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As CEO of Here Comes The Guide, I've spent my career helping wedding

venues tell their stories. But no venue's story has captivated me quite like the

Hillside Barn at Penrose Estate.

Most people know the case from Greyson Monroe's bestseller "Blood Loyalty"

or the Netflix series it inspired. The murder of Lily Penrose on her wedding day

has become a true crime sensation, spawning countless Reddit threads, TikTok

recreations, and podcast episodes.

But my connection to this story is more personal. In early 2024, Sarah Penrose

approached me about helping market her newly inherited property as a

wedding venue. The irony wasn't lost on either of us – transforming a site of

tragedy into a place of celebration. As we worked together, I found myself

diving deeper into the case than anyone had before.

Sarah granted me unprecedented access to family papers, private

correspondence, and documents that weren't available to previous researchers.

I spent countless hours in the Sunbonnet Library's archives, interviewed

descendants of the original investigators, and walked the grounds of Penrose

Estate until I knew every creaking floorboard.

This book isn't meant to replace Monroe's comprehensive investigation.

Instead, it's a focused examination of the key events that transformed a simple

barn into one of America's most infamous crime scenes – and ultimately, into a

symbol of how even the darkest places can be reclaimed by love.

Author’s Note

THE PENROSE SP IRAL  MANUSCRIPT
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Some say the Penrose Spiral still holds secrets. Standing in the barn today,

watching how the morning light plays across that century-old marking, I'm

inclined to agree. But perhaps the most remarkable part of this story isn't the

murder itself, but how a place marked by tragedy has found new life as a

celebration of love.

This is the story of three women, a family secret, and a murder that changed a

small Southern town forever. But it's also the story of how history echoes

forward, and how sometimes the most beautiful beginnings can arise from the

darkest endings.

Meredith Monday Schwartz
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I'm standing in the Hillside Barn right now, and I have to tell you - the spiral is

still here. Sure, it's weathered by a century of North Carolina summers, but

when you trace it with your fingers, you can feel the depth of the cuts in the

wood. Someone carved this with purpose. With precision. 

This is where it happened. June 15, 1923. 8:00 AM. A young bride-to-be

named Lily Penrose walked into this barn alone. By 8:17 AM, her blood-

curdling scream had shattered the morning quiet. By noon, what should have

been her wedding day had become the day of the most infamous murder in

Sunbonnet's history.

I've spent the last year piecing together what happened that morning. I've read

every yellowed newspaper clipping, every police report, every letter. I've

interviewed descendants of the original investigators. I've sat in the Sunbonnet

Library's dusty archives until my eyes burned. And the more I learn about Lily

Penrose, the more fascinated I become.

Here's what we know about her: In 1920, when women had just won the right

to vote, Lily wasn't content to just cast her ballot. She drove her late father's

truck around the county, picking up farm wives and taking them to register at

the courthouse. The local ladies' society complained about her "unseemly

political enthusiasm." Lily didn't care.

"That was our Lily," Eleanor Burke told Detective Harrison in her original

statement. I found it buried in the courthouse archives, the ink faded but still

legible. "Sweet as honey when she wanted to be, and sharp as a tack. The kind

of girl who'd help you bury a body if that's what you needed - and if she agreed

the person should be dead."

CHAPTER  1
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She was also, by all accounts, deeply in love. James Murphy had returned from

the Great War with a Purple Heart and a grievous injury. Sarah Collins, Lily's

close friend and bridesmaid, gave a statement about their relationship that

breaks my heart every time I read it: "When other girls might have looked

elsewhere after his injury, Lily just loved him more fiercely. Said his scars

proved he was brave enough to fight for what mattered."

But here's where the story takes its first dark turn. In those final weeks of her

life, Lily had discovered something - something involving her mother,

Margaret Penrose, and a series of suspicious farm sales across three counties. 

The morning of her wedding, Lily entered this barn wearing her modern, knee-

length wedding dress - a fashion choice that had caused weeks of argument

with her traditionally-minded mother. She wore her grandmother's locket,

recently cleaned at the jeweler's. And she had hidden, somewhere on her

person, evidence that would have exposed one of the most calculated schemes

in North Carolina's history.

I'm looking at the hay bale where they found her now. The original one is long

gone, but its location is marked by a brass plaque. Standing here, you can't help

but notice how the morning light streams through the upper windows, casting

long shadows across the floor. It would have been just like this on that June

morning.

Next week, I'm meeting with Margaret Penrose's last living relative. She has a

box of family papers that haven't been opened in decades. Maybe they'll help

answer the question that's been haunting this town for a century:

What really happened to Lily Penrose in those seventeen minutes between

walking into the barn and the scream that echoed across the property?
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Detective Frank Harrison's first interview wasn't with Robert Caldwell. I know

this because I'm holding Harrison's original interview notes in my hands right

now, the paper so delicate I have to wear cotton gloves to handle it. His first

interview was with Margaret Penrose, exactly two hours after her daughter's

body was discovered.

