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Chapter 1: The Finding






Owen Pruitt came to the cataloging room the way he always did: early, before anyone else arrived, while the coffee in the corner percolator was just starting to bubble. He liked the film museum in the morning. He liked its quiet. He liked the way the light came through the high windows and stretched across the tables where thousands of index cards waited in their long wooden drawers, patient and undisturbed. The order in the place felt earned, built up by people who knew that history didn't keep itself.

He was twenty-six and still believed that lost things could be found.

His thesis, a study of Midwestern newsreel production between 1908 and 1928, had stalled for three months because of a single problem: a gap in the record. Somewhere between 1915 and 1924, a company called Consolidated Screen Works produced hundreds of short newsreel pieces and at least forty silent features, all filmed within two hundred miles of the city. Trade publications mentioned their titles. Critics reviewed them. Theater programs listed them, and audiences sat in the dark and watched them flicker. Then they disappeared from every catalog, every inventory, every archive Owen had searched.

Things didn't simply vanish. Owen knew this the way he knew his own name. History went somewhere. The question was always where. Where?

He pulled open the cabinet drawer marked CS to CZ and worked his way through the cards with the methodical patience his thesis advisor called his best quality and his roommate called his worst habit. When he reached the Consolidated Screen Works file, he found forty-three index cards. Each card represented a title and had the same note in faded red ink: Transferred. See Loc. File 7-B.

He had seen transfer notations before. They usually led him to another building or another institution, like a university library's film vault, a historical society's climate-controlled annex, or once, memorably, to a church basement in a town forty miles north where a retired pastor had been preserving 16mm prints in a converted coat closet for forty years. He had followed dozens of these threads. Most ended at a real place.

File 7-B wasn't in the cabinet where it should have been. When he asked Carol Bishop, who ran the museum's reference desk and had worked there since before Owen was born, she set down her reading glasses and looked at him with an expression that was half apology and half something harder to name.








