

    
            Chapter One





			It was Mick’s first experience of owning a car, and so far, it wasn’t going well. She’d bought it from a used car dealer a week before, tried her best to pretend she was buying it for any reason other than color and cost, and hadn’t driven it much since driving it home. That had been a delightfully uneventful short trip. For this longer trip, the entire reason she’d bought it, it was betraying her.

			“It makes this noise whenever I brake,” she told her sister through her phone in its little GPS holder, which also wasn’t working. Every time she let go, it slipped down farther, defeating its purpose somewhat.

			“Try not to brake much,” Emma suggested, her voice coming through tinny on the speaker.

			“You’re supposed to be good at cars. This isn’t helpful.”

			“You should have just taken the Mystery Machine like I told you to.”

			The Mystery Machine was the VW bus they’d grown up in together that Emma had retained fierce custody of into her adult life. Mick despised it, but instead of reminding Emma of this, she said, “You would have never forgiven me if I’d taken a day longer than you in getting home.”

			“True.”

			“When are you getting back?”

			“We’re not sure. We’ve both taken ten days. We’ve never done Boston before. Never really vacationed together, either.”

			Diplomatically, Mick chose not to mention that Emma and Lucy, her girlfriend, had taken a week in Vegas the summer they’d met, and it had nearly broken them up. “You’ve never sold a dead relative’s house, either.”

			“Never had a house to sell. Or a dead relative. Now we get a house each. Look at us now, huh?”

			“Sure. We’re really coming up in the world.”

			“Aw, don’t be sore because you missed out on the New England townhouse.”

			“Believe me, I’m still just sore either of us got anything.” Mick sighed at the road since she couldn’t sigh directly at Emma. Public transport had seemed like a bad idea, much as she hated driving. Who knew, she might have things she wanted to bring back with her from Logan, Ohio. And considering she had an extended sabbatical to supposedly enjoy, no apartment to return to, and no idea what she’d be walking into, there hadn’t felt like any point in booking a return ticket. Though it wasn’t generally her style, she probably needed to take her time with this.

			The lawyer for the dead relative in question had contacted them first a month ago. Their mother’s father, who they’d never met or been contacted by, had, as it turned out, still been alive but had now died. The lawyer had arranged a Skype call to talk through the will with them, separately if they preferred. Lucy, a lawyer herself, had explained that will readings were rarely the fancy Agatha Christie affairs the movies made them out to be. It was still fancier than any will reading they’d been involved in.

			Both too surprised and busy to attend a funeral, they’d learned nothing more until the lawyer had talked them through what they’d been left. Their grandfather had left the granddaughters he’d never laid eyes on a property each and apparently next to nothing for his daughter. From her, their mother, they’d heard nothing, but Mick didn’t yet trust that silence enough to relax.

			And so, a month later, Emma and Lucy were taking a romantic trip to what had been their grandmother’s family home in Boston with the aim of selling it quickly and moving on, and Mick was off to see the place their grandfather had died in.

			“You’ll call me if it gets creepy, right?”

			“Not everything is a horror movie.”

			“Actually,” Emma corrected herself, “really, it’s the plot of the first Elvira movie so far. This could be good for you. Let me know if you find a book of spells.”

			“Hmm.” Mick was unconvinced but didn’t want to elaborate. The last thing she wanted to do was worry Emma more than she already was. She’d already gotten upset when she’d realized Mick wasn’t bringing friends along like she’d originally planned. But after suffering a few long weeks of her friends all hovering, Mick was tired of being treated like something doomed to break. The last thing her self-esteem needed was asking for more help.

			“What’ll you do if Mom gets in touch?” Emma asked.

			“You think she will?”

			“No idea. But I bet she’s not happy she only got money from the will. And from what the lawyer guy says, you’ll be taking her childhood home.”

			Mick tightened her grip on the steering wheel. “Well, she can’t have my house. I just got it.”

			“That’s my girl. Okay. I gotta go. Lucy wants to take me on a haunted tour of Boston.”

			“That sounds bleak, I’ll be honest.”

			“I’m head over heels.”

			Mick smiled, knowing she finally was. That, if nothing else, was a balm to hear. “I know it. Sap. Have fun.”

			The car felt a little lonely after Emma hung up, so Mick turned up the radio as loud as it would go. In a few miles, maybe she’d work up the courage to sing along.

			As she had another try at getting the Bluetooth to connect so she could have some music of her own playing, she noticed a text from her dad. It wasn’t the least bit helpful, but it did make her smile, especially as he’d added a snowflake emoji at the end. She’d never seen him use any emoji on a text before.

			Weather dry but cold in Logan. Wrap up.

			A few minutes later, her phone vibrated again. He’d sent an article on house prices too.
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        * * *

      

			Maybe it was being partly raised by her grandmother, or maybe—as a friend with a coffee-stained pack of tarot had explained to her once—she was an old soul who’d lived many past lives, but Katy found it easier to relax with her elderly friends. Meryl, her theater’s celluloid projectionist, always encouraged relaxation, looking down as she did on anyone who thought anything else worth the strain.

			Leaning back on her spinning chair and looking out at her slightly dusty kingdom below the old projection box, Meryl stroked the rim of the coffee mug Katy had just brought her and hummed in consideration. The mug was a little misshapen and had black writing across it announcing: THIS IS WHAT DEMI WAS MAKING IN GHOST. It was Meryl’s prized possession. “Just as long as there’s enough time between this and the new ones we’ll be playing in the evening. Masking time for the…”

			“F…for the ratio, sure.” As the repertory programmer, Katy knew the schedule of older movies playing but only a handful of the newer ones. “What is it again?”

