
        
            
                
            
        

    Ride It Out
As a doctor, Mick McVey knows what a mental health crisis looks like. Her own still takes her by surprise. When she inherits a house from the grandfather she’s never met, she puts herself on sabbatical and travels to the small hometown of the mother who abandoned her. It’s a temporary solution.
Mick might not be grieving her grandfather, but to her new neighbor Katy, his death is one blow too many. Mick’s arrival feels like Katy’s chance to forget her ex and her struggling cinema and reinvent herself. She’ll finally get her hot rebound and make this year her year.
When the COVID-19 lockdown traps both women in situations they’d convinced themselves were temporary, they’re forced to face what they really want from their lives, and who they want to share them with.
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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.


    
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.
    
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 TWO
    
Mick had always loved a task. It was part of why she’d loved her job—when she’d loved it—and was probably something to do with being the baby in a family of very opinionated capable people who thought delegating was something entitled people did.
The night before had made the house and the decision to move into it a terrifying, overwhelming one. But waking up to it was different. It had been years since she’d lived without roommates; time and space of her own had become precious and sacred, especially since Zoe had moved out, and another friendly stranger had moved in. Though it felt unfair to complain about this one. Ismay really was friendly and baked when she was stressed.
Waking up to rooms she shared with no one but perhaps a ghost and an errant burglar was thrilling. To celebrate, she played an old Britney album on her phone and started moving around. No food or coffee yet, but that could wait; shift work had taken away most of her breakfast habits. No, before she could feed herself, she needed to earn food.
First, she researched a contractor nearby and called to get them out the next day. She called a separate contractor to get a whole new set of windows. Then, she called a locksmith, but there weren’t many in town, and the most affordable one was on vacation until next week. She could live with that. The ground floor windows were her main area of concern. She made a brief inventory of all the major working appliances in the house and all the canned food left neatly in the cupboard.
Then, she made a to-do list and a shopping list.
Sitting there with her black coffee because she had no milk, Mick wondered what she should be doing to relax, to have fun, to be mindful of herself, as her boss had told her to be when he’d very kindly explained that she could take all the time she needed. Within reason. Had she ever had hobbies?
The therapist the hospital had assigned to her had suggested that perhaps she’d always been working hard for her next goal and trying to escape hardship. That this breakdown made sense from the perspective of she’d finally stopped moving and striving. She had tried to explain it as getting through the shock of any trauma, physical or mental, only to relax enough to let the pain hit and cause difficulties in Mick’s normal life.
Though she understood the theory, this seemed like bullshit. She wasn’t in pain, and beyond never having financial security, she’d never gone through anything she’d define as trauma. She was just currently unfit for work. But she was going to work on changing that. If she needed something new to work toward, this could be that. She just apparently needed an avenue to relax through.
Maybe she could watch some of the movies in the library before they were claimed by their rightful owner.
The phone ringing interrupted her thoughts and cleared them. It had been a long time since she’d lived in a home with a landline, but she could answer it. After a death, it made sense that there might be more than spam calls coming through. She would talk to his phone company and earn breakfast to go buy that with the rest of her groceries.
“Hello, Thomas Andrews’s house, Michaela speaking.” If you’re trying to reach him, I’m afraid he’s dead, she thought of saying but decided that might be a little much.
On the other end, someone gasped.
Mouth drying, Mick tried again. “Hello?”
“Baby,” she thought she heard a woman’s voice say before the line went dead.
Shakily, Mick put the phone back in its cradle on the kitchen wall and moved to take her seat again. She felt like she deserved breakfast but felt even less capable of getting it now. The idea of leaving the house was becoming unthinkable. Swallowing, she fumbled to get her phone out of the back pocket of her skinny jeans and tapped at it until she found Emma’s name.
“Hey, what’s up?”
“I think she called the house.”
Emma’s characteristically breezy tone sharpened. “You’re sure.”
“I…” She bit her lip hard. She didn’t want to sound like a little kid running to her big sister to fix everything at the first sign of trouble. Funny that this was the first and not the break-in. But she was sure this was her mother, and it was in the bright daylight of her new kitchen where ghosts should have had no place. “No. But it was weird. She hung up when she heard my voice.”
“Okay.” Emma’s voice softened again. “Hey, it could still be a ghost or a serial killer, remember?”
“Ha. Thank you. That’s very comforting.”
“That’s what I’m here for. You want me to tell you about the ghosts we saw last night?”
Pathetically, Mick nodded at the empty room, leaning onto the phone screen. “You did not see ghosts.”
“No. But one of them scratched Lucy.”
It was a familiar, long-gone rhythm. Something would upset Mick, and though Emma never had the power to help, she would have the power to distract her for a minute. It made Mick’s heart ache to think of the years they’d gone without it, which showed just how much of a pattern it was. But it did help because maybe the therapist had been right, and under it all, Mick was still a messed-up little kid. Or whatever it was she’d said.
And she should tell Emma, tell someone, about the night before. Maybe it was the uncertainty of who it had been or the fact that they hadn’t really seemed interested in taking anything, but the most worrying part was the idea that it might have been their mom. But since she was far from sure and didn’t want to break their little script and actually worry Emma, she kept her mouth shut. If she was busy explaining that she was fine, Emma wouldn’t be doing much comforting, and Mick still needed comfort badly.
“What’s the story with the virus in China?”
“With what? Oh.” Mick frowned. Sometimes, she enjoyed being a doctor, which was good since it was all she’d ever wanted to do. And sometimes, the reality that every vaguely medical question that was ever going to come up would be fielded her way felt suffocating.
“Is it, like, another Ebola thing? I feel like that never really took off here the way people thought it would.”
Mick sighed. “Maybe. We’re overdue for a serious pandemic.”
“Like that movie. With Kate Winslet.”
“Sure.” Mick had to smile. “But, yes, I guess the most likely way this goes is ‘the Ebola thing.’” She’d been avoiding the news lately. Usually, it was something she looked up on her commute, and with that routine stripped away from her, it had been difficult to find the motivation to look up all the specific reasons the world remained terrible beyond the ones she already knew about. The Antarctic was hotter than it had ever been, and she hadn’t been able to leave her apartment for a week. She got the idea.
    