Picture this: Margaret Penrose, seated in her front parlor, serving tea using the

family's best china while her younger daughter, Nora, 18, quietly wrote out

cancellation messages to wedding guests. The detective's notes describe the

scene with an almost eerie precision: "Mrs. Penrose maintained absolute

composure. Almost unnaturally so. There was no crying, no going on. I figured

she was in shock."

The facts started accumulating quickly after that. Robert Caldwell, the barn's

27-year-old caretaker, had worked at Hillside for exactly eighteen months and

three days. I've examined his employment records - or what appeared to be his

employment records. They were impeccable. Too impeccable, as it turns out.

When I traced them back through county records, I discovered what Harrison

would later learn: every single reference was fabricated.

Caldwell lived in a small room attached to the barn's north side. I've seen this

room - it's now used for storage by the wedding venue, but the original layout

is still there. Standing in that space, you realize just how perfectly positioned

Caldwell was - close enough to monitor both the crime scene and Lily's early

morning activities.

CHAPTER  2
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"Caldwell gave me three different accounts of his whereabouts that morning,"

Harrison told a journalist in 1955, during what would be his last interview

before his death. I found the recording in the Sunbonnet Historical Society's

archives. Harrison's voice is tired but certain as he recounts: "First, he claimed

he was in town buying feed. Then he said he was fixing a broken gate. Finally,

he settled on the story that he was nursing a hangover in his quarters."

Here's what makes this particularly interesting: I've checked all three alibis.

The feed store owner did remember seeing him. The gate showed clear signs of

recent repair. And no one could verify if he'd been in his room. It was, as

Harrison noted, "the perfect set of unprovable alibis."

The physical evidence seemed damning too. The bootprints matched Caldwell's

size exactly - the plaster casts are still preserved in the police archives. The

rope used in the murder came from his personal supply. And according to

Harrison's notes, there was a fresh cut on Caldwell's right hand - "perfectly

consistent with someone who'd recently carved a spiral symbol into a wooden

wall using a carpenter's compass."

But when Margaret Penrose was questioned about Caldwell's character, her

response was... interesting. I'm looking at the transcript right now: "He was...

adequate," she said. "Though Lily had expressed some concerns about his

work." Then, according to Harrison's notes, she glanced at the Sterling Silver

roses arranged perfectly in a crystal vase and added, "He never quite met our

family's standards."

When Harrison returned to question Caldwell again, the caretaker had

vanished, taking most of his belongings with him. Behind his hastily moved

desk, Harrison found a single piece of paper. 
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I've seen this paper - it's preserved in the case files. On it were written three

addresses that would prove crucial to the investigation: three farms that had

recently been sold under strange circumstances.

What connection do those addresses have to Margaret Penrose's business

dealings, and why was Lily investigating farm sales in the weeks before her

death?
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The three addresses found in Detective Harrison's case files would prove to be

the key that unlocked the entire case. Each one represented a once-prosperous

farm that had been sold well below market value in the year before Lily's death.

Looking at these same addresses today, they form a perfect triangle on the map

- a pattern of systematic acquisition that Harrison himself noted in his

investigation. But it wasn't the sales themselves that caught my attention - it

was the buyer: The Carolina Agricultural Consortium.

I recently sat down with Dr. Elizabeth Matthews, historian at Duke University,

to understand what this meant in 1923:

[TRANSCRIPT EXCERPT - Interview with Dr. Elizabeth Matthews, Duke

University]

ME: Can you explain why the Consortium's involvement is significant?

MATTHEWS: Women couldn't conduct business openly in 1923. Even after

getting the right to vote, they had to work through male proxies or hide behind

corporate entities. What Margaret Penrose created wasn't just a business - it

was a shield for power.

ME: And the Consortium was that shield?

MATTHEWS: Exactly. When I found Margaret's name buried in those

incorporation papers... well, let's just say it changed everything we thought we

knew about the case.

[END TRANSCRIPT]

CHAPTER  3
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The scheme, as Harrison would discover, was elegant in its simplicity. I've

mapped it out using Margaret's own business records, recently uncovered in

the Penrose family archives. Here's how it worked:

Margaret used her position in local society to gather intelligence about

struggling farms. Then, like clockwork, the dominoes would start to fall: a bank

would suddenly call in a loan. A supplier would unexpectedly raise prices.

Equipment would mysteriously malfunction. And then, just as things seemed

darkest, the Consortium would appear with a lifeline: a cash offer for the

property.

During my research, I interviewed Nora's last living childhood friend, who

shared this chilling detail from a conversation with Nora: "Mother always said

a proper lady knows everyone's secrets," Nora had told her. "She called it being

'socially aware.'" 

But here's where the story takes an unexpected turn. While examining records

at the local post office, it became clear how Lily had pieced it all together.

James Murphy's position there had given him - and by extension, Lily - access

to all local correspondence. More importantly, it gave Lily a way to track the

pattern of letters between banks, suppliers, and desperate farmers.

[TRANSCRIPT EXCERPT - Interview with James Murphy, 1955]

DETECTIVE HARRISON: When did she start noticing the pattern?

