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By half past eleven, the Crown had emptied itself down to the people who belonged there.

The last customers went out under the red canopy in twos and threes, collars lifted against the rain. Nell Kaye watched them through the glass doors while the foyer settled around her. The brass rails stopped trembling. The smell of wet wool and popcorn thinned. Somewhere upstairs, Yusuf killed the music, and the sudden silence made the old building feel larger than it had any right to be.

“Twenty-seven,” he called from the landing.

Nell looked at the end-of-show report glowing on the till. “Twenty-eight.”

“Then one of us is lying.”

“Twenty-eight tickets sold.”

“Twenty-seven people through Screen One.”

“You’ve been saying that for twelve years.”

“And one day I shall be vindicated.”

He came down the stairs carrying the cash drawer under one arm. Yusuf Dane was sixty-one, lean as a folded umbrella, and dressed for work in a white shirt no amount of darkness could persuade him to untuck. His silver hair had gone damp at the temples. He had been running projectors at the Crown since before Nell had been legally allowed to sit through half the films he showed, and he regarded every technical change made since 1989 as a temporary inconvenience that would eventually be reversed by a grateful civilisation.

Nell tapped the figure on the screen.

“Twenty-eight,” she said.

Yusuf put the drawer on the counter. “I had twenty-seven through the door.”

“You had twenty-eight tickets sold.”

“Twenty-seven through the door.”

“You were upstairs.”

“I was downstairs when they came in.”

“You can’t have been in both places.”

He gave her a patient look. “That is the first sensible thing you’ve said all evening.”

Nell smiled despite herself and reached for the keys beneath the till.

Outside, rain moved silver across the empty high street. The shops opposite had gone black except for the pharmacy sign, which painted a green cross on the pavement and erased it again every few seconds. A bus passed without stopping. For a moment its lit windows seemed to hang in the foyer glass after the vehicle itself had gone.

Nell turned the key in the front doors.

The Crown Electric Picture House had opened in 1937 and had spent the following eighty-nine years refusing to die with varying degrees of dignity. Its frontage was cream faience, its auditorium deep red and gold, its heating system vindictive, its roof repaired in sections that never quite agreed on the weather. It had survived television, multiplexes, a bingo conversion that lasted only six months, two recessions, streaming, and a council report describing it as “strategically non-essential cultural infrastructure”, which Nell had framed and hung beside the staff kettle.

She had been manager for fourteen years. She had learned the building’s moods.

Pipes knocked in winter. The dressing-room door behind Screen One opened when the temperature dropped below freezing because the frame shrank. The old relay cabinet in the basement hummed even though nothing had been connected to it since the nineties. The neon C in CROWN failed whenever the wind came hard from the east, leaving the building to advertise itself as ROW N, which had once prompted a drunken man to ask whether it was a rowing club.

There were noises. There were draughts. There were explanations.

This mattered to Nell because she disliked people who used the age of a building as permission to become stupid inside it.

“Do you want tea?” Yusuf asked.

“No. I want to go home.”

“That was my second offer.”

“Where’s Rosa?”

“Checking the toilets.”

Nell glanced toward the corridor. “Still?”

“Women have more complicated toilets.”

“That is not an answer.”

“It has served men for generations.”

Before she could reply, the auditorium doors behind them opened.

Rosa Malik stepped into the foyer, tying her coat belt. At twenty-two she possessed the permanent expression of somebody witnessing an administrative failure she had predicted but had been too polite to mention. Her dark hair was twisted into a loose knot, and one silver hoop earring was missing.

“Screen One’s still running,” she said.

Nell looked at Yusuf.

He looked back at her.

“No,” he said.

Rosa stopped. “That sounded worryingly religious.”

“The show ended eight minutes ago.” Yusuf turned toward the stairs. “Credits finished. Playlist closed.”

“Well, the screen’s on.”

“Blue?” Nell asked.

“Picture.”

“What picture?”

Rosa’s forehead tightened. “Us.”

For a second nobody moved.

Then Yusuf laughed once, not because anything was funny but because the alternative had not yet presented itself.

“CCTV got routed through the server,” he said. “Marvellous. We have achieved multiplex incompetence at last.”

“We don’t have auditorium CCTV,” Nell said.

His laugh ended.

Rosa looked from one to the other. “That was also my thought.”

The three of them crossed the foyer.

Screen One lay behind a pair of heavy doors padded in wine-coloured vinyl. Nell pushed through first. The old auditorium was lit only by aisle lamps and the pale rectangle of the screen. Rows of red seats descended toward the shallow stage. Gold plasterwork climbed the walls in vertical fans, catching light along the edges. The room smelled faintly of dust, warm fabric and the electrical heat of equipment that had been running too long.

On the screen was the auditorium.

Nell stopped in the doorway.

The image had been filmed from somewhere just in front of the screen, looking back toward the seats. It was colourless rather than black and white, drained to a soft grey that made the red upholstery look almost black. The angle was low. The first few rows loomed large at the bottom of the frame, then the rest of the auditorium rose behind them toward the balcony and, high at the back, the rectangular projection window.

Nell could see herself standing in the open doors.

Rosa stood behind her.

Yusuf stood behind Rosa.

The image was not mirrored. Nell knew because the emergency-exit sign appeared on the correct side.

Rosa whispered, “Where’s the camera?”

“There isn’t one,” Yusuf said.

Nell stepped into the aisle.

On the screen, she did not move.

That was the first thing.

She stopped again.

