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The folder on the passenger seat held three documents: an appraisal report, a power of attorney, and a draft purchase agreement. Ryan Calloway had read all three so many times he could recite the figures in his sleep. He didn't need to look at them again. He just needed to get in, get the signature, and get out.

What he didn't need was the way Millhaven looked in the late afternoon light.

He'd told himself it would feel like nothing — just a town, just a road, just a property that happened to carry his last name. But the moment the welcome sign slid past his window — Millhaven, Pop. 4,200, A Town Worth Stopping For — something in his chest did a thing he didn't have a name for. Not sentiment. He'd outgrown sentiment somewhere around his second promotion. Just... recognition. The way your body remembers a place your mind has worked hard to forget.

He kept his eyes forward. Doris's Diner materialized on the right, red-and-white awning faded but still there, a hand-lettered special on the board out front. The sycamore in the courthouse square had doubled in size. The barbershop still had the same crooked pole. Twelve years, and Millhaven had barely exhaled.

Ryan had built three mixed-use developments in that same stretch of time. He didn't miss a single thing about this place.

He turned onto the gravel road at the edge of town and followed it until the entrance arch rose against the sky — wrought iron letters, several tilted now, paint peeling in long curling strips. STARLIGHT DRIVE-IN. And below the weathered arch, the bulbs still burned. Pale in the afternoon sun, stubborn, ridiculous. Someone was keeping those lights on, and Ryan had a feeling that someone was going to be a problem.

He cut the engine. In the silence that poured in, he became aware of how completely he'd forgotten what quiet actually sounded like. No traffic. No construction. Just wind combing through tall grass and the distant, indifferent call of a bird.

His eyes moved to the screen at the far end of the lot. Even from here it dominated — massive, ivory-pale, the surface rough with age. When Ryan was eight, Earl used to lift him onto the hood of the old pickup and point between the screen and the sky above it, his voice carrying that particular gravity grandparents reserve for the things they most want you to remember. "One of those you watch," he'd say, "and one of those you feel. Don't ever mix 'em up, Ry."

Ryan had spent a long time mixing them up. He wasn't eight anymore.

He grabbed the folder, got out, and started across the lot. Gravel announced every step. The evening air carried the smell of cut grass and something faintly sweet — popcorn, maybe, or just the memory of it embedded in the place itself.

He was ten feet from the entrance when the door opened.

She came out carrying a paintbrush and wearing an apron that looked like an abstract painting. Dark hair, pulled back. Steady eyes that found him immediately and didn't let go. She took him in the way people do when they've been waiting — not surprised, not flustered. Already decided.

"Ryan Calloway," she said.

Not a question. Not a greeting. A line drawn in the dirt.

He stopped. "Yeah."

She didn't step aside. Didn't extend a hand. Just held his gaze with a calm so deliberate it felt like its own kind of pressure, and said four words that made the folder in his hand feel suddenly, absurdly, beside the point.

"This isn't for sale."

"Not for sale." Ryan lifted the folder slightly. "The property records say otherwise."

She didn't move. The paintbrush hung loose at her side, and there was nothing tense about the way she stood — just settled, the way a person stands on ground they've decided belongs to them regardless of what any document says.

"The Calloway family owns this property," she said. "I know that. But Earl never would have wanted this place closed. I know that too."

"Earl isn't here anymore." Ryan kept his voice even. Not cruel — just accurate. "I am."

Something shifted in her expression, not surprise but recognition, as if she'd prepared for exactly this answer. "Lily Hartwell," she said. "I've been running this place for three years." She didn't offer her hand. She said her name the way you'd state a boundary.

Ryan extended his anyway. After a brief pause, she shook it. Her grip was firm, her fingers streaked with paint.

"I need to see the property," he said.

"You can." She stepped aside but didn't fully open the gate. "There's something you should know first. We have a screening this Saturday. Forty-two tickets sold — most of them families." She paused just long enough to let that land. "I'd ask you to keep that in mind."

Ryan had a response ready — clean, professional, the kind that acknowledged without conceding — but standing there in the gravel with the evening light going amber around the edges, he let it go. He moved past her and walked in.

The lot opened up before him. Wide and unhurried, the kind of space that cities spent fortunes trying to manufacture and never quite got right. Speaker posts ran in uneven rows across the gravel, some leaning, some straight, all of them still standing. To the right, a low concession building with a projection booth above it. To the left, a hand-painted marquee board: This Week's Feature — Singin' in the Rain. Classic choice. Ryan noticed it without meaning to.

He stopped in the middle of the lot and let his eyes do the work they were trained to do. The acreage was generous. The location sat at a clean edge between residential and commercial zones. The development company's mixed-use proposal would fit here like it had been designed with this parcel in mind, because it had. Demo timeline, site clearance, groundbreak — the numbers arranged themselves in his head automatically, the way they always did.