			“It’ll be the one with the long name. Harley Quinn.” Meryl’s smiled wide, showing off new lines in her face. Unlike Katy, she was a cinephile of a far purer kind and was prepared to enjoy movies from all eras and genres without prejudice. “I like that Margot Robbie.” At Katy’s less than enthusiastic response, Meryl continued, “No, it’s good. Lots of color. Good jacket I can see myself in.”

			Katy clapped a friendly hand on her shoulder as she stood. “We’ll find you one just like it. S…sorry if that spoils the birthday surprise.”

			Waving a hand dismissively, Meryl moved her feet to spin her chair gently back and forth like a sideways rocking chair. “He’d be happy this is what you’re using it for.”

			Though she’d thought she was doing better today, Katy was not surprised to feel the familiar prick of new tears. “Thanks, Mer.”

			She stepped out of the room and along the corridor to see the theater’s director. The moment after she knocked and walked in, she found herself attacked.

			“Have you been crying again?”

			Roughly, Katy wiped the back of her hand over both eyes, feeling her eyeliner smear uncomfortably. “No.”

			Sara sighed at her. “Okay. Pitch me.”

			Grateful for the distraction, Katy pulled out what she’d brought from her ginormous tote bag. She should have left it with Meryl, but there was pleasure in showing it off. “I want to play The Philadelphia Story.”

			Sara’s eyes remained pitying. “This is his too? How many did he leave you?”

			“A few. L…Look—”

			“I am interested in you cataloguing that collection properly. And since your first plan fell through, it’ll work. But playing an oldie on a Saturday afternoon with no fanfare, that’s not exactly gonna bring the young crowd.”

			Katy, whose original plan for Saturday was a newly restored cut of the 1994 Little Women—that was apparently lost in transit—shrugged. “We’ll get whatever young crowd we always get, whoever doesn’t want whatever the Disney machine’s just crapped out, y’know, the regular crowd.”

			Sara held her gaze. “Fine. Since we have nothing else scheduled. You’re working it, though. Evie asked for the day off. I let her since we had no movie.”

			“People will come for real f…film,” Katy insisted, tapping at the wheel under her arm, her mostly banished stammer betraying her uncertainty as Sara leaned back on her desk. “Thirty-five millimeter! He had this in his collection and never even told me. This is huge.”

			“If we get the place even quarter filled, I’ll be impressed. But you could be right. Old Hollywood nuts and the elderly patrons will eat this up if it works.”

			“It works.”

			Sara did not look convinced. There was always a risk that increased with age for any real film from before the eighties, but for the sentiment and the prize of it, Katy was prepared to take the risk. “Anyone taken the house yet?”

			Finished with the conversation now she’d gotten what she wanted, Katy turned to leave. “Grandkid inherited, I think.”

			“You get the films, family get the money and houses?”

			“I’d rather have the films.”

			Sara was shaking her head as Katy walked out. She was a good boss and did her best to only hire fellow film worshippers who wouldn’t annoy her on her lunch break and wouldn’t be put off by the low salaries a struggling independent movie theater had to offer in the year 2020. If it hadn’t been for Sara and the job, both of which were loveable, Katy liked to believe she would have motivated herself to leave town by now.

			Well, and Tom. But Tom was dead, which left the Logan Theater and the people in it. Sometimes, she let her colleagues or the volunteers invite her out for drinks when a screening went well. Sometimes, she ran into an old middle school friend, couldn’t turn “oh, we should meet up soon” into any later, and met them for coffee or drinks, and it went better than expected. Sometimes, she babysat for Sara and her husband or for her friend David and his wife, and she’d have a drink with the returning couple after. So she would tentatively make the claim she had friends if anyone asked, which they generally didn’t.

			She was at least past lying to herself, and that felt healthy. She knew she wanted more. But the gay scene involved a drive and introducing herself a lot, and she wasn’t ready to leave the sheltering cocoon she’d formed for herself beyond dipping her toes in twice a year or so.

			At her mom’s urging, she had at least gotten back into dating apps, but looking for eligible women in a Midwest town of seven thousand people felt like the same exercise in futility as hoping an Uber would be in the area. She missed that if nothing else about Chicago. The idea of moving back still seemed impossible, and since she hadn’t yet received any convincing signs from the universe to go anywhere else, she would rot here with the movie theater and convince herself she was still there to support her mom.

			When living back home had realistically only served to save herself the cost of a dogsitter, Katy knew it was anything but that way between them. That reality felt particularly stark that evening, coming home to a full house of friendly middle-aged women, tasteful music, and someone trying to offer her some of the cheese board the moment she got her shoes off, and her dog let her get through the hallway.

			“I f…forgot it was book group week,” she said as she smiled and embraced her way through the small throng of familiar faces and found her mom holding court in the middle of the kitchen chaos, but not, of course, doing much of the work. Lisa Cherry would do anything to avoid cooking her own meals, even eating whatever her daughter had decided to practice that week. That night, she had planned a Bangladeshi curry she’d read a recipe for online, but looking at the full kitchen, Katy took one of the finger sandwiches.

			Her mom had a glass of red wine that she set down when she noticed where Katy’s eyes lingered. She looked as though she could be a daytime television host: the perfect full face of makeup, tasteful jewelry, and approachable but well-fitted sweater and jeans. Not so young she didn’t look like she couldn’t know what she was talking about; not so old she couldn’t still be the pretty face. She did not look like someone only months into remission from cancer.

			“Don’t start,” she said softly, pulling Katy in for a side hug and kiss on the cheek. “I’m only having one.”