MURPHY: About three months before... before it happened. [pause] How

letters from certain banks would arrive, and within weeks, those farms would

go up for sale. She started keeping a notebook... [voice breaks] She was always

making these damn lists.

[END TRANSCRIPT]
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The mother-daughter confrontation came three weeks before the murder.

Sarah Collins, passing the Penrose study that evening, overheard an argument

that would prove crucial to understanding what happened later:

[TRANSCRIPT EXCERPT - Sarah Collins' Official Statement, June 1923]

Sarah recalled the overheard conversation.

"It's theft, Mother," Lily's voice rang clear. "Using people's troubles against

them."

"It's business," Margaret replied coldly. "Something you clearly don't

understand."

"I understand right from wrong."

"Then understand this: some things matter more than your naive ideas of

justice. The family name-"

"Is worth more than people's lives?" Lily cut in. "Their homes?"

The silence that followed, Sarah recalled, "felt ominous."

[END TRANSCRIPT]

Standing in that same study today, I can picture the scene perfectly. The heavy

curtains, the leather-bound ledgers, the weight of family expectations pressing

down on both women. Margaret's attempts to control the situation escalated

from there. Through interviews with surviving witnesses and newly discovered

correspondence, I've traced her increasingly desperate moves: first offers of a

larger dowry, then threats about James's position at the post office, and finally,

a mother's emotional leverage.
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[TRANSCRIPT EXCERPT - Household Staff Interview, 1923]

"Think of your sister," Margaret was overheard saying. "What would this

scandal do to Nora's prospects? To her future? Is your moral crusade worth

destroying her chances at a respectable life?"

[END TRANSCRIPT]

But Lily had inherited her mother's steel, if not her priorities. I've found

evidence in Harrison's files that she had been preparing a detailed exposé.

Bank records. Property assessments. Witness statements from farmers who'd

lost everything. It was all there.

The evening before her death, a member of the household staff overheard one

final exchange between mother and daughter in the old study. I'm looking at

their statement right now:

Margaret's voice: "You're making a terrible mistake."

Lily's response: "No, Mother. I'm fixing one."

The next morning, Lily Penrose entered the barn carrying proof of her mother's

careful conspiracy. She never emerged with it.

Standing in the barn today, I can't help but notice how the morning light falls

exactly as it would have that June day. The shadows seem to hold secrets -

about power, about family, about the lengths some will go to protect a name.

Next week, we’ll go over exactly what happened in the 12 hours before the

murder.



The conversations that took place in the Penrose study the night before Lily's

wedding would prove crucial to understanding what happened the next

morning. Thanks to Sarah Penrose's recent discovery of household staff

records, we now know exactly who was where that night.

[TRANSCRIPT EXCERPT - Household Staff Records, June 14, 1923]

9:45 PM: Mrs. Penrose and Mr. Caldwell in study

Location noted by: Mary Beth Wilson (housemaid) and Thomas Greene

(footman)

Overheard conversation follows:

MARGARET PENROSE [9:45 PM]: Nothing permanent, Robert. Just

something to remind her that family loyalty matters.

CALDWELL [9:45 PM]: [barely audible] The spiral symbol?

MARGARET [9:46 PM]: Yes. And the [inaudible] with the roses and the rope.

Just as we discussed.

CALDWELL [9:46 PM]: [inaudible response]

MARGARET [9:47 PM]: A warning, nothing more.

[END TRANSCRIPT]

The Penrose household maintained its usual routines that evening. I've

reconstructed the timeline using both the original police reports and recently

uncovered staff documentation:

T H E  P E N R O S E  S P I R A L  M A N U S C R I P T
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9:00 PM - The servants finished the wedding preparations

9:30 PM - Nora arranged place cards for the reception

10:15 PM - Lily spent time in her late father's study, presumably reviewing her

evidence against the Consortium

Margaret's plan, as pieced together from witness statements and later

confessions, was simple: create a scene in the barn that would remind Lily of

the Consortium's reach and power. The spiral symbol had become their

signature at other properties - a warning to those who might investigate too

deeply.

Dr. Matthews, who has studied similar intimidation tactics in Depression-era

business practices, explained it to me this way:

[TRANSCRIPT EXCERPT - Dr. Matthews Interview]

MATTHEWS: It had worked before. The symbol appeared at three other farms

where owners considered exposing the scheme. Each time, the owners chose

silence over confrontation.

ME: But Lily was different?

MATTHEWS: [long pause] Lily Penrose wasn't just another victim of

intimidation. She was someone who understood her mother's methods all too

well.

[END TRANSCRIPT]

At 11:30 PM, Robert Caldwell crossed the moonlit yard toward the barn.

Standing there today, I can trace his exact path - the original walkway stones

are still in place. Harrison's investigation confirmed Caldwell carried three

things: rope, the carpenter's compass used to draw the spiral, and a dozen

Sterling Silver roses.

