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Whispers Between the Lines

The manuscript did not interest me at first.

I had come to Wrenhurst for three weeks to catalogue the Ashcombe estate's literary holdings. The pay was generous, the accommodation included, and most importantly, I would be utterly alone. No departmental meetings. No colleagues performing allyship while speaking over me. No conferences where I was introduced as "our brilliant early modernist" with a hand resting too long on my shoulder, as if my Blackness required physical punctuation.

The estate curator had been coolly professional during our single phone call. "You come highly recommended, Dr. Okafor," she'd said, and left it at that. No questions about my "unique perspective" on colonial archives. No comments about diversity or a fresh voice. Just the work.

I'd arrived on a grey Tuesday. The house was older than its records suggested, Georgian bones beneath Victorian additions, all of it quietly crumbling in that particularly English way that makes decay look like dignity. The curator, a small harried looking man, showed me to the library, gestured to the collection, and left me to it.

The manuscripts were predictable. Minor poets, provincial diaries, the literary detritus of people who'd had money enough to be published but not talent enough to be remembered. I'd seen it before in a dozen country houses just like this one. Dead white men talking to other dead white men about weather and property and legacy, margin notes arguing over Latin declensions that no longer mattered.
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