWSPAPER COVERAGE (1923-1924, PHOTOCOPIED); one manila folder marked FINANCIAL RECORDS (PARTIAL); one manila folder marked CORRESPONDENCE (MISCELLANEOUS); and a small sealed envelope, paper-clipped to the inside of the lid, that read DO NOT SEPARATE FROM MAIN FILE in handwriting June did not recognize. She set the sealed envelope aside and began with the transcript.

The Harwick County Courthouse had not been known for its record-keeping. The trial transcript of Clara Marsh ran to forty-two pages, which was not a great deal of pages for a capital case, and June read it carefully with the particular attention she reserved for documents that were trying to tell her something by what they left out. The prosecution's case was economical: Clara Marsh had been alone in the house with Harold Marsh on the evening of November 3rd. Harold Marsh had been found dead of a gunshot wound. Clara Marsh had not been able to account for her whereabouts at the time of death to the satisfaction of the jury. Clara Marsh had been convicted.

The defense had not asked many questions. The defense attorney, a man named Stills, had cross-examined the prosecution's witnesses with what June could only describe as mild persistence and had declined to call his own. The whole proceeding had taken three days.

June set the transcript aside and picked up the financial records folder.

This was where it was. She almost missed it. The Marsh family finances were represented in partial ledgers, two bank statements, and a collection of receipts for household goods and business transactions. Harold Marsh had been a hardware merchant, which meant the receipts were numerous and dull and she sorted through them with a patience that was not quite automatic, because in this work nothing was quite automatic, things had a way of being in unexpected places and you learned to look with a level of attention that was different from reading.

The document was tucked between two hardware receipts, the same size as the receipts, handwritten in different ink. It took her a moment to understand what she was looking at.

It was a partial ledger entry, not in Harold Marsh's hand. The name at the top was A. DOYLE MERCANTILE. The date was November 3rd, 1923. She sat with the date for a moment, making sure she had it right. November 3rd. The night Harold Marsh had died.

The entry recorded a financial transaction between A. Doyle and H. Marsh: a debt settlement, the figure substantial. Beside the figure, in different handwriting again, a notation in pencil: delivered in person. A signature she could not fully read.

Someone had been at the Marsh house that evening. Someone who was not Clara.

June set the ledger entry down. She looked at it for a moment. Then she looked at the trial transcript, which she had just finished reading in full, and in which the name Doyle did not appear.

She picked up the ledger entry again. She turned it over. The back was blank. She set it down again and opened the newspaper coverage folder and read through four photocopied articles from the Harwick Courier and one from the county paper, all from February of 1924. Conviction secured. No mention of Doyle. No mention of a debt settlement. No mention of anyone at the Marsh house that evening except Clara.

June sat back in her chair.

The archive room was quiet. It was the kind of quiet that had some texture to it: the ventilation system, the particular quality of silence that old paper held, the distant sound of someone's radio two offices over playing something with piano. She was accustomed to working in quiet. She did her best thinking in quiet. She had developed, over years, the ability to sit with something surprising and not immediately do anything about it, to let it be surprising, to give it the room it needed.

She gave this five minutes.

Then she pulled her legal pad toward her and wrote, at the top: Clara Marsh, 1923-24. Below that she wrote: A. Doyle at Marsh house night of Harold's death. Below that: not in trial record. Not in coverage. Below that: WHY.

She stared at the page.

She looked at her desk, which was not Priscilla Voss's apartment: it was a surface that had things on it. A succulent in a clay pot that had been nearly dead when she'd found it and was now recovering with the slowness of something that had decided to try. A photograph of her and Dolores at the society's thirtieth anniversary celebration, both of them slightly blurred from laughing. A sticky note in her own handwriting that said her name matters, which was a reminder she had written during a different case, two years ago, about a woman who had been misidentified in three separate historical records, and which she had kept because it remained true.

She picked up her phone and looked up Priscilla Voss, which was not something she needed to do; she knew who Priscilla Voss was. Most people who worked in any proximity to investigative journalism or true crime media knew who Priscilla Voss was. She was the kind of person who had a Wikipedia page that other Wikipedia pages linked to. She was the kind of person who had a public email for tips and inquiries that was managed, June was fairly certain, by at least one full-time staff member.

June did not use the tips email. She found the production office contact and composed a message that was professional and specific, that laid out the discrepancy plainly and attached a photograph of the ledger entry, and that ended with: I believe this represents a material error in the trial record that warrants serious investigation. I am happy to provide full access to the archival documents at your convenience. She read it through twice, made three small edits, and sent it.

She went back to the box.

The sealed envelope was last. She opened it carefully, the way she opened everything: with attention, with the baseline respect she'd learned to give to things that had been kept. Inside was a small photograph, black and white, printed on card stock in the style of the early twentieth century. A woman stood in a doorway. She was not facing the camera directly. She was looking slightly to the left of the lens, at something outside the frame, with an expression that June, who was good at faces, took a moment to categorize.