T H E  P E N R O S E  S P I R A L  M A N U S C R I P T



The scene he created matched Margaret's instructions exactly: the spiral

symbol stark against the barn wall, a length of rope coiled neatly beneath it,

surrounded by a circle of roses. The crime scene photographs show the circle of

roses with a precision that would later become significant to the investigation.

Each bloom was positioned with mathematical exactness, each petal aligned

with careful purpose.

"Mrs. Penrose was specific about what all needed to be done," Caldwell later

told Harrison in a statement I found buried in the case files. "Said it needed to

be right."

But what no one knew at this point was that someone else had visited the barn

after Caldwell left. Someone who understood the power of precise

arrangements, who knew how small adjustments could change everything.

[TRANSCRIPT EXCERPT - Detective Harrison's Personal Notes, July 1923]

The crime scene photos reveal an attention to detail that goes beyond

Caldwell's capabilities. Each rose has been meticulously repositioned. Small

squares of vellum paper placed beneath each stem. Every bloom pointing

outward in perfect symmetry. This wasn't just a warning anymore - it was a

stage being set.

[END TRANSCRIPT]

At 8:00 AM the next morning, Lily Penrose headed to the barn to make final

wedding preparations. Through Sarah's family archives, we now know exactly

what she carried: a small leather notebook containing everything she'd

discovered about her mother's dealings.

By 8:17 AM, she was dead.

T H E  P E N R O S E  S P I R A L  M A N U S C R I P T



The investigation that followed would focus intensely on those early morning

hours. But the real question wasn't just who had access to the barn, or who

knew about the warning. The question that would ultimately crack this case

wide open was: who had the ability to transform a threat into something far

more permanent?

Next week, I'll take you through what the autopsy revealed about Lily's final

moments, and why a sailor's knot would prove to be a key piece of evidence.

T H E  P E N R O S E  S P I R A L  M A N U S C R I P T
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The wedding preparations tell us everything about who Lily Penrose was - and

who she was up against. As I pour through the planning documents preserved

in the Sunbonnet Historical Society's archives, two distinct visions emerge:

Lily's dream of a modern morning celebration, and something else entirely that

took shape in the weeks before her death.

[TRANSCRIPT EXCERPT - Eleanor Burke Interview, 1923]

DETECTIVE HARRISON: Tell me about Lily's wedding plans.

BURKE: She'd always wanted a morning wedding. Used to clip announcements

from The Sunbonnet Bee, especially the ones describing modern ceremonies.

She wanted everything fresh and new - morning light streaming through the

barn windows, breakfast champagne, her new Marshall Field's dress.

HARRISON: The dress from Chicago?

BURKE: [nodding] Arrived at the post office in March. You should have seen

her eyes light up. "This," she told me, "represents everything I believe in -

moving forward, not looking back."

[END TRANSCRIPT]

I'm holding that Marshall Field's dress order in my hands right now. A

thoroughly modern creation in silk crepe with a fashionable knee-length hem

and delicate beading. The invoice dates it March 15, 1923. But what's

fascinating is the series of alterations that followed - documented in a ledger I

found among Nora's personal papers.

CHAPTER  5
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Margaret Penrose had other ideas. The Victorian wedding gown she'd worn at

her own wedding and preserved still hangs in the Penrose Estate's attic - high

neck, long sleeves, sweeping train. "A proper bride," she insisted in a letter to

her sister dated April 2, "honors tradition."

I've reconstructed Lily's original wedding plans from her personal notebook:

[DOCUMENT EXCERPT - Lily Penrose's Wedding Notebook, Early April

1923]

- 9:00 AM ceremony (like the fashionable Woods-Ray wedding in Caswell

County)

- Bridesmaids in modern black silk

- Sterling Silver roses ("because they're different from ordinary white")

- Coffee and champagne reception

- Dancing in the barn

- Departure for Paris honeymoon by noon

[Handwriting changes mid-notebook]

[END EXCERPT]

But as the weeks progressed, something curious happened. The handwriting in

the wedding notebook shifts from Lily's casual scrawl to a more precise script.

Times are adjusted. Seating charts redrawn. Even the flower arrangements

were redesigned.

Mrs. Whittaker, the reverend's wife and friend of Nora, gave this statement to

Harrison:

T H E  P E N R O S E  S P I R A L  M A N U S C R I P T



[TRANSCRIPT EXCERPT - Mrs. Whittaker Interview, June 1923]

"Nora said she was just helping. But she took over more and more. She'd spend

hours at our regular Thursday teas, discussing proper protocol, correct

arrangements, and suitable traditions."

[END TRANSCRIPT]

The wedding notebook tracked these changes. By June, the vision had

transformed completely:

[DOCUMENT EXCERPT - Wedding Notebook, June 1923]

- 2:00 PM ceremony ("more suitable for formal occasions")

- Guests seated by social standing

- Mother in black lace with violet corsage

- Traditional wedding supper

- Everything perfectly, properly arranged

[END EXCERPT]

"Looking back," James Murphy told me during a recent examination of these

documents, "I should have noticed how Nora's involvement changed things.