For the next few days, Katy went out of her way to keep an eye on Tom’s house. The first day, there was nothing visibly different about it, but two days after Mick’s arrival, scaffolding clung to the side of the house like a parasite. In the interest of puzzling out its purpose, Katy allowed Gene to slow in his strolling across the street where she was watching him that morning. She wanted to be annoyed at the quick change, but when she looked at the top window and saw Mick’s morose, lanky silhouette leaning against the window frame—looking out somewhere far above and behind Katy and her mucky dog—she couldn’t help a twinge of sympathy. She couldn’t imagine inheriting anything, but she supposed, if she flexed her empathetic muscles, she could understand just how lonely and intimidating it had to feel to inherit the house of someone you had never met in a town you’d never lived in.
She had a suspicion—along with her mom’s nagging to let her know—that her obsession with the house was part of her inability to get over Tom’s death. But with no official compassionate leave to take for a friendly old neighbor, Katy was taking her solace where she could find it.
“But staring at his house getting mangled probably isn’t it,” she told the dog, who whined. He’d been taught to expect that standing anywhere in one place for any significant length of time earned him a treat, especially if it was standing by Tom’s house. Tom was usually the one offering the treats. Since she didn’t have one, Katy pulled him along instead.
The next day brought a better, more productive way of honoring Tom. Her film showing was going ahead, and though her attempts to get volunteers involved in a project for it had fallen through, she was still around to talk herself. In any case, it was nice to have an excuse to be involved on what would usually be her day off.
Katy loved spotting new people arriving at the theater. As Sara had intimated to her when she’d suggested this showing, they tended to have a normal supply of regulars who would rotate and swell for something new and popular or something only a little old and undergoing cultish reappraisal. Showing The Philadelphia Story with little notice was indeed not new or popular, but the loyalists had still appeared to support it in force. Katy had never felt so desperately fond of them all.
She just wished they numbered a little more than twenty and that their ages averaged out somewhere below fifty. But as she’d chastened Mick the other day, that would be ageism.
After all, before they’d gotten to know each other, Tom had been one of her stream of amiable older regulars. It had been such a sweetly characteristic way for him to reach out and make them friends over nodding acquaintances. Her ex, Tasha, had texted again one morning, telling her no pressure, but she was welcome to come to her birthday party, and Katy must have looked a good sight less cheerful than usual while greeting the viewers in the classic screenings.
Tom had stopped, looking like he’d wanted to pat her arm but hadn’t wanted to alarm her. “What’s chased my best girl’s smile away?”
For some reason, a month after the breakup of her life, that had been the moment she’d broken and cried in public. He’d been alarmed but only for a moment before rallying magnificently, taking a very certain hold of her arm to lead her into the theater café-bar. He’d bought her a hot chocolate, paying extra for whipped cream and a shot of whiskey, and let her blubber out all the details. She’d told him about leaving behind the love of her life whom she’d done everything to keep as a friend, about the beautiful apartment she’d painstakingly decorated, about the friends who were reaching out less and less now, and how she was trying to make peace with that. If he’d had any conservative alarm about the gender of her ex, he hadn’t shown it. His only concern had seemed to come from her declaration that she had next to no friends here.
“Why don’t I be your friend?” he’d said, teasing but sincere as he’d sat back in his chair, clearly unconcerned by the time.