She settled, finally, on: a woman who knows exactly what she is not saying.

On the back, in the same unidentified handwriting as the DO NOT SEPARATE label: C.M., ca. 1921.

Clara Marsh. Three years before her trial. Standing in a doorway, looking at something she had decided not to show the camera.

June looked at the photograph for a long time.

Then she went back to the ledger entry, made a high-resolution scan of it, and attached it to a second email to the production office. The subject line read: Attachment referenced in previous message. She wrote the email itself in one sentence: I thought you might want to see this one.

She went home that evening at six, as she usually did, and cooked something simple, and called her mother back after letting the call go to voicemail in the afternoon. Her mother was in good health and had opinions about the weather and asked how the job was going, and June said it was interesting, which was true, and her mother said that was nice, which was also true, and June said the right things and listened to the right things and hung up feeling the specific warmth and slight hollowness that particular phone call always left her with. It had always been like this. Her mother loved her with the fluency of long practice, and there were certain things her mother had absorbed back into silence over the years, and June had learned to receive the love that was available and not reach too hard for the rest.

She washed the dishes. She sat with the crossword for twenty minutes without solving much of it. She thought about Clara Marsh standing in a doorway looking at something outside the frame with an expression that knew exactly what it was not saying.

She opened her laptop and wrote a third email, which was longer than the first two combined. She outlined the full discrepancy. She referenced the trial transcript by page number. She explained the significance of the ledger entry in terms that were precise without being condescending. She noted the absence of the name Doyle from all court documents. She attached the photograph of Clara because it seemed relevant, though she could not have said why.

She sent it at 11:12 PM.

She did not think she was going to receive a response. She had been doing this work long enough to know that famous people with public-facing tip lines received a great many emails from a great many people who were certain they had found something important, and that the threshold for a response was necessarily high, and that the fact that she was right did not automatically mean anyone would believe her.

But she was right. She was quite certain she was right. And the ledger entry was real, and the absence of Doyle from the trial record was real, and Clara Marsh had been thirty-five years old when she was executed, and her name mattered.

She looked at the sticky note.

She wrote the fourth email before she went to bed, which was a shorter one, just a follow-up with one additional document she had thought to check, a tax record from the county assessor that placed Doyle's business in a financial dispute with the Marsh estate beginning in the autumn of 1923.

She sent it. She went to sleep. She was not nervous. She was right, and being right had always felt, to her, like enough to stand on.

She did not know yet about the locket. She had not yet opened the correspondence folder. That would be tomorrow.

Tomorrow would change things.
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​Chapter Three - The Woman in the Photograph
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Renata left the printed file on Priscilla's desk on Thursday morning, as promised. It was not the county archive material alone. It was a compiled packet: the archive material, a summary document Renata had drafted, and a note on Harwick Historical Society letterhead that read: Per your request to the production office. Full file enclosed. I am available by phone or email. J. Alcantara. The handwriting was small and even and did not waste space.

Priscilla looked at the cover letter for a moment. Then she set it on top of the stack and turned to the piece she was editing.

She did not open the packet until after lunch.

The county archive material was what she had already found herself through the portal: the trial transcript, the conviction record, the execution date. What June Alcantara had added was more substantial. A timeline, clearly laid out, with document citations in the margins. Photographs of the original ledger entry and the tax record, high-resolution, each one labeled with the archive catalog number and the date of acquisition. A two-page summary of what the records showed and what they didn't, written with a precision that reminded Priscilla of the kind of legal brief that had been composed by someone who knew the difference between evidence and argument and kept them rigorously separate.

Tucked at the back of the packet, in a separate sleeve: the photograph of Clara Marsh.

Priscilla looked at it for longer than she meant to.

The photograph was the kind of image that shouldn't be arresting. It was old, and small, and the resolution was the limited resolution of the period: all grain and shadow, the figure in the doorway slightly imprecise at the edges, the light falling in from the left. The woman was not beautiful in the conventional sense of the word, which had nothing to do with why Priscilla kept looking. She was standing in a doorway, half-turned, looking at something outside the frame. Her expression was the expression of a woman who had decided something and was living with having decided it, and there was a particular stillness to the way she held herself that Priscilla recognized without being able to say immediately what she recognized it from.

She filed the photograph with the packet and opened the broadcast schedule on her laptop.

There were three cases in current development. A 1987 arson conviction in the Midwest that had been appealed twice. An unresolved disappearance from the late 1990s with new DNA evidence. A fraud case that was technically within Priscilla's jurisdiction but was more financial than narrative, more Marcus's territory than hers, and she had been meaning to suggest he take the lead for two weeks.

She considered the Harwick file.

It was old. The conviction was from 1924, which meant the evidence trail was going to be fragmentary and difficult by definition, and it had the additional complication of a deceased defendant, which meant any exoneration process was going to be procedurally complex and potentially
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