She'd ask my opinion about everything - seating arrangements, flower

placements, even about my time in the Navy. She seemed fascinated by my

service stories. Once, I showed her a particular knot we used to secure cargo.

She always seemed so interested. I thought she was just being sisterly."

Harrison's investigation would later reveal that Nora attended every dress

fitting, carefully documented every decision, and made endless adjustments to

the plans. "She inserted herself into every aspect of the wedding," he noted in

files recently made available to researchers.

T H E  P E N R O S E  S P I R A L  M A N U S C R I P T



But it was what Harrison found in the later pages of the wedding notebook that

truly caught his attention: detailed diagrams of the barn's layout, precise

measurements between hay bales, and carefully noted sight lines from every

angle.

When I showed these diagrams to a modern architectural engineer, his

response was immediate: "These aren't wedding preparations. This is

surveillance."

Next week, I'll explain why Detective Harrison became so fixated on the

changing handwriting in the wedding notebook, and what made James

Murphy begin to question Nora's constant attention to his war stories.

T H E  P E N R O S E  S P I R A L  M A N U S C R I P T
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When the Penrose household staff recorded their activities for June 14, 1923,

it looked like any other evening before a society wedding. But looking at these

logs today, nearly every entry takes on a different meaning.

[TRANSCRIPT EXCERPT - Penrose Household Staff Log, June 14-15, 1923]

9:30 PM - Rehearsal dinner concluded

9:45 PM - Mrs. Penrose retired early (citing wedding day preparations)

11:00 PM - Most household members in their rooms

11:30 PM - Mr. Caldwell observed crossing yard

12:00 AM - Miss Nora completed house closing procedures

3:00 AM - Movement noted in upstairs hallway

7:30 AM - Wedding day routines commenced

[END TRANSCRIPT]

"Multiple people moved through that barn between midnight and dawn,"

Harrison noted in his case files. I've spread these files across my desk now,

along with the crime scene photographs. "Each had their own purpose, their

own plan. None knew they were all part of something larger."

When I shared this timeline with Dr. Rebecca Chang, a forensic behavioral

analyst, she immediately noted something fascinating about the precision of

the movements:

[TRANSCRIPT EXCERPT - Dr. Chang Interview, 2024]

CHANG: In a household this size, preparing for a major event, you'd expect

some disorder - some overlap in movements, some chaos. But look at how

cleanly spaced these times are. It's almost like...

CHAPTER  6
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ME: Like what?

CHANG: Like a choreographed performance. Each person enters exactly when

they're meant to, performs their role, exits on cue. In my experience, that level

of precision usually indicates premeditation.

[END TRANSCRIPT]

We know Robert Caldwell entered first, sometime after 11:30 PM. According to

Margaret's instructions, he arranged what was meant to be just a warning

scene. But the crime scene photographs show something Detective Harrison

found curious - a level of attention to detail that went far beyond Caldwell's

documented capabilities.

The prosecution would later establish this timeline for the critical morning:

- 8:00-8:05 AM: Lily discovers the warning scene

- 8:05-8:10 AM: The confrontation

- 8:10-8:13 AM: The murder

- 8:13-8:17 AM: Final adjustments to the scene

- 8:17 AM: The scream that alerted the household

But it's a small detail from the crime scene that professional investigators

nearly missed - a handkerchief found behind a hay bale. The medical

examiner's report confirms its significance:

[TRANSCRIPT EXCERPT - Medical Examiner's Report, June 16, 1923]

"Victim was rendered unconscious before strangulation. The handkerchief

contains traces of chloroform. This accounts for the lack of defensive wounds

on the body."

[END TRANSCRIPT]



When I recently visited the evidence archives, I noticed something about this

handkerchief that seems to have escaped attention in 1923: the delicate

monogram in one corner, nearly invisible now but still present under UV light.

The crime scene photos show something else that piqued my interest: small

pieces of clear vellum paper had been placed under each rose stem, and each

rose was pointed outward, the buds facing away from the circle. Caldwell would

later insist he hadn't done this. In fact, his statement to Harrison directly

contradicts the final arrangement:

[TRANSCRIPT EXCERPT - Caldwell Statement, July 1923]

"I just laid them out as they came to hand. Didn't think much about which way

they faced. But when I went back later to check everything was ready, someone

had changed it all. Made it perfect-like."

[END TRANSCRIPT]

This attention to detail would prove significant to Harrison's investigation,

though not for the reasons he initially suspected.

Next week, I'll show you what I found in the barn's loft that made me question

everything we thought we knew about Robert Caldwell's role in this story.

T H E  P E N R O S E  S P I R A L  M A N U S C R I P T
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Three weeks after Lily Penrose's murder, Detective Frank Harrison sat at his

desk surrounded by evidence. They’ve recreated this scene in the Sunbonnet

Police Department's original office, now part of their historical collection. The

evidence Harrison examined that day was this:

- Crime scene photographs

- Witness statements

- The household ledger

- A pair of white cotton gloves found in the barn's rafters

"A detective's job," Harrison wrote in his case notes, which I'm holding right

now, "is to distinguish between what seems obvious and what is true."