			“Is she watching your intake?” Sue, the bringer of the tuna sandwiches and one of her mom’s oldest friends, turned to Katy teasingly. “Now, sweetheart, you know that Frank’s a doctor, and he says that red wine’s practically medicinal.”

			Someone else Katy did not know the name of was at her elbow now. “It’s so lovely she has you looking after her, though.”

			“I wish mine would care.”

			“Oh, he cares,” her mom said, switching focus with a bright smile. She had, Katy was sure, not read the book that month. But Katy was also sure that no one here would notice or care much about that fact.

			“I told him about my water skiing incident in Europe last year, you know what he said to me? ‘How much did that cost?’”

			There were a few collective hisses and shocked choruses of “no,” and Katy took her moment to step back. This could be her solo movie night in her room. Cooking tomorrow. Her mom noticed, of course, distracted by the dog rushing in and nearly tripping up the survivor of the water skiing incident.

			“Gene needs to be brushed,” her mom told her, ever the attentive grandmother.

			Katy regarded her shaggy mutt, whose tail had started wagging. He was mostly collie, though her ex had insisted there was husky in him too. On the rare occasion he attempted a howl, Katy could believe it. “I’ll get to it,” she promised as she finally laid her heavy bag down, fighting to keep her face neutral as her mom’s attention wandered. For some reason, tears felt close to the surface again. Tom was dead, and sticking around in this town she’d once worked so hard to get away from had never felt so obviously self-destructive.

			Gene panted, staring at her like he knew exactly what it was to experience the slow death of the self from his own paws.

			“I’m going out,” Katy announced tightly as soon as she finished unpacking the groceries, zipping her jacket back up. “Won’t be long.”

			To her relief, no one else seemed interested in offering their opinion, and her exit out the back door was not impeded. The moment she was outside, she felt herself calm as purpose and the crispness of the night air took her. That helped. She preferred to have an unsympathetic chill to the air to help keep her awake. Seasonal depression might have had her in its predictable clutches, but at least she wasn’t sleeping through her days.

			The last time she’d felt this down, she’d watched The Red Shoes with Tom because he’d understood that while beauty was still to be appreciated, you didn’t always want to seek out a happy movie, and you didn’t always want to be forcibly cheered. Sometimes, you wanted to wallow, to see the bad feelings elevated into art that could bring you honestly to tears. Now that Blu-ray, along with the rest of Tom’s extensive collection, were hers. And he wouldn’t forgive her if she never claimed it.

			Having never had the front door key, she went around the back when she made it two doors down the street. In any case, Tom hadn’t believed in front door keys. Front doors were for greeting visitors and mailmen; the back was for family, who would know it was open and just walk in.

			Katy, who still wasn’t family however she felt, sniffed and felt tears sting at her eyes for the umpteenth time that day as she pushed the key into the lock, then gasped. Though the light wasn’t on, the kitchen wasn’t as empty as it had appeared from the outside.

			“Hi,” Katy said, startled automatically into politeness as the other woman flinched and turned to look at her. Her rain jacket was half-off shoulders that were too small for her tall, model frame. She’d been standing with her eyes closed in the dark kitchen, and now she was blinking at Katy like she’d never seen another person before, blinking with big brown baby cow eyes from under a thick wall of 2009-looking bangs. Though her own badly kept green mohawk often gave people pause, Katy suspected the staring mostly had to do with the interruption and was not specifically about her.

			“Hi.” Then, she seemed to recover. “Who are you? Sorry, what are you…why are you in my house?”

			“Your house? Oh.” Sharply, Katy took a breath. “You’re the, the granddaughter. This is your place.”

			The granddaughter nodded slowly. “Yeah. Mick. Hi.” She paused meaningfully.

			“Okay.” The cold air was not keeping Katy quite as sharp as she’d hoped. “Oh. Hi. I’m…I’m K…Katy. I’m, I mean, I was helping Tom. I was your, I was his b…best friend.”

			Amazingly, the stammered babbling didn’t seem to daunt Mick. She certainly translated fast. “His best friend? Aren’t you a little young?”

			“That’s a little ageist.”

			For a moment, Mick smiled. Fleeting as it was, it was lovely and showed off adorable dimples, briefly stripping her intimidating aura away. “Fair. Now, why—”

			Katy nodded and raised both hands. “Sorry, sorry. I’ll get out of your hair. I came over for a Blu-ray. He left me his movies, see?” When Mick didn’t move or speak, Katy took her moment and shimmied into the hall. “I’m just gonna grab it, thanks, then I’ll be gone.”

			“Sorry, movies?”

			“He liked movies,” she called back, zeroing in on the Blu-ray collection stand, then the shelf for the forties. Aha. Clutching her prize, she slipped back around Mick, who had moved to watch her from the hall. “Thanks, sorry!”

			“Can I, sorry, can I have the key back?”

			No, Katy wanted to tell her but stopped, turned, and began to root around for it. There was a little cartoon Orson Welles keyring Tom had found for her, and she slipped off the keys with some regret and kept the ring looped on her finger as she set the keys on the kitchen counter. “Sorry, it’s, I guess this is your place.”

			“Apparently.” She didn’t sound thrilled about it. “Does anyone else have a key I should know about?” Her tone remained stern, but Katy suspected she wanted to joke about it but was too tired to know how.

			“No, well. His d…daughter might, sorry, I mean y…your—”

			The hand that had been rubbing creases into Mick’s forehead released to wave at her. “Fine. It’s fine. You don’t need something else?”

			Katy had walked in feeling sorry for herself but now had the odd feeling she should have been comforting this stranger. She wondered if that would have made Tom happy to know. “No. I can, we can sort out the rest another time.”

			“Good.”