"What are you thinking?"

Lily had followed him in. Her voice wasn't curious. It was careful.

"I'm thinking about the space," Ryan said. Honest enough.

"So am I," she said. "Every Friday night. Families pull in and cut their engines. Kids stretch out in the back and look up at the stars. Couples who've been married forty years sit with their hands locked together like it's still a first date." She let the silence hold for a moment. "What do you see when you look at this space, Mr. Calloway?"

Ryan knew the answer. Square footage, zoning classification, appraised value per acre. He knew it the way he knew his own phone number. But standing there with her question still in the air and the speaker posts casting long shadows across the gravel, the words didn't come.

Lily turned and walked toward the concession building. At the door she stopped and looked back once.

"The projection booth is unlocked. Your grandfather left some things up there." A pause, brief and deliberate. "You might want to take a look."

She went inside. The door swung shut behind her.

Ryan stood alone in the lot. The wind moved through the speaker posts and produced that sound — thin, faintly musical, the specific note of air passing through old hollow metal. He had loved that sound as a kid. He remembered that now, standing in the gravel in his city shoes, folder in hand.

He really wished he hadn't.

The stairs were steep and narrow, the kind built when space was an afterthought. Ryan put his hand on the railing and felt old paint rough under his fingers, the wood flexing slightly with each step. Above him, a single bulb burned yellow and tired.

The projection booth was small. Four steps by four, maybe. The projector dominated the right wall — a heavy, dark-bodied machine that had no business looking as clean as it did given the general state of everything else. Someone wiped it down regularly. Someone cared about this specific thing, and Ryan didn't need to guess who.

He moved to the window.

Below him, the entire lot spread out in the early evening quiet. From up here it read differently — more coherent somehow, like a place that knew what it was. The sun had dropped behind the tree line and the screen caught the last of the light, holding it the way old things sometimes hold things, without effort, without asking.

He turned around. A plank shelf ran along the back wall, holding a tin box, a stack of film reels, and a folded rain jacket gone stiff with age. Ryan reached for the box.

Inside: photographs.

The first was black and white. Earl at twenty-five or thirty, standing at the entrance arch in a white shirt with the sleeves rolled to the elbow, grinning his signature grin — the one-sided kind that started slow and then took over his whole face. Ryan had forgotten that grin. Or told himself he had.

He flipped the photo over. Earl's handwriting on the back, slanted and certain: First night. August 14, 1971. We made something real.

The next photo was color, taken decades later. Earl in his sixties, standing beside a car. On the hood sat a small boy with his head tipped back and his mouth slightly open, looking up at the sky the way children do when they haven't yet learned to protect themselves from wonder.

Ryan recognized the boy.

He held the photo longer than he meant to. Eight years old, maybe nine. Earl's hand rested on the boy's shoulder — light, unheavy, just there. The kind of touch that says I see you without making a production of it. Ryan could not remember the last time anyone had touched him like that.

He set the photo down. Then picked it up again.

At the bottom of the tin, beneath a rubber band and a pocket calendar from 1987, was an envelope. No name on the front. Just one word written in Earl's hand:

Ryan.

He didn't open it. He folded it once and slid it into the inside pocket of his jacket, where it pressed flat against his chest. His hands were steady. His breathing was regular. He kept his face arranged in the expression he'd spent years perfecting — the one that gave nothing away — and turned for the stairs.

Coming down, he heard Lily's voice below. Low, focused, running through logistics with someone — a younger man, probably the one he'd glimpsed earlier hauling equipment. Saturday's screening. Concession inventory. Something about a speaker post that needed resetting before dark.

Ryan stopped on the last step.

The envelope had no weight to it. Paper and ink, that was all. Whatever Earl had written, it had been sitting in that tin box for however long, patient and uncomplicated, waiting without any urgency at all. There was no reason — no logical, defensible reason — why the idea of reading it made something in Ryan's chest pull tight.

Lily looked up and caught him standing there. She didn't say anything. She just looked, the way she seemed to do everything — directly, without performance, leaving him nowhere comfortable to land.

Ryan came down the last step.

He needed to read that letter. Just not yet.

Ryan had meant to leave an hour ago.

He was still in the lot.

It was quarter past eight and the Starlight was full — genuinely, unexpectedly full. Pickup trucks and family sedans and one ancient minivan with a cracked side mirror, all of them pulled into rows with the comfortable familiarity of people who'd done this before. Tailgates were down, blankets spread. A man in a canvas jacket poured coffee from a thermos. An older couple had set up folding chairs in front of their car, and the woman had a cashmere shawl across her knees and her husband's hand in hers and looked like she intended to stay until someone turned the lights off.

Ryan stood at the edge of it all
















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
Fatih Pomakoglu





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.jpg
| /4
4 =|P‘

Fatih Pomakoglu

"





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