Screen-Nell remained in the doorway, one hand still on the padded door.

Then the figure on the screen walked into the aisle.

Nell felt something cold pass across the back of her neck.

Rosa made a small sound.

On the screen, Nell took three steps down the aisle and stopped beside Row H.

In the auditorium, Nell had not moved.

Nobody spoke.

Seven seconds later, without deciding to, Nell realised she had taken one step forward.

She stopped herself.

The screen version of her was already standing beside Row H.

“No,” she said.

Yusuf came past Rosa. “Don’t.”

“I’m not.”

He stared at the image. His face had changed. Not fear exactly. Fear belonged to events with a shape. This was concentration without a useful object.

Screen-Yusuf now entered the auditorium.

The real Yusuf was still beside Nell.

On the screen he walked past her and looked down at the floor by Row C.

Nine seconds later Yusuf’s gaze dropped.

Nell saw the movement begin and snapped her fingers once in front of his face.

He flinched and looked at her instead.

The screen-Yusuf continued to stare at the floor.

Rosa said, “Okay.”

Nobody answered.

“Okay,” she said again, more firmly. “So it’s ahead.”

“Or buffered,” Yusuf said.

“Buffered from what?”

“I don’t know.”

“How far?” Nell asked.

Rosa pulled out her phone.

Yusuf said, “Don’t film it.”

“Why?”

“I have no idea.”

“That’s not a reason.”

“It’s an instinct.”

“You don’t believe in instincts.”

“I do tonight.”

Rosa lowered the phone without unlocking it.

Nell kept her eyes on the screen.

The image showed the three of them where they were not. Their future positions, if that was what they were, were ordinary enough to make the sight worse. Nobody floated. Nobody flickered. There were no theatrical apparitions, no impossible faces pressed close to the lens. They simply occupied the room several seconds before their bodies did.

Screen-Rosa came through the doors and walked to the centre aisle.

The real Rosa stayed where she was.

“Don’t move,” Nell said.

“I wasn’t planning to.”

On the screen, Rosa folded her arms.

Real Rosa deliberately put both hands in her coat pockets.

The image did not change.

A few seconds later, the screen juddered.

For less than a second the picture broke into horizontal grey bands. When it settled, screen-Rosa had her hands in her pockets.

Yusuf swore softly.

Nell turned to him. “You saw that.”

“I saw a correction.”

“A what?”

“I don’t know what I saw.”

He rubbed his mouth. “I need the booth.”

On the screen, screen-Yusuf was already climbing the stairs toward the rear doors.

Real Yusuf looked up at his own image.

Then, with an expression Nell had seen on him only when a projector belt snapped during a packed Christmas screening, he said, “I hate that.”

It was such a Yusuf sentence that Nell almost laughed.

Almost.

“Stay here,” he said.

“No.”

“I’m going upstairs to see what’s feeding the projector.”

“And I’m coming.”

“Then nobody is watching this.”

Rosa lifted one hand. “I am apparently available for nightmare duty.”

Nell shook her head. “We stay together.”

There was no argument in her voice. She had used the same tone during an electrical fire in the stockroom and once, memorably, when a drunk man tried to climb onto the stage during a children’s screening. Yusuf heard it and let the matter go.

They began up the aisle.

The screen showed them doing the same thing, about ten seconds ahead now. Nell counted silently. By the time they reached the rear doors, the lead had widened to thirteen.

Or seemed to have. She did not trust her count. Her pulse was too loud.

At the doorway she looked back.

The screen showed an empty auditorium.

No.

Not empty.

Someone was sitting in Row J.

Nell’s hand tightened on the door.

“Wait.”

Yusuf turned.

At first he did not see it. The figure was near the centre, small against the rising rows, sitting in the seat nearest the aisle. In the grey image the person’s clothing dissolved into shadow. Hands rested on the knees. Head lowered.

Rosa leaned around Nell.

“Who is that?”

Nell did not answer.

There had been twenty-eight tickets sold for the last show.

Yusuf had counted twenty-seven people leaving Screen One.

Nell looked at the actual Row J.

Every seat was empty.

On the screen, the seated figure raised its head.

The face was too blurred to read.

Then it turned toward the camera.

Not toward the screen.

Toward the point from which the image was being taken.

Toward whoever, or whatever, was supposed to be standing where the blank screen now hung.

Rosa’s fingers closed around Nell’s sleeve.

The figure stood.

It was a woman. Nell could tell that much from the fall of her coat and the pale shape of her hair. She stepped into the aisle.

Nell looked back at the real seats.

Nothing.

On the screen, the woman began to walk down toward the camera.

Not up toward the exits.

Down.

Row by row she passed through the grey auditorium.

“Yusuf,” Nell said.

“I see her.”

“What’s in front of the screen?” Rosa asked.

“Stage,” Nell said.

“No. I mean behind it.”

“Wall.”

The woman reached Row D.

Her movement was unhurried. That was the detail Nell would remember. Not a rush, not a pursuit. She walked with the calm certainty of somebody who knew exactly where she was going and had no reason to think the way might close.

At Row B she stopped.

She lifted one hand.

The picture tore sideways.

For a moment the auditorium vanished into white noise.

Then the image returned.

The woman was gone.

Nell let out a breath she had not known she was holding.

Rosa said, “I don’t like that.”

“No,” Yusuf said. “You may keep that opinion.”

The screen changed again.

Now it showed the projection booth.