			And just like that, Katy was back outside the family back door, hearing it lock behind her, wondering what storm of a woman had just taken over her best friend’s home.
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        * * *

      

			When Katy was gone, Mick finally went to sit down. Or she intended to. But maybe it was all those hours driving, but as she walked through the old empty home, she found herself too distracted to rest, preferring to run her hand over the dusty shelves and picture frames, making little snail trails of cleanliness with her fingers.

			Maybe she simply hadn’t watched enough horror movies set in the last decade, but it helped make it feel less of a haunted house when none of the decor felt old or austere. For a moment when Katy, her polite, punk intruder, had called him her best friend, Mick had wondered whether, despite the key fitting perfectly in the front door, she’d somehow gotten the wrong house. This one had surely belonged to a much younger man.

			But apparently, her grandpa was just…hip. Or had been. By the rows and rows of movies, there was a television with a sound system Mick was sure she didn’t have a prayer of operating without being taught how. She should have told Emma about it all; she’d appreciate it. But with her eyes still captured by the images of her mother as a flame-haired little girl just like the one Emma had been scattered around the home in elegant frames, she wasn’t sure she wanted to talk to anyone yet. Even if something strange and vulnerable in her had wanted to ask Katy to stay.

			Or maybe practical. She really would need someone to show her how the home theater setup turned on.

			He’d left Katy his movies. It had sounded like an odd thing to say, but gazing at the glittering library of them, Mick wondered if it wasn’t almost as significant as the money her mother had apparently received. Funny. Until the will had been read and now this look around, they’d never been sure that their mother was the only child she’d claimed herself as. Their dad had always said she was, but he clearly hadn’t known much about the lying mother of his children.

			They’d also never been sure she’d come home to her parents when she’d given up on their family. But unless “Tom’s” private investigators were Columbo-level good, she must have come back to tell them something once. At the very least, he’d known he had grandchildren to leave multiple houses to.

			“My best friend,” Katy had said so casually, so sincerely.

			It had felt easier to believe their mom had come from a terrible family, that leaving her children had been an inevitable symptom of her own trauma, that maybe she’d never grown up with enough love to show any. But maybe this made more sense. Some people were just broken and evil from the start. And it fit neatly into Mick’s worldview that most of them had grown up rich.

			Her eye was caught by a sepia-faded photograph of presumably Tom and his wife on their wedding day. She too, looked very like Emma, even sharing the freckles dotted prettily over her nose. But looks weren’t everything. Maybe Tom’s late wife had been the bad one. Maybe the women of this family were just wrong.

			Andrews women. As a kid, Mick had always found it amusing. What’s your mother’s maiden name? Being only five when she’d left, Mick had never taken interest in finding out. She knew the first name: Sandy. It was short for Cassandra, which would have made her suspicious even if she’d known nothing about the woman. She didn’t trust people who took the obvious, girly name. Cass or Cassie seemed a more natural pick; this was a woman on whom Grease had surely made an embarrassing impression. Mick had met another Michaela recently at the hospital who’d introduced herself cheerfully as “Kayla,” and Mick had known instantly that the very straight girl was her natural enemy in life. It was probably a sexist hangup she should have been unlearning.

			Finally having explored every wide, beautifully wood-floored downstairs room, Mick took herself upstairs.

			It wasn’t just the scenario that had made Emma so worried about it being a horror movie. It was the fact of it being a recently dead person’s house, but that hadn’t bothered Mick. She was a doctor, or she was supposed to be. Dead people were inevitabilities. Sick people could be far more bothersome. But walking into what had clearly once been his bedroom still made her pause to consider sleeping there.

			It had a tasteful tartan throw and a full hot water bottle laid out on the beautifully made bed. She wondered if he was the sort of man who’d made his bed every morning or if someone had done that afterward. There was a small photo on his bedside table where a book with a long bookmark a third of the way through sat neatly, gathering dust.

			Dead people might not have bothered her, but sleeping in what had been their room in a house she intended to sell felt mawkish.

			She moved on. There were two more bedrooms upstairs. One seemed a little small, obviously the guest room. The other had an ensuite and would have been perfect were it not for the falling down band posters all over the walls. The bed was perfectly made, but the mess, the walls, the color screamed that this was the room of a teenage girl. If it wasn’t for the dust over the rows of teddy bears and the old record player, Mick would have believed she’d only just stepped out.

			No. She would take the small room. She did not need to sleep in the mausoleum for her still-living bitch mother.

			It took her an age to get ready for bed. Everywhere she turned sent her tumbling into a horrifyingly possible and uselessly tempting reality where her mother had taken them with her when she’d run. Or traitorously, maybe not even them. Maybe she’d worried enough to take at least her toddler home to her parents. Maybe she’d said, this one would grow up normal. This one wouldn’t have needed to fight for a scholarship if she’d wanted to go to college.

			And maybe, in this reality, Mick wouldn’t have wanted to go to college. Maybe she’d only wanted to academically excel because that had felt like the spiteful, rebellious thing to do growing up in the house that hadn’t even been a house for her early childhood, where the expectations for success had been the beer-stained floor.

			Maybe she wouldn’t have been on a mental health sabbatical because her mental health would have had nothing wrong with it. She and Emma could have had a beautiful, tearful reunion at the funeral with their mother.

			Disgusted with herself, Mick lay in bed and downed two sleeping tablets, angrily waiting for sleep to bring oblivion.

			Either she took them too early, or something loud enough happened to wake her, but she didn’t make it to morning. Looking around in her room, she heard a noise drifting up from downstairs. It sounded like she wasn’t alone in the house anymore.