The case against Robert Caldwell appeared solid. The physical evidence

pointed directly to him: no alibi, immediate flight after the murder, and those

three cryptic addresses - farms recently sold to the Consortium - left behind in

his quarters.

[SOURCE EVIDENCE: Harrison's Personal Notes, July 1923]

"It was too neat," Harrison wrote. "Every piece of evidence led naturally to the

next, like following a trail of breadcrumbs. It rubbed me wrong."

[END SOURCE]

The discovery of a chloroform-laden handkerchief behind the hay bale changed

everything. When I recently had this handkerchief analyzed using modern

forensic techniques, it revealed something Harrison couldn't have known: the

chloroform was medical grade, available only to those with access to proper

pharmaceutical supplies.

CHAPTER  7
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"Nora was invaluable to the investigation," Harrison wrote. Looking at his

interview notes now, they read like a masterclass in misdirection:

[SOURCE EVIDENCE: Interview Notes - Nora Penrose]

Time: 2:15 PM, July 8, 1923

Location: Penrose Estate Front Parlor

NORA: [Providing detailed timeline of June 15 morning]

"I had been up late, writing place cards. One must maintain standards, even in

tragedy."

HARRISON: "And the white gloves you always wear?"

NORA: "For the cards, naturally. Can't have smudges."

Note: Subject maintains perfect posture throughout. Answers come quickly,

precisely.

[END SOURCE]

But those gloves - that detail that seemed so innocent at the time - would prove

crucial. The pair found in the rafters matched the ones Nora always wore for

her correspondence, down to the tiny monogram on the cuff. When questioned

about this, her response was recorded in Harrison's notes:

[SOURCE EVIDENCE: Follow-up Interview Notes, July 12, 1923]

NORA: "I must have misplaced a pair while helping decorate the barn."

Harrison's investigation revealed other curiosities that only now, with modern

forensic understanding, show their true significance:

1. The household ledger showed all doors properly checked at midnight

2. The vellum under the roses matched material found in Nora's desk
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1. The household ledger showed all doors properly checked at midnight

2. The vellum under the roses matched material found in Nora's desk

3. The warning scene had been altered by someone who understood both

staging and household routines

James Murphy provided what seemed at the time to be a minor detail. I found

his statement buried in the case files:

[TRANSCRIPT EXCERPT - James Murphy Interview, July 1923]

"Nora kept the barn key on her chatelaine, along with her sewing scissors and

glove button hook. She always wanted to have access to every room."

[END TRANSCRIPT]

When I interviewed former members of the household staff and their

descendants, new details emerged that hadn't made it into the original

investigation:

[SOURCE EVIDENCE: Oral History Interview, 2024]

"My mother told me she saw Miss Nora's light on until dawn that night, but

never heard her moving around. Found that odd, she did. Miss Nora was

usually so precise in her movements. Always could hear her walking to and

from her room, regular as clockwork."

[END SOURCE]

The cook's recent statement to the Historical Society revealed another crucial

detail:

[SOURCE EVIDENCE: Historical Society Records, 2023]

"My grandmother was the Penrose's cook in '23. She noticed chloroform

missing from the household medical supplies but didn't think to mention it

until much later. Said she assumed it had been used for the wedding day

headache sachets that were fashionable then."

[END SOURCE]
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Looking at Harrison's notes today, one line stands out: "The killer understood

not just how to arrange a scene, but how to arrange the investigation itself.

Every detail I discovered seemed to point naturally toward Caldwell - as if

someone had laid out a trail of breadcrumbs for me to follow."

Next week, I'll explain what made Harrison finally understand the true

significance of that 8:17 AM scream.
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Last month, I traveled to Charleston, South Carolina, to see where Robert

Caldwell was finally found. The boarding house still stands, its garden

meticulously maintained. When Harrison arrived there in 1923, Caldwell was

tending these same flower beds. 

[SOURCE: Charleston Police Department Records, August 1923]

"Suspect offered no resistance upon arrest. Statement upon approach: 'Figured

you'd come eventually.' Subject observed wiping dirt from hands in casual

manner."

[END SOURCE]

His confession, given over several hours in the Charleston Police Station,

transformed the case entirely. I've obtained the complete transcript of his

interview:

[SOURCE: Caldwell Confession Transcript, Charleston Police Station, August

15, 1923]

Time: 2:45 PM - 6:20 PM

Location: Interview Room B

CALDWELL: Yes, I carved the spiral symbol. Yes, I arranged the roses in their

circle. But I did it all under Mrs. Penrose's instructions - a warning to Miss Lily

about the consequences of exposing the Consortium.

HARRISON: Tell me Mrs. Penrose's exact words.

CALDWELL: [fidgeting with cap] Was real specific about it. Was just supposed

to give Miss Lily a good scare, make her think twice about the papers she had. 
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Nothing permanent," Mrs. Penrose kept saying. That's all I did.

HARRISON: Yet you fled.