Nell knew the room instantly: the narrow workbench, the server rack, the old black 35mm projector preserved beside the digital system because Yusuf had threatened to resign if she removed it. The camera angle was impossible there too. It appeared to be looking down from the ceiling above the door.

On the screen, Yusuf entered the booth.

Real Yusuf was still beside Nell.

Screen-Yusuf crossed to the server rack.

The image lead had jumped.

“How far?” Nell asked.

Rosa checked the time on her phone. “I don’t know.”

“Yusuf. Don’t go upstairs.”

He did not answer.

The screen showed him crouching beside the rack.

Then the woman from Row J appeared in the booth doorway behind him.

Nell heard Rosa inhale.

Screen-Yusuf did not turn.

The woman crossed the room.

She stopped immediately behind him.

Her face was clearer now.

Nell saw pale hair tucked behind one ear. A narrow jaw. A dark mark along the left side of the neck, perhaps a scarf, perhaps a shadow.

The woman bent toward Yusuf.

The screen went black.

“Right,” Nell said.

Yusuf stared at the blank image.

“Nobody goes upstairs.”

“That could be a feed interruption.”

“Yusuf.”

“I’m not going upstairs.”

The lights in the auditorium went out.

Rosa swore.

The aisle lamps remained, low and blue, but the gold walls disappeared. The room collapsed around the three of them until there was only the dim path under their feet and the huge black screen at the front.

Then the sound system came on.

A breath moved through the speakers.

Not static.

Not feedback.

A person breathing close to a microphone.

Slowly in.

Slowly out.

Rosa’s grip tightened on Nell’s sleeve.

Yusuf said, “That is not connected to anything.”

Nell looked at him. “What?”

“The auditorium mics. We don’t have any.”

The breathing continued.

It was neither male nor female. Too close for that. Too intimate. It filled the room without volume, a body-sized sound stretched across a hundred and eighty seats.

Nell’s first thought was that somebody had broken in.

Her second was that this was useful, because breaking in was a thing people could do.

“Front of house,” she said. “We go out, lock the auditorium, call the police.”

Rosa nodded immediately.

Yusuf hesitated.

“Now,” Nell said.

They moved through the rear doors into the foyer corridor.

The breathing followed them.

Nell stopped.

The corridor speakers were off. She knew because the evening playlist had ended and Yusuf had killed the system.

Still the breathing came, faintly now, from the auditorium behind them.

Nell pushed the padded doors shut.

The sound vanished.

For three seconds the corridor was silent.

Then somebody knocked from the other side of the doors.

Three knocks.

Not hard.

Nell stared at the vinyl padding six inches from her face.

Rosa whispered, “No one’s in there.”

Yusuf said nothing.

Again: three knocks.

Nell reached for the handle.

Yusuf caught her wrist.

“No.”

She looked down at his hand, then at him.

He released her at once.

“You just told us to lock it,” he said.

“Yes.”

“So lock it.”

The handle moved.

Once, downward.

Stopped.

Moved again.

The door did not open. It was a pull door from inside, and whatever was moving the handle seemed not to know that.

Nell took the key ring from her pocket.

Her hands were steady. She was pleased about that in a distant, irrelevant way.

She slid the key into the lock.

The handle stopped moving.

She turned the key.

The lock clicked.

From inside the auditorium came the sound of applause.

One person at first.

Slow claps, widely spaced.

Then another joined.

Then another.

Within seconds the entire room beyond the doors seemed full of people applauding.

Not cheering. Not laughing. Just applause, formal and sustained, as if something had ended exactly as expected.

Rosa backed away.

Yusuf’s face had lost all colour.

Nell stood with the key still in the lock.

The applause continued for perhaps ten seconds.

Then stopped together.

The silence afterward was absolute.

Nobody moved.

At the far end of the corridor, the foyer lights flickered once.

A soft mechanical click came from above them.

Yusuf looked up.

“That,” he said, “was the projector shutter.”

Nell turned toward the stairs.

The projection booth door stood open at the top.

She was certain Yusuf had closed it.

She was almost certain.

Behind them, from inside the locked auditorium, something struck the screen with a sound like an open hand.

Once.

Twice.

On the third blow, the fire-exit alarm began to scream.

Nell flinched, and the ordinary harshness of it was almost a relief.

She pulled her phone from her pocket.

“Outside,” she said. “All of us.”

They ran.

The foyer seemed absurdly bright after the auditorium. Nell crossed behind the counter, hit the master switch that brought up the house lights, and reached the front doors. Her fingers fumbled only once on the lock.

Cold rain blew in.

Rosa was first onto the pavement. Yusuf followed, still looking back over his shoulder.

Nell stepped out last, pulled the glass doors shut behind her and turned the key from the pavement.

The Crown stood glowing across its own wet frontage. The red canopy trembled in the wind. Above it, the neon sign burned steadily for once: CROWN.

The fire alarm cut off.

The three of them stood in the rain.

Across the road, the pharmacy cross blinked green.

Yusuf said, “Call them.”

Nell already had 999 on the screen.

Then Rosa made a sound.

Not a word. A small, startled noise.

She was looking past Nell at the cinema entrance.

Nell turned.

Someone was standing inside the locked foyer.

A woman.

Pale hair.

Dark coat.

She stood beyond the glass doors beside the ticket counter, motionless under the bright ceiling lights.

For one irrational instant Nell thought: twenty-eight.

The woman raised her right hand.

Her palm touched the glass from the inside.

Nell could not see her face clearly through the rain on the doors.

But she saw the mouth move.

Two words.

No sound reached the pavement.