			Her first thought was that Emma had been right, and the place was haunted. When she dismissed that, she thought of Katy coming back in for more things with another key she hadn’t felt like disclosing to the unfriendly new owner. Then, she remembered what she’d said about her mom, and she got out of bed.

			It was only when she was halfway down the steps, her phone angrily swinging in one hand, that it occurred to her this might be a burglar. And that burglars sometimes had weapons she would not like to be on the wrong end of.

			Of course this would happen on her first real night of living alone. She was going to get murdered, and no one was going to notice for days, maybe even weeks. Emma and Zoe, her closest friend, would probably think she needed her space. No one else would think much about it. Emma would have to tell their dad that she’d begged for Mick to bring a friend with her.

			She wanted to shout hello, a strange impulse considering it was one she’d never understood in movies. With great effort, she continued down the steps, phone in hand. Maybe she should have called someone, but as she listened to the rustling from the living room, lit by what seemed to be a small flashlight, she became much more focused on craning her neck to see if she could spot who it was and if it was only one person like it sounded.

			God, if this was her mom making a dramatic return after over two decades, she was going to be so fucking pissed.

			The third from the last step creaked, and she heard the intruder in the living room breathe sharply. It didn’t sound like Katy.

			Hello might have been ridiculous, but it was going to kill her if she didn’t say something. “Why are you in my house?” she asked. Then, doing what she could to be brave, she loudly finished walking down and rounded the living room before she could talk herself out of it. To her relief, no one was there, but the open window showed someone moving on the other side. Mick stood where she was, her fingers curled into fists. To her surprise, she wasn’t shaking.

			Why did this still feel easier to face than the job she loved?

			Taking a deep breath, she stepped back and flicked the light on. Nothing was disturbed other than the DVDs, some of which were now on the ground and open but still showing their discs safely inside.

			With images of the old piracy advert declaring that the viewer would never steal a DVD running on a loop in her brain, she crouched and closed the boxes, piling them on the coffee table. The only discernible pattern was that they seemed to be old movies, remastered several times over. Then, she stood and closed the window, shutting the cold air out once more.

			It was raining now. The weather really did change fast here if nothing else.

			She hadn’t noticed before, but the windows were very old. Strange, considering how modern everything else was. They looked as if they could only be opened from the inside and didn’t seem to be broken or tampered with, but it looked like there might be space for someone to use a key.

			Even if it wasn’t a ghost, Mick couldn’t help feeling like her grandfather was somehow enjoying a laugh at her expense from beyond the grave.

			





    
            Chapter Ten





			It was easier to believe in love in the movie theater. Not just on screen, with the smooth banter that was never so quick or smart in real life, the moon in old sets that was never so large, the swell of music, the focus on the revealing expressions, but in the room itself. In the dark, purposefully sharing an experience with strangers, Katy could believe in just about anything. Even that reopening to a screen filled with a high of twenty people was worth it or a good idea. Just knowing Meryl was back in her projectionist seat as they negotiated new terms for her part-time contract gave Katy new hope that everything might be able to work out.

			When she walked out that night with Mick hanging on her arm, the magic, the high, lingered and followed them all the way home, cocooning them in its warm glow. Katy wondered what they might become together when they dared leave it. “It went well, huh?”

			“Good turnout. And you spoke very well.”

			“You mean I wasn’t stammering much?”

			“I mean, you made me want to watch the movie. Usually, when people talk about books or movies or whatever, it makes me care less.” Mick played with her keys, as always carefully looking over them all before making her choice. “You always make me care about it more.”

			“I guess that’s w…what I’m here for.”

			“They’re lucky to have you.”

			Katy would have been upset by anyone trying to claim the theater reopening was something essential that needed to be scheduled immediately. She felt insane every day waking up to a world suffering one of its worst pandemics along with endemic apathy and denial of that fact. It was disheartening to realize that willingness to forget and the grind of the capitalist machine would always win out over desire to protect each other.

			But her theater was a nonprofit, so it was flat broke, and though it might not have been essential to everyone, it was to her and had had been for a long time. She loved picking her own movies at home, but what could be better than hearing that collective gasp, that relieved laugh, that mean sniggering, the clap of appreciation at the end of a new masterpiece?

			And though she hadn’t put much stock in modern movies, she was enjoying everything she’d seen and constantly bemoaning that it might never have its chance to shine on the big screen. She missed new releases, even if they weren’t any good. Much as she loved having control over forcing a full repertory program on the masses, the theater should have been for new things.

			“I think it’s because I don’t go out much,” Katy explained. “I d…don’t d…drink much, and I like cooking more than I like eating out. I need some kind of communal connection point.”

			“There is something pretty magic about it,” Mick agreed. “I didn’t really get it before.” She laughed. “Maybe I’m just depressed since I haven’t gotten any of these communal experiences in a long ass time, and now I’m romanticizing the ones I can do. But I always preferred an empty theater to a busy one before, even if it is still a little overwhelming now.”

			“Your life was busier before,” Katy pointed out.

			“True. Guess we’re all just longing for what we don’t have, huh?”

			“What do you, d…did you, miss most?”

			Mick pouted. “I’m not sure,” she said. “I don’t have anything like this that I can’t live without. But I guess I miss turning up at my local after-work spot and dropping by a friend’s place. Being casual. Everything’s so scheduled and planned and intimidating now.” She smiled, and Katy’s insides turned to mush. “Except you.”

			Truly, it was the cruelest situation to have Mick smiling at her like that because she was the one low-maintenance, dependable, casual factor in her life. But Katy was pathetic, so she’d take the smiles and return them. “I just don’t want to be part of the problem. It just all feels like all choices are b…bad choices right now, so pick something.”

			“How do you mean?”