CALDWELL: It was Miss Nora who told me to clear out. Said it'd be best for

everybody if I wasn't around to muddy the waters. Even handed me train fare

and told me where to go.

[END SOURCE]

This detail made Harrison revisit every piece of evidence. I'm looking now at

those three addresses found in Caldwell's room - the ones that supposedly

implicated him in the Consortium's dealings. They're written on Penrose family

stationery, and when I had a handwriting expert analyze them recently, they

confirmed what Harrison eventually suspected: the writing perfectly mimicked

Caldwell's hand, but showed signs of deliberate forgery.

[SOURCE: Dr. Samuel Whitman, Forensic Document Analysis Report]

"The writing displays exceptional control and precision. The natural variations

typical in authentic handwriting are absent. Instead, we see carefully calculated

imperfections - a hallmark of skilled forgery."

[END SOURCE]

The truth about the murder emerged piece by piece:

- Nora had overheard her mother's plan for the warning

- She had prepared the chloroform in advance

- She had waited in the barn's loft for Lily to discover the scene

- After rendering Lily unconscious, she had rearranged everything to her

specifications

- Even the scream at 8:17 AM had been carefully timed
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[SOURCE: Harrison's Case Notes, September 1923]

"Every detail I'd attributed to Caldwell actually pointed to someone who knew

the household intimately. Someone who understood not just the physical

layout of the barn, but the routines, the relationships, the exact timing needed

to make everything appear natural."

[END SOURCE]

The vellum under the roses matched paper stock owned by Nora. The

household ledger showed her midnight rounds completed perfectly, ensuring

an airtight alibi. Even the placement of the handkerchief had been deliberate -

hidden just well enough to be found at the right moment.

When Harrison returned to Sunbonnet to make the arrest, he found Nora in

the parlor. I've visited this room, sat in the chair where she was writing her

letters of gracious thanks for the wedding gifts that would need to be returned.

According to the arrest report, a pair of white gloves lay perfectly folded beside

her.

[SOURCE: Harrison's Final Case Report, October 1923]

"In all my years of investigation, I've never encountered a crime scene so

meticulously staged, nor a killer so careful in arranging not just the evidence,

but the entire investigation itself. The roses' perfect arrangement wasn't just

aesthetics - it was a signature."

[END SOURCE]

Next week, I'll share Nora's chilling confession, and reveal the final detail about

that morning that would change everything investigators thought they knew

about Lily's last moments.
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The Penrose family's front parlor remains exactly as it was in 1923. The silver

service still sits on the mahogany sideboard, though it hasn't been polished in

decades. It was here that Detective Harrison chose to confront Nora Penrose

about her sister's murder.

[SOURCE: Harrison's Interview Notes, October 12, 1923]

Time: 3:15 PM

Location: Penrose Estate Front Parlor

Note: Subject had just completed Thursday silver polishing

HARRISON: Miss Penrose, I'm here about your sister's murder.

NORA: [pouring tea with steady hands] Of course you are. Milk or sugar,

Detective?

[END SOURCE]

What followed was one of the most remarkable confessions in North Carolina

criminal history. I'm looking at Harrison's complete notes now, each page filled

with his increasingly astonished observations:

[SOURCE: Nora Penrose Confession Transcript, October 12, 1923]

NORA: Mother's plan was so... inelegant. A crude warning, meant to frighten

Lily into silence. But Lily was never one to be frightened. She would have

exposed everything, dragged our name through every newspaper in the state.

That was entirely foreseeable.

HARRISON: [Note: Subject maintains perfect posture throughout]
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NORA: The chloroform was necessary. One can't achieve proper results with

struggle and chaos. Lily didn't suffer - I made sure of that. Everything was done

correctly, properly. As it should be.

HARRISON: The scream that alerted the household?

NORA: Oh, that was me, of course. Lily never made a sound. But someone had

to discover her appropriately. One can't leave these things to chance. What if

she hadn't been discovered until the guests arrived? The gossip that would

have caused.

NORA: The roses arranged facing out on their vellum was a particular touch

I'm proud of. Such a small detail, but it made all the difference to the overall

effect. Caldwell had just left them all higgledy piggledy. I had to fix it.

[END SOURCE]

When Harrison asked about remorse, her response was documented in a

separate note:

[SOURCE: Harrison's Personal Notes, October 12, 1923]

"Subject appeared genuinely puzzled by question of remorse. Stated: 'For

protecting our family name? For doing what neither Mother nor Lily could

understand needed to be done? No, Detective. I simply did what a proper

daughter must do. My only mistake was in underestimating you.'"

[END SOURCE]

Nora maintained her composure even during the arrest. I found this exchange

particularly telling:

[SOURCE: Arrest Report, October 12, 1923]

Subject requested to change dress before departure: "Black would be more

appropriate for the occasion."
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Additional note: Subject insisted on wearing white gloves, stating: "It's

important to maintain standards, even in such circumstances."