Nell read them anyway.

Not yet.

The foyer lights went out.
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The woman disappeared between one flash of the pharmacy sign and the next.

Nell did not see her move.

The green cross went dark across the road, taking its reflection from the cinema doors. When it came back, the foyer was empty.

Rosa said, “Where did she go?”

Yusuf stepped closer to the glass.

Nell caught the back of his coat.

“No.”

“I’m looking.”

“You can look from there.”

“I am there.”

“You were becoming somewhere else.”

He stopped.

The 999 call was still waiting under Nell’s thumb. For a moment she had forgotten it entirely.

She pressed the button.

The operator answered almost at once.

Nell gave the address, then heard herself trying to decide which version of the truth could be said without becoming useless.

“There’s someone inside the premises,” she said. “We’re outside. The building is locked.”

“Are you in immediate danger?”

“I don’t know.”

It was not the answer the question had been designed for.

She looked through the doors. The foyer remained dark. Nothing moved behind the counter. The green pharmacy cross slid over the glass and briefly illuminated the framed council report beside the staff corridor.

“We saw a woman inside,” Nell said. “None of us let her in. The front doors were locked from outside.”

“Are there other entrances?”

“Fire exits. They should be secure.”

“Do not go back into the building.”

Nell almost laughed.

“That was already the plan.”

The operator asked for her name.

“Nell Kaye.”

There was a pause.

Not long. Perhaps two seconds.

“What?” Nell said.

“Police are already on their way to that address.”

Nell straightened.

“Why?”

“A call was received from the premises a few minutes ago.”

The rain ticked against the canopy above them.

“What call?”

“I don’t have access to full details here.”

“I’m calling you now.”

“Yes.”

“So who called before me?”

“I can’t confirm that. Officers are attending. Please remain somewhere safe and do not enter the premises.”

Nell looked at Rosa.

Rosa had heard enough from Nell’s side of the conversation to understand that something had shifted again.

Yusuf had too.

“What time was the first call?” Nell asked.

Another pause.

“I have it logged at twenty-three thirty-nine.”

Nell looked at the time on her screen.

23:52.

The Crown’s last film had ended at roughly twenty past eleven. Rosa had come out of the toilets. Screen One had been running. They had gone in.

Thirteen minutes was not much.

It was enough.

“What did they say?” Nell asked.

“I’m sorry, I can’t provide that information. Officers will speak to you when they arrive.”

Nell thanked her because habit survived astonishing things, ended the call and stood staring at the number in her recent calls list.

Rosa said, “What?”

“Someone called the police from the Crown at eleven thirty-nine.”

Yusuf turned toward the building.

“No.”

“That’s what she said.”

“We were inside.”

“Yes.”

“Who called?”

“She wouldn’t tell me.”

Rosa folded her arms and then immediately unfolded them.

Nell noticed.

Rosa noticed Nell noticing.

“Don’t,” Rosa said.

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You looked at my arms.”

“I looked at you.”

“You looked specifically at my arms.”

Yusuf said, “This is not the moment to become forensic about elbows.”

“They’re not elbows.”

“Whatever part of you is currently upsetting both of you, stop discussing it.”

The absurdity helped for nearly three seconds.

Then Rosa said, “If somebody called at eleven thirty-nine, that was before we came outside.”

“We don’t know exactly when we came out,” Nell said.

“I know I texted my brother from the pavement.” Rosa took out her phone. “I told him I was going to be late because the cinema had apparently developed a personality.”

“You did what?”

“I was frightened.”

“And that was your wording?”

“I was frightened, not unimaginative.”

She opened the message.

23:48.

Yusuf leaned close enough to read it.

“Eight minutes,” he said.

“Nine.”

“Eleven thirty-nine to eleven forty-eight is nine. I know this because time remains mostly cooperative outside this building.”

Nell looked through the doors again.

Someone had called the police nine minutes before Rosa could prove they were standing outside.

That did not mean the call described them standing outside.

She held on to that distinction.

It felt important.

A blue light appeared at the far end of the high street, washed over shuttered shopfronts and turned the rain briefly violet.

Rosa breathed out.

Yusuf said, “I have never been so pleased to see a Vauxhall.”

The patrol car stopped partly on the pavement. Two officers got out, a woman in front and a younger man from the passenger side. Neither hurried, which Nell found reassuring. People who ran tended to make everyone else believe they should run too.

The woman officer came beneath the canopy.

“Ms Kaye?”

“Nell.”

“I’m PC Harland. This is PC Mercer. You’ve reported someone inside?”

“Yes.”

Harland looked through the glass. “Can you see them now?”

“No.”

“When did you last see them?”

“About three minutes ago.”

“Description?”

Nell gave it. Pale hair. Dark coat. Woman, probably. No clear view of the face.

Harland nodded and asked who else should be in the building.

“Nobody.”

“Any cleaners?”

“Morning.”

“Other staff?”

“Not tonight.”

“Could anyone have stayed behind after the film?”

Yusuf said, “Twenty-seven people came out.”

Nell closed her eyes briefly.

Harland looked at him.

“How many went in?”

“Twenty-eight tickets sold,” Nell said.

“That’s not the same question.”

“No,” Nell said. “It isn’t.”

Harland waited.

Nell liked her slightly for that.

“We don’t know,” Nell said. “We thought we did.”

Harland nodded and asked who else should be in the building.

“Any rear access?”

“Staff door into the service lane. Bolted at closing.”

“Should be, or is?”