			“Like, it’s a bad idea for public health to reopen, but if we don’t, we will absolutely go under. And then, the ever looming, which senile old rapist do you want to vote for? I don’t know.”

			Mick snorted softly. “Hmm. I know what you mean. I can’t be the bridesmaid who doesn’t go to the bachelorette party, especially when Zoe’s only renting this place to cut what would be another day of driving for me, but it still feels insane that she’s having one. Sorry, I know that’s not really the same.”

			“No, but I get it. Oh, that’s th…this weekend. You’ll miss Jurassic Park.”

			“And I’ll be sorry to. But at least I have seen that one. Emma used to rent it constantly when we were small. Even while our mom was still around.”

			It was the first time Mick had brought her up casually in a long time. “Have you replied to her yet?”

			“I liked her message.”

			“I did some reaching out too this week.”

			“Yeah?”

			“I emailed Norman Jessop.”

			“What did you say?” Mick’s smile lit up bright and wicked in the dark street. “I think you were my dead friend’s old lover, would you like to lend me a movie?”

			“Ha.” Katy thought back about what she had said. “More or less. Didn’t use the word lover. Said, I think you knew my friend and p…patron to the theater, Thomas Andrews, etc. Mentioned you. Then, we would like to celebrate you, centering one of your films in our Halloween festival.”

			“Isn’t this very late to be changing your October programming?”

			“You sound like Sara, quit it. Anyway, you probably won’t even be around to s…see the October program. You’re going to have your Bay Area weekend and see all your friends and your sister and not want to rush back.”

			Mick smiled, softer now. “We’ll see,” she said.

			As they reached their door, Katy did her best to concentrate on the keys in her hand to hide her disappointment. She’d really been hoping to hear Mick laugh that off a little more definitely.
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        * * *

      

			I drove this road almost six months ago, and now I’m finally driving back and not even to go home yet, Mick thought as she passed the gas station she was almost sure had been the same one she’d called Emma from before continuing her drive in the opposite direction. Six months of what she’d hoped would never last as much as six weeks.

			Happily, she was only taking said road as far as Utah, complete with a tent for the journey, but it still felt like an insanely long trip for a weekend after all these months of barely leaving Logan. But this was for Zoe, who was only doing a cute weekend so far away to make it possible for Mick to join them. Zoe liked pleasing everyone, she claimed she needed a vacation, and she missed Mick. Who was Mick, or what the hell else did she have going on, to deny her?

			If she’d been driving anywhere for this length of time, she should have been seeing her dad, but he wasn’t even around this week, which put that guilty thought somewhat to rest. Everything had just been put on hold, that was what people kept saying, but Mick still went to work most days, even if it wasn’t the same work. She still passed newborn babies seeing birds for the first time. Every other day, she served groups of painfully young people excited to finally have a legal drink. Half her friends back home had been going through breakups, and one very significantly planned to get married. Life had changed a lot and gotten a whole lot stranger, but it felt like a lie to claim it was on hold, as Mick herself had tried to insist at the start of everything.

			Back when Emma had first left her husband and things between her and Lucy were still tentative and new, Mick had been given more chances to have Sister Talk for more than a snatched phone call or late-night drink. On one of their frequent long brunches on Mick’s day off, Emma had said that she didn’t like thinking about her marriage as wasted time, even if it was something she regretted.

			“I don’t believe in fate,” she’d said, taking a bite of bacon waffles. “But, like, if I hadn’t got married, who would I have even been? It’s madness thinking about it.”

			Though Mick still wished she’d been able to push through with her job and hadn’t taken the first cowardly out to run from it and the rest of her life, trying to imagine who she’d be if she’d managed that superhuman task, felt appropriately alien to her now. She might not have been making achievements an earlier version of herself might respect, but she could still handle a full section of a restaurant without once breaking down about it, and she knew and cared about movies above and beyond whatever happened to be on TV when she couldn’t sleep.

			And she could make Katy smile most days.

			That mattered beyond everything, and she was working hard not to examine why, especially since the day her dad had come home from hospital, and she’d given in to her most selfish impulses. But maybe she should think on it, she mused as she switched radio station again, repelled by ads. This was the first time in a long time—and presumably for another long time coming—that she would spend any significant time apart from Katy. It had seemed like a smart thing to want, but already, Mick found herself missing her.

			Her fingers curled lightly around the steering wheel. Whether it was wasted time or just strange time, she was no longer the focused force of nature who had made her way in the world alone. And she couldn’t imagine who she’d be without Katy to unpack the end of the day with.

			But to keep her as a friend, she couldn’t keep her in this strange life forever, even if it wasn’t a life on hold. Eventually, more normal lives would have to rear their heads again.

			She was about to test what that might look like for her, and to her surprise, it wasn’t yet filling her with dread. For now, she would see where the ride took her and be ready to reintroduce herself to the people she loved, a few pounds heavier, wildly less booked and busy, but someone who knew more about film projection than most people who didn’t work within it.
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        * * *

      

			The first night that Mick was gone—out sleeping in a tent somewhere—Katy was determined to act normal. Just because it had been years, if ever, since she’d last lived on her own didn’t mean she was incapable of it. She walked the dog; she scribbled some notes for a new article. Then, it came to cooking, and the idea of making a meal for one seemed ridiculous, so she ordered pizza instead. Instead of watching the movies she’d planned out on the virtue of Mick not sounding interested in them, she binged almost a season of television for a show she’d given up on for getting trashy years before.

			Though she was usually strict about Gene sleeping in his own bed in the kitchen, that night, she brought his bed into her bedroom and got very close to inviting him up on the bed. It was ridiculous. It wasn’t even like they’d ever shared a bedroom beyond that one magical night she was beginning to feel she’d dreamed up. But being alone in the big house with Tom’s ghost and a burglar who could always decide to try coming back felt worrying and worse, lonely.