[END SOURCE]

As Harrison led her out, she paused at the parlor door. A reporter from the

Sunbonnet Register was present and recorded her final words:

[SOURCE: Sunbonnet Bee (unpublished notes), October 12, 1923]

"You know what's rather ironic, Detective? In the end, I proved to be more like

Mother than Lily ever was. I just handled things more... definitively."

[END SOURCE]

Next week, in our final chapter, I'll share what happened to Margaret Penrose

and James Murphy after the murder, and how Nora maintained her exacting

standards throughout her sensational trial.
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Nora Catherine Penrose was hanged for the murder of her sister at 8:00am on

the morning of April 15, 1924. Her last request was to wear a formal black

dress and white gloves to her execution. That request was granted.

But the story of the Penrose women didn't end with Nora's execution. Margaret

Penrose survived her daughters by forty years, living in what the Sunbonnet

Bee called "genteel poverty" after the Consortium's collapse. I found a curious

detail in the household staff records:

[SOURCE: Annie Whitaker (Penrose housekeeper, 1923-1964), Personal

Diary]

"Every Thursday until the end, Mrs. Penrose polished that silver. Never missed

a week, even when her hands shook so bad she could hardly hold the cloth.

Never spoke of her girls, not once in all those years."

[END SOURCE]

When Margaret died in 1964, her obituary in the Sunbonnet Bee made no

mention of her daughters or the scandal, referring to her only as "the last of the

Penrose line."

The Hillside Barn stood empty for decades. The spiral mark weathered but

never quite faded. I've interviewed dozens of local residents about the barn's

reputation during those years:
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[SOURCE: David Miller, Sunbonnet Historical Society Oral History Project,

2020]

"We all dared each other to spend the night there. Nobody ever made it past

midnight. Some swore they heard wedding music in the early hours. Others

said they saw a woman in white sitting alone in the barn. The stories got bigger

every year."

[END SOURCE]

The property passed through various owners, none of whom could quite decide

what to do with it. Then in 2021, true crime author Greyson Monroe published

"Blood Loyalty: The Murder of Lily Penrose." The book spent 12 weeks on the

New York Times bestseller list, transforming a century-old local tragedy into a

national sensation.

[SOURCE: New York Times Book Review, September 2021]

"Monroe's meticulous research uncovers previously unpublished court

documents, private letters, and Detective Harrison's complete case files,

bringing new depth to the story of duty, betrayal, and twisted family loyalty."

[END SOURCE]

The book resonated particularly with younger readers, who found parallels

between Lily's fight against gender constraints and contemporary power

struggles. Social media exploded with discussions about the case:

[SOURCE: Reddit r/TrueCrime Statistics, 2022]

Most Active Thread: "The Penrose Spiral: Was Nora a Feminist Antihero?"

Total Comments: 47,832

Most Upvoted Comment: "Lily was the real feminist - fighting corruption while

her sister preserved patriarchal 'standards' through murder."

[END SOURCE]
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But it was Monroe's chapter about James Murphy - titled "The Man Who

Waited" - that captured the public's imagination most powerfully. Through

recently discovered merchant marine records, Monroe revealed that Murphy

instead began a decades-long career with the service. He never married, and

kept Lily's photograph in his sea chest throughout his thirty years at sea.

The story might have remained just another true crime sensation, if not for a

chance meeting at the 2022 Crime Junkie Conference in Chicago. Emma Chen

and Jeffrey Marcus both attended Monroe's packed session about the case.

They shared coffee afterward, fascinated by the complexities of family loyalty,

tragic love, and one sister's shocking act of preservation.

Eight months later, they approached Sarah Penrose with an unusual request:

they wanted to be married in the barn where Lily died.

[SOURCE: Sarah Penrose Interview, January 2025]

"At first, I thought they were just true crime enthusiasts looking for a macabre

thrill. But when they told me their story - how they found love while discussing

this family tragedy - it made me think about transformation. About how even

the darkest places can become something new."

[END SOURCE]

The newly christened "Barn at Penrose Estate" opens next month. The spiral

mark remains, now incorporated into the decor as a reminder of the past. The

hay bale where Lily died has been replaced by an elegant ceremony area. And

in a touch that would likely amuse Nora with its attention to detail, every bride

receives a single Sterling Silver rose.

During recent renovations, workers made a remarkable discovery. Hidden

between the loft's floorboards was a small leather notebook. Its pages

contained Lily's complete evidence against the Consortium. On the first page,

dated June 14, 1923, she had written:
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[SOURCE: Lily Penrose's Notebook, June 14, 1923]

"Let's hope James agrees that it's never the wrong thing to do the right thing."

[END SOURCE]

Today, the Barn at Penrose Estate's wedding brochure includes a brief note

about its history. The last line reads: "Every love story writes its own spiral into

time. What's yours?"

Couples who book the venue often ask about Lily and James - and Nora. The

spiral mark draws particular interest. But it's the Sterling Silver roses that sell

the space - their petals still gently reaching out, as if watching new stories

unfold in the old barn's shadows.

Some say that on quiet evenings, you can still hear the echo of someone

humming while polishing silver, keeping everything perfectly, properly in its

place.

The End