“Should be. I didn’t personally check the bolt tonight.”

“Fine.”

No rebuke. No little lecture. Just a fact placed where a fact belonged.

Harland turned to Mercer. “Round the back first.”

They went together, leaving Nell, Rosa and Yusuf under the canopy.

Yusuf said, “I enjoyed her immensely until she asked how many went in.”

“That was a reasonable question.”

“I know. That’s why I resent it.”

Rosa looked through the doors.

“Nell.”

“What?”

“Your office light’s on.”

Nell followed her gaze.

The manager’s office sat beyond the foyer, through the staff corridor on the right. From the pavement they could see only a narrow vertical pane in its door.

It was lit.

A dull yellow strip showed through the glass.

“I turned the house lights on,” Nell said.

“Does that turn your office light on?”

“No.”

“Was it on when we ran out?”

Nell tried to remember.

The foyer had been bright. The alarm screaming. Cold rain coming through the front doors.

“I don’t know.”

Yusuf said, “Your office light is on a separate circuit.”

“I know.”

“Just contributing.”

“Stop contributing.”

Harland and Mercer returned from the side alley.

“Rear secure,” Mercer said. “No sign anyone’s forced it.”

Harland looked at the office light.

“That normally on?”

“No.”

“Right. Give me the front key, please.”

Nell handed it over.

Harland opened the door. The alarm did not sound. She and Mercer went in while the three staff remained outside.

That was when Nell realised how badly she wanted to follow them.

Not because she felt brave.

Because it was her building.

She had spent fourteen years answering for leaking roofs, teenagers throwing sweets from the balcony, power failures, licence renewals, loose carpet, blocked toilets, broken seats, one marriage proposal during a subtitled Korean drama, and a pigeon that had occupied the upper foyer for four days and developed a personal dislike of Yusuf.

The Crown made demands. Nell answered them.

Standing outside while strangers walked through it felt wrong at a level beneath reason.

Yusuf seemed to understand.

“Don’t,” he said.

“I’m standing still.”

“That has not proved reliable tonight.”

She looked at him.

He did not smile.

Inside, Harland disappeared down the staff corridor. Mercer crossed behind the ticket counter and checked the public toilets, then returned to the foyer. He spoke into his radio.

Rosa moved closer to Nell.

“I lost my earring before all this,” she said.

Nell looked at the single silver hoop.

“I noticed.”

“I thought it was in the toilets.”

“Probably is.”

“Probably.”

Rosa touched the bare lobe. “I don’t want it back if they find it in there.”

“In where?”

“Screen One.”

“Why would it be in Screen One?”

“I don’t know. I’m establishing policy in advance.”

The office light went out.

A moment later Harland appeared in the corridor and opened the front door from inside.

“Can one of you come in and tell me if anything looks wrong?”

Nell moved before Yusuf could object.

Harland held up a hand.

“Just you for now.”

Nell went through.

The foyer smelled exactly as it always did after closing: cleaning fluid, old carpet, warm dust and the faint sugary residue of the concession stand.

That steadied her more than the police car had.

“Office was empty,” Harland said. “Window shut. No obvious sign of entry.”

“Light?”

“On when I went in.”

“Switch?”

“On.”

Nell frowned.

Harland watched her. “Meaning?”

“I usually switch it off when I cash up.”

“Usually?”

“I don’t remember doing it tonight.”

“Then we don’t make it more interesting than it is.”

Nell looked at her.

“Yes.”

Harland gave the smallest nod.

Again, Nell liked her.

They went into the office.

Nothing had moved that Nell could see. The desk was buried under supplier invoices, staff rotas and a half-open box of red till rolls. Her mug sat beside the keyboard with half an inch of cold tea in it. The safe was closed. The old wall calendar still displayed August because Yusuf had refused to let her throw it away until September had technically begun.

On the corner of the desk sat the landline telephone.

Harland pointed at it.

“That working?”

“Yes.”

“When did you last use it?”

“Yesterday, maybe. Most calls come through the main number but I use my mobile for everything sensible.”

Harland glanced at the display.

The little red missed-call light was blinking.

Nell had not noticed it.

Harland pressed nothing.

“Does this phone keep outgoing call history?”

“Yes.”

“Show me without changing anything else.”

Nell leaned over the desk.

The menu was old enough to have opinions. She pressed the centre button, selected Calls, then Dialled.

At the top of the list was 999.

23:39.

Neither woman spoke.

Nell felt the room alter around the fact.

Not physically.

Nothing dimmed. Nothing breathed through a speaker.

It was worse in a way because the office remained completely ordinary.

Harland said, “Who had access to this room at eleven thirty-nine?”

“Me. Yusuf. Rosa, technically. The door wasn’t locked.”

“Where were you?”

Nell thought back.

Screen One.

The grey image. Herself standing where she was not. Rosa refusing to fold her arms. Yusuf saying he needed the booth.

“I was in the auditorium.”

“With the others?”

“Yes.”

“The whole time?”

“Yes.”

Harland looked at the telephone again.

“Could someone have come through here without you seeing?”

“Not from outside without a key or forcing something.”

“Could a customer have stayed behind?”

Nell hesitated.

“Possibly.”

Harland waited.

“We had twenty-eight tickets sold and Yusuf says twenty-seven people came out.”

“That still doesn’t tell us twenty-eight went in.”

“I know.”

“Good.”

Harland took out her notebook.

“What happened in the auditorium?”

Nell looked toward the open office door.