			How could she be lonely after only a few hours? And how was she going to handle it when Mick eventually moved away for good?

			As those thoughts consumed her, she stayed up most of the night watching YouTubers she mostly disagreed with talk through the canceled films of the year now being brought back. It all meant she was up far later for her day off than usual, and their morning dog walk was more like early afternoon. When they got back to the house, there was a man outside the porch who was apparently about to try the doorbell again. It made her aware that the door was still covered in a ragged poster for the bail fund film night.

			“Hello?”

			He turned, his battered blue cap shading his eyes but happily not hiding his bright smile. He was older, in his eighties maybe, though the bounce in his step had Katy believing he could easily be twenty years younger. He was Black, with skin lined with age, and a gray goatee, and stood at maybe six-foot, even with his hunched way of standing. He walked with a cane with a novelty silver Looney Tune head and wore a battered leather jacket he had to be too warm in.

			“You’re Norman Jessop.”

			“I am.” He smiled, but it seemed more sad than anything else. “There’re a lot of crows here.”

			“My roommate feeds them. Tom’s granddaughter, Mick.”

			“Making you the girl who wrote to me? Kate?”

			She’d forgotten that was how she’d started signing off emails. She was trying something out. “I am. Tom was very important to me.”

			“Me too.”

			She smiled at him. He was a lot taller than he’d looked in his photos, and she had to crane her neck to do it while facing him properly. “Would you like to go for a sit-down somewhere?”

			Though she meant to aim for a café in town, they didn’t make it there. He led her with definite pull toward a park bench, and she, belatedly remembering this was his hometown too, let him. “I always liked this view,” he said in explanation when they sat. “I used to wait for Tommy here.” Scratching at the back of his head, he took his cap off, still staring at the view. “I’ve tried to recreate it in other scenes. There’re prettier sights, and I never wanted to come back here just for a shot, but it stuck with me.”

			Katy, who had never paid much attention to this side of the park, dutifully tried to regard it with new eyes, as though someone she respected had just added a film she hadn’t thought of twice to their best-of-year list. For their sake, she would give it another chance. In this case, she recognized it was a lovely place to watch the sun go down. “You could have made this your Pittsburgh like Romero. Wait—”

			“I know what you mean. But since I was determined to never come back here, I don’t think that would have worked out.” Though his tone was light and he was still smiling faintly, it was definitely a shutdown.

			“What was Tom like when he was young?”

			“Beautiful,” he said simply before adding, “cruel, smarter than he acted. Young, as you say.”

			“You wanted him to go with you.”

			“I think you know the story.”

			But she didn’t. “Would you have made different kinds of art if he’d come with you?”

			Finally, he tore his eyes away from the view to twinkle kindly at her. “I like that question.” He frowned. “Yes, almost certainly. He had very different sensibilities with movies. If he’d been doing it all with me, things would have changed.”

			“He never was one for gr…gross-out humor.”

			“No, he was often stiff about that, wasn’t he? What did he think of the elevated horror debate?”

			“Loved it, believed it as a m…movement wholeheartedly. A d…deliberate, yet unwitting return to the seventies, is what I heard him call it.”

			“What an asshole.” He shook his head. “I loved him my whole life. You start to hope you’ll leave it behind, but you never really do. I didn’t, at least.”

			“Did you break into his house?”

			He gave a long sigh. “Not really. It can’t really be breaking in if he never changed the windows. Romantic old sonovabitch.” He paused. “I’m sorry if I frightened your friend, though.”

			“She lived. She changed the locks. I found the letter in the end, that n…night, actually. Was that all you came in for?”

			“Letter?”

			“Yeah, it was a letter from you that I don’t think he ever opened.”

			“I knew he always hid his secrets in the movie cases. He got in the habit with his VHS tapes and vinyl cases. I knew if he’d left it anywhere…”

			“He left it in The Red Shoes.”

			He barked a laugh, seeming more upset by this than anything else so far. “He would. God, I hate this town.”

			“I don’t so much anymore. But I w…want to leave it.” To her relief, he didn’t take this personal interjection badly and nodded, as though he’d expected it. Feeling braver, Katy sat up straighter. Even if she wanted out of this town and could admit it, she still had her duty. “But I want to show Werewolf in Outer Space at Halloween, like I said in the email. Do you have a print, could I borrow it?”

			He shook his head, but he was smiling. “Always on the clock, huh?”

			“I want to see it on a big screen. And I’d love to hear you talk about it.”

			He continued to stare at the horizon. “Maybe. I don’t want to come back here again, but I never thought I would this time, either. And I love that old theater. That’s where we fell in love,” he added conversationally. “I was the ticket seller. He was there most nights. He would walk me home and argue about which ones were good and why.”

			Though his smile remained, it seemed smaller and more fragile. “That’s what I was coming back for. He used to store ticket stubs from the first time he saw a movie and notes about what he liked about them. On days I couldn’t be there to see it with him or talk about it after, he’d write down his thoughts so that he wouldn’t forget. Over time, they turned into love letters. And I let him hold on to them because he wanted to turn the thoughts into something someday. Never did, I guess. Always more intentions in him than action.”

			He sat back, his arms crossed. “Anyhow. That’s what I was looking for, driving through the night and breaking in like a burglar to scare some poor young woman. Just didn’t want any family of his exposed to it after he worked so hard his whole life to hide it from them.” A thought that hurt seemed to occur to him. “Course, maybe I’m wrong, and I couldn’t find them because he got rid of them years ago.”