Outside, Rosa and Yusuf were visible through the foyer glass. Yusuf had his hands in his trouser pockets. Rosa was speaking to Mercer, making small emphatic movements with her remaining earring catching the light each time she turned her head.

Nell could give Harland the sensible version.

A strange image appeared. They became frightened. They thought someone was inside. There were unexplained noises.

All true.

All useless.

She had spent half her life objecting to people who turned old buildings into ghost stories because a pipe knocked.

She was not going to protect herself now by turning a ghost story into a pipe.

“The screen showed us before we did things,” she said.

Harland’s pen stopped.

Nell continued.

“Not recording us. Not live. It showed where we were going to stand several seconds before we stood there. Rosa deliberately did something different and the picture changed afterward. Then it showed a woman sitting in Row J. There was nobody in the actual seat. Later it showed Yusuf in the projection booth even though he was still beside us. The woman appeared behind him on the screen.”

Harland said nothing.

“Then the lights went out. We heard breathing through the auditorium speakers, although there aren’t any microphones in there. We heard knocking after we came out of the auditorium. The handle moved. Then applause. Then something hit the screen. We ran outside. The woman was standing in the foyer after I had locked the front doors from outside.”

Harland’s expression had changed very little.

“What did she do?”

“She put her hand on the glass.”

“Anything else?”

“She said something.”

“You heard her?”

“No. I read her lips.”

“What did you think she said?”

Nell appreciated the wording.

“Not yet.”

Harland wrote it down.

The room was quiet except for the rain against the small office window.

Finally Harland said, “I’m going to be clear. I don’t know what to do with most of that yet.”

Nell looked at her sharply.

Harland noticed.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“You reacted.”

“You said ‘yet’.”

Harland lowered the notebook.

“So did you.”

“Yes.”

For a second neither of them found that funny.

Mercer appeared in the doorway.

“Building’s clear. Booth too. No one inside.”

“Any forced access?” Harland asked.

“Nothing obvious. Fire exits secure. Screen One doors were locked. Had to use the key from the ring.”

He glanced at Nell. “Nothing around the stage either.”

Nell had not told him Rosa had asked about behind the screen.

Perhaps that was simply where a police officer looked when someone reported an intruder in a cinema.

She refused to make it more interesting than it was.

Harland held out a hand toward the telephone.

“Outgoing 999 call at twenty-three thirty-nine.”

Mercer frowned. “From here?”

“Yes.”

“Nobody in the building?”

“Apparently all three staff were in Screen One.”

Mercer looked at Nell.

She said, “Apparently?”

“Fair point.”

Harland closed her notebook.

“I want to check something with control.”

She stepped into the corridor and spoke quietly into her radio.

Nell remained beside the desk.

The telephone’s display had returned to the date and time.

23:59.

For one second she imagined it changing.

Nothing happened.

Midnight arrived without ceremony.

00:00.

The Crown did not breathe. The lights did not flicker. No woman appeared in the doorway.

Nell found the normality almost insulting.

Harland returned.

There was something different in her face now.

Not fear.

Nell recognised the expression because she had seen it on Yusuf less than half an hour earlier.

Concentration without a useful object.

“What?” Nell asked.

Harland looked at Mercer, then at Nell.

“The call at eleven thirty-nine came from this number. That much is confirmed.”

Nell waited.

“The caller didn’t give a name.”

“Fine.”

Harland did not move.

“What did they say?” Nell asked.

“They reported a possible intruder at the Crown.”

Nell felt some small part of her unclench.

That was possible. Someone could have seen something. Someone could have been in the office. Someone could have called and left.

Then Harland continued.

“They said three members of staff were standing outside the cinema in the rain.”

Nobody spoke.

Nell looked through the foyer doors.

Rosa and Yusuf were still under the canopy.

Rain silvered the pavement around their shoes.

Harland said, “The call was logged nine minutes before Ms Malik’s message confirms you were outside.”

Nell looked back at her.

“What else?”

Harland hesitated.

It was the first time she had.

“The caller said not to let you back in yet.”
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“Did they say how long?” Nell asked.

Harland looked at her.

“What?”

“Not to let us back in yet. Did they say when ‘yet’ stopped?”

“No.”

“Did you ask?”

“I wasn’t speaking to the caller.”

“I know.”

“Control has the original log. I’ve been given what was passed on.”

Nell looked at the landline.

The telephone remained offensively ordinary.

Mercer said, “Could have been someone watching from outside.”

Harland turned to him.

“At eleven thirty-nine?”

“I know.”

“Before they were outside?”

“I know that too.”

He looked faintly irritated, not with her but with the shape of the sentence he had volunteered.

Yusuf appeared in the office doorway.

Harland’s head came up. “I asked you to stay outside.”

“I was outside.”

“You are currently inside.”

“I have encountered this distinction already tonight.”

Nell stared at him.

He lifted both hands.

“Rosa is still under the canopy. I came as far as the foyer because she said if I abandoned her completely she would tell everyone I cried during Paddington Two.”

“You did,” Nell said.

“That is not the point.”

Harland rubbed the bridge of her nose.

For the first time, Nell saw the beginning of tiredness in her.

“Mr Dane,” she said, “go back outside.”

Yusuf glanced at Nell.

Nell nodded.

He had taken one step backward when something crashed inside Screen One.

The sound punched through the building.

Not the slap against the screen from before. This was heavier and uglier, a long tearing concussion followed by a succession of smaller impacts. The office window trembled in its frame. Somewhere glass broke.

Yusuf froze.