			“We h…haven’t looked v…very hard in there. But I’ll be moving all the movies out eventually. If they’re kept there, we’ll find them.”

			“And you’ll let me know?”

			“We will. W…would you like a look at the place? Is there anything else that you want? I know Mick wouldn’t mind.”

			“I don’t want a thing. I wanted to help keep his dignity, but that’s too late, and you’re not in the mindset to mind, are you?”

			“No, sir.”

			He laughed. “Then you’re from here? A Logan native?”

			“Born and bred. Though I went to college out in Chicago.”

			“Would you go back?”

			“Afraid I’ve burnt my b…bridges there.”

			“Hmm. If it’s west you’re going, you’ll be welcome to look me up. I’m staying with my husband’s family in Pittsburgh, but I’ll be back in LA putting together a preservation series soon, and I need a few more young perspectives in there.” His smile became more amused as he looked Katy up and down. “Younger gays. The old ones of us come from the days when we were happy enough with subtext. Throw a phallic murder weapon in there in a fight between men or a good old Cronenbergian orifice someplace it shouldn’t be, and we were happy enough claiming that. But you’re all so much more…” He hesitated. “Demanding. It’s good. I think.”

			“Some of us still appreciate a good orifice someplace it shouldn’t be.”

			His loud laugh gave Katy a moment to bask in the thrill of a Hollywood veteran effectively offering her a job. “And I’m glad of it, or I’d be out of work.”

			“You still make movies?”

			“I’ve had a couple scripts in what some might call purgatory for nearing on the last decade. Another I’m helping fund goes to streaming soon. Few more scribbled down.” He slung an arm over the back of the bench as though imagining he was draping it around a person sitting between them. “Moviemaking’s a disease, kid, and there’s no cure. No retirement from it anyway. When you find something you love that much, that is that much of who you are, what would ever make you give it up? Do you make movies?”

			“I’ve thought about it,” she admitted. “But I like writing about other people’s more. I’d like to write a book about your movies, actually,” she said, realizing it was true.

			He looked amused. “Oh really? In what context?”

			“I’ve been thinking a lot about men in horror.”

			“A sort of Men, Women, and Chainsaws reply, emphasis on the men?”

			“Something like that.” She wasn’t sure how to phrase the scattered thoughts she’d had on this, not yet. But she liked the idea of putting some of them down in a Google Doc and sending him proof that she appreciated everything she thought his work was saying. “I like the way your films look at them, especially when you direct.”

			“Perverts make the best directors, I hear.”

			Katy grinned. “Tom said that a handful of times. He never said it flatteringly, but he m…meant it.” When he didn’t turn or seem to have anything else to add to that she said, “He had all your films on disc.”

			“I saw. The night I was in snooping.”

			“Are you b…back because I wr…wrote you?”

			“Any excuse, I guess. But, yes.” He smiled knowingly. “Of course you can get my copy. It’s in the car. I brought it with me. I trust you. I don’t trust the postal service much.”

			“If any excuse still applies, would you consider…” She took a deep breath, wanting to get this right. “Would you speak? To introduce it? With me?”

			“Would that even be allowed?”

			“Over a call, maybe. We’ve been talking about trying something like that, a live event but with remote guests. We really would be honored to have you. A local hero made good.”

			“Ha.” Though his tone was sharp enough to cut, his eyes were softening thoughtfully. “Maybe they’ll get a statue of me up next to Logan the Orator.”

			“Not a statue. But they’re a good crowd, the regulars. And for the colleges, we host the student societies for film and a few more specific ones.”

			“Can’t imagine any movies from specific societies going down well in this town.”

			“Making them all the more needed for the people who need to see them.”

			He snorted. “I guess. It’s been a minute since I thought of it that way. Like, what little freak of a kid needs this right now? I was still thinking that with Werewolf in Outer Space, so good choice, I guess.”

			“Good choices are supposed to c…come with the job.”

			“And do they?” He smiled, and though it was a little mocking, it didn’t feel unkind. “So the house is owned by his granddaughter now. But you live there too.”

			“I do.”

			“And how did that happen?”

			She shrugged one shoulder. “There aren’t a lot of gay people in this town.”

			He laughed. Katy enjoyed the sound and wondered how it compared to the way it’d sounded when he was young. “That does tend to be the way.” He put his head to one side. “And are you together? Or in one of these situationships the kids talk about?”

			“We’re not together,” Katy said, but she tried not to say it too fast, not wanting to sound too defensive. “A lot of strange bedfellows in this year.”

			“Mmm. She didn’t know him, did she?”

			“No.”

			“I’m glad someone can tell her something worth remembering about him.”

			She smiled. “Yes.”

			Looking almost nervous, he shuffled to face her better. “What would you want to tell me about him?”

			She thought for a moment. “He was a friend when I really needed one.”

			“Not a lot of gay people in this town.”

			“Yeah. Kind people too. And he loved that theater.”

			Jessop gave a grunt. “Send me details. Of this video call or whatever it is you’re planning.”

			“Send you? Not an agent or an assistant or anything?”

			“You know my ass doesn’t keep a fucking assistant.”
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        * * *

      

			Their original plan of getting the bachelorette party into their favorite bars might not have worked out, but Zoe’s wedding, if it didn’t have to move again, was going to be half the size and very strangely curtailed. The only reason they were doing the night so early on was because her older sister, Amber, would not have been able to make it otherwise, or else, it would push things too close to the big day next year, which was apparently not done anymore.

			There were six of them in total, a number that felt a little too uncomfortably large to be Covid safe, but they’d all taken tests, and other than Mick, they were all coming from the same place. Despite her best intentions, Mick found herself retreating from
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