Mercer was moving before the noise had finished.

Harland caught his sleeve.

“Wait.”

Dust rolled into the foyer corridor.

A pale cloud came beneath the auditorium doors and spread across the carpet in a low sheet.

Nobody spoke.

Then the fire alarm began again.

Nell looked at Harland.

Harland looked back at her.

Neither mentioned the caller.

“Out,” Harland said.

This time everybody obeyed.

Rosa was already halfway into the road when Nell reached the doors.

“What happened?”

“Something came down.”

“What something?”

“I don’t know.”

“That sentence is getting a lot of work tonight.”

Mercer moved the patrol car farther from the frontage while Harland called for the fire service. Yusuf stood beneath the canopy staring at the cinema as if it had committed a personal betrayal.

Nell knew the feeling.

The alarm screamed behind the glass. The foyer lights remained on. Dust had reached the ticket counter and was settling across the polished wood in a thin grey film.

The Crown looked ill.

That was absurd, and Nell resented herself for thinking it.

Buildings did not become ill. They leaked, shifted, settled, corroded, cracked, warped, burned and failed. They had causes.

She had spent fourteen years learning the causes.

Rosa came beside her.

“Where?” she asked.

“Screen One.”

“Was anyone in there?”

“No.”

Rosa looked at Nell.

“Because we weren’t allowed back in.”

Nell said nothing.

Yusuf heard anyway.

“Do not do that,” he said.

Rosa turned. “Do what?”

“Finish the thought.”

“I didn’t.”

“You were about to.”

“So were you.”

“Yes, and I have decided against it.”

The first fire engine arrived with no siren, blue lights washing the wet shopfronts. The crew went in with Harland and Mercer while the three of them were moved across the road beneath the narrow shelter of the pharmacy awning.

The pharmacy itself had been closed for hours. Its green cross continued its patient cycle above them.

On.

Off.

On.

Nell found herself watching the dark intervals.

Nothing appeared in them.

Yusuf said quietly, “The roof over Screen One was repaired four years ago.”

“I know.”

“Not patched. Repaired.”

“I know.”

“There was a survey.”

“I know, Yusuf.”

“I’m saying it for me.”

She looked at him.

He had stopped staring at the Crown. His face seemed suddenly older under the pharmacy light.

Nell touched his arm.

Rosa pretended not to notice.

The fire alarm stopped.

The silence made all three of them look up.

Twenty minutes passed before Harland came back outside.

By then the rain had weakened to a fine mist. Water ran along the kerb in black ribbons. A delivery lorry appeared at the far end of the street, saw the fire engine and police car, and reversed out again with the slow dignity of somebody declining involvement.

Harland crossed to them.

“No fire,” she said. “Part of the decorative ceiling has come down inside Screen One. Plaster, lath, some timber. Fire service is checking the void and the rest of the ceiling.”

Nell’s stomach tightened.

“How much?”

“Enough that you’re not opening tomorrow.”

“That isn’t your decision.”

“No. It will be somebody else’s decision in daylight, and I’m predicting it with substantially less drama than your cinema.”

Yusuf made a small sound that might have been approval.

Nell ignored him.

“Where did it come down?”

Harland hesitated.

Nell saw it.

“Where?”

“Rear half of the auditorium. Centre aisle and several seats.”

“Which rows?”

“I don’t know the row letters.”

“You walked through there.”

“I was looking for a person, not memorising upholstery.”

“Show me.”

“No.”

“Harland.”

“No.”

Nell folded her arms.

Harland looked at them.

Rosa said, “Careful. Apparently that’s contagious.”

Nobody laughed.

Harland softened by a degree.

“The fire officer will decide when it’s safe for you to go in. Not me, and not you. If they say no, it’s no.”

Nell looked at the cinema.

“How close were we to going back in?” Rosa asked.

Harland did not answer immediately.

Mercer had opened the doors for them. Nell had gone into the office. Yusuf had followed as far as the foyer. Rosa had still been outside.

They had not been about to walk into Screen One.

Not exactly.

Harland said, “Close enough that I’m not enjoying the question.”

Yusuf looked away.

Another fifteen minutes passed.

A fire officer in a white helmet crossed the road and spoke to Nell. He introduced himself as Patel, asked whether she was the manager, and told her that nobody was going into the auditorium again tonight unless absolutely necessary.

The collapse, he said, looked localised. Water ingress was possible. Age was possible. A fixing failure was possible. He would not speculate further in the rain at half past midnight, which raised him considerably in Nell’s estimation.

“Can I see it from the doors?” she asked.

Patel considered her.

“From the doors. You do not cross the threshold.”

Harland said, “I’m coming.”

“So am I,” Yusuf said.

“No,” Nell and Harland said together.

Yusuf looked wounded.

Rosa patted his shoulder. “You’ve been democratically excluded.”

Nell followed Patel back across the road.

The foyer was powdered with dust now. Fine particles lay over the counter, the brass rails, the framed council report and the black mat by the doors. Nell could already imagine the cleaning bill, which felt so normal that she nearly welcomed it.

Patel took them down the corridor.

The Screen One doors stood open.

A work light had been set just inside, throwing hard white illumination across the auditorium.

Nell stopped at the threshold.

For a few seconds her mind refused to fit the room to itself.

A section of ceiling perhaps twelve feet long had fallen from above the centre aisle. Broken plaster and narrow blackened lengths of old lath lay across the carpet and seats. One seat back had been crushed flat. Another had torn loose from its mounting. Dust coated the red upholstery until the middle rows looked wintered over.

The gold plasterwork on the walls remained untouched.

Above the damage was a dark irregular opening into the ceiling void.

Nell looked at the floor.

The heaviest debris had landed between Rows H and K.

Her eyes moved to Row J.

The seat nearest the aisle was buried almost completely.

She did not need to check the letter fixed to the row end.

She knew it anyway.

Harland followed her gaze.

“That where she was?”

“Yes.”

Patel looked between them. “Who?”

“Someone we thought was in here earlier,” Harland said.

“That the intruder call?”

“Yes.”

Patel accepted this and returned his attention to the ceiling, which made Nell want to hug him.

She gripped the door edge instead.

“If we’d come back in,” she said.

Harland answered before Patel could.

“You don’t know where you would have been when it came down.”

“No.”

“You don’t know the caller knew this would happen.”

“No.”

“You don’t know that’s why they warned us.”

“No.”

Harland looked at her.

Nell said, “I’m agreeing with you.”

“I know. It’s unnerving.”

A laugh escaped Nell before she could stop it.

It lasted less than a second, but it changed something. Not the room. The room remained broken. Not the facts. They remained impossible in exactly the same irritating way.

But the pressure behind her ribs loosened.

Patel glanced back from the work light.

“Something funny?”

“No,” Harland said.

“Yes,” Nell said at the same time.

Patel decided not to investigate.

A firefighter moved carefully among the rear rows, photographing the damage.

Nell watched her crouch beside Row J.

The firefighter reached between two seats and lifted something small from the dust.

“Found property,” she called.

It caught the white work light.

A silver hoop.

Nell’s laugh vanished.

Harland saw her face.

“What?”

Nell pointed.

The firefighter held up the earring.

Harland’s eyes narrowed.

“That belong to one of you?”

“Rosa.”

“You’re sure?”

“She’s missing one.”

Harland called to the firefighter. “Where exactly was that?”

“Floor under J-eight.”

Nell looked at the buried aisle seat.

“Which one is J-eight?” Harland asked.

Nell did not answer.

She walked two steps into the auditorium before Patel blocked her with one arm.

“Threshold.”

“Sorry.”

He pointed her back without irritation.

The firefighter checked the small brass number on the seat frame.

“This one.”

The seat nearest the aisle.

The seat where the woman had been sitting on the screen.

Harland did not say anything for several seconds.

Then she asked, “Could Ms Malik have been sitting there earlier tonight?”

“Of course she could have been.”

“Was she?”

“I don’t know.”

“Good.”

Nell looked at her.

Harland’s mouth moved very slightly.

“You’re not the only one allowed to use it.”

Patel told them they had seen enough.

Outside, Rosa was furious about the earring.

Not frightened.

Furious.

“That is not where I lost it.”

They were back beneath the pharmacy awning. The firefighter had placed the hoop in a small clear property bag because Harland had asked her not to hand it over yet.

Rosa stared at it through the plastic.

“How do you know?” Harland asked.

“Because I wasn’t in Row J.”

“At any point tonight?”

“No.”

“Before the film?”

“No.”

“You work here.”

“I know where I work.”

“When did you last know you had both earrings?”

Rosa opened her mouth.

Stopped.

Nell watched the anger run into the edge of uncertainty.

“About seven,” she said. “Maybe.”

“Where?”

“Staff room. I caught one on my jumper and nearly pulled it out. I remember checking the other one.”

“What did you do after that?”

“Worked.”

Harland waited.

Rosa gave her a look.

“Specificity is cruel at one in the morning.”

“Try.”

“Front of house. Toilets. Screen Two once because somebody had left a drink on the floor. I didn’t go down into One. Yusuf did the final walk-through.”

Yusuf nodded.

“I did.”

Harland turned to him. “Did you see the earring?”

“No.”

“Did you check Row J?”

“I walked every row.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

Yusuf looked at her for a moment, then gave a reluctant little bow of the head.

“No. I did not individually inspect the floor beneath seat J-eight for jewellery.”

“Thank you.”

Rosa held out her hand for the bag.

Harland did not give it to her.

“What?” Rosa said.

“I’d like to photograph it and note where it was found.”

“It’s an earring.”

“Yes.”

“Are you seizing my earring?”

“No.”

“This feels very seize-adjacent.”

Harland almost smiled.

“I’m documenting something you say was found somewhere you don’t believe you went.”

Rosa lowered her hand.

“Fine.”

Yusuf looked at Nell.

Nell knew what he was thinking because she was thinking it too.

The woman had sat in J-eight.

The earring had been beneath J-eight.

Twenty-eight tickets had been sold.

Twenty-seven people had come out.

Three things could form a pattern long before they formed an explanation.

That was how people got into trouble.

Nell said, “The earring doesn’t prove anything.”

Rosa looked at her.

“I know.”

Yusuf said, “Nobody said it did.”

“I’m saying it anyway.”

Harland finished photographing the bag.

“Good habit,” she said.

She handed it to Rosa.

Rosa took it between finger and thumb.

For a moment Nell thought she would put it straight back in her ear out of defiance.

Instead she slipped the bag into her coat pocket.

“What happens now?” Yusuf asked.

Harland looked at the Crown.

“Now you go home.”

Nell said, “I need to secure the building.”

“The fire service will finish. You can lock up after they’re out. Then you go home.”

“And tomorrow?”

“You speak to whoever you need to speak to about the ceiling. I speak to control about the call. Mercer and I write reports that will
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