“You’re missing the movie,” she’d realized, heartbroken. She’d only just started real work as a programmer, and already, she was taking the audience members away from the screen.
“Oh, I have it at home somewhere. I just like coming out for the company and the culture,” he’d explained with a kind little wave. “Why don’t I take you home?”
She’d never known him to miss a Saturday afternoon classic since, even though he usually had the movie at home. As she’d gotten to know him, she’d learned that movies were his only indulgence when it came to his wealth.
Katy was pulled roughly out of her remembrances by her colleague patting her on the shoulder. “Hey, that’s us,” she said. Another twenty-year-old cool film student, Alex was always friendly. They’d even invited Katy along to a few parties. She’d gone to one, feeling horrendously ancient, but it was sweet Alex kept offering.
Now finished with her little courtesy shift, Katy took a seat at the back as the trailers came to a close. Then, she remembered she was meant to be speaking and stood, straightened her sweater over her skinny jeans, and walked down the steps.
“Hello, everyone,” she started. “I th…think many of you will have seen this tr…treasure of a movie before. The Phi…” Philadelphia, she tried to tell herself as she relaxed her fingers, stopping her nails from digging into her palm. Frustration would only make it worse. “The Philadelphia Story. Most importantly, it was a favorite of a very important patron to this theater.” She glanced at the new plaque on a chair for Tom and almost lost her nerve to keep speaking. The old dears in the front, one who considered her morally depraved, had welling eyes for her. It was a lot of the same crowd as had been there for the funeral.
Katy cleared her throat again. “This is actually his copy we’ll be watching that he generously donated to this theater.” Well, donated to her, but it was all the same, wasn’t it? Where else would she go? “Th…thank you all for coming. In an era of romances, this was a true original.” She might not be happy trying to sound the right amount of grateful and sincere in front of all these people, but she knew how to come up with a lecture about Katherine Hepburn, many of which she had already given.
She filled a few more sentences, gave a reminder about not using phones or e-cigarettes she doubted anyone needed, and smiled and walked to the back. Strategically, she could get out to start a collection bucket before everyone else left. Theaters, like any public service, always needed funds.
She took a seat just another seat away from the only other occupant of the row. As the lights dimmed, she noticed she was looking at Mick, Tom’s granddaughter, who’d taken away her key.
Had she misjudged everything? Had there been some misunderstanding? Maybe Tom’s family had known him well after all, maybe Mick—Katy was a little obsessed with that name—shared his tastes and was grieving him with far more right than Katy. But even as she constructed this, Katy knew her original assessment was right: Tom hadn’t known Mick. Against all odds, this had to be coincidence.
“Hey,” Mick said as the music started.
Katy offered a smile, not sure what to say. She made it halfway in before starting to cry. She’d never thought it a particularly sad movie. Sure, it was complex and bittersweet, but honestly, she probably would have cried sooner if it wasn’t for Mick sitting so close to her. But it got to Tom’s favorite scene because he loved suggesting going in a talking room whenever anyone tried to talk seriously with him, and when she heard Cary himself say it, she was gone. Tom would never again say that, and that felt impossible. Yes, he’d been older, yes, he’d had preexisting health issues that maybe shouldn’t have made this such a shock, but it wasn’t expected, and it still didn’t feel real that he would never be able to make the joke again.
Mick clearly noticed and kept making uncomfortable little glances at her. Of all the people here on their own, she seemed the least comfortable with her own company and was even less now that Katy was clearly upset. Katy wanted to die or at the very least to stop crying, so obviously, instead of managing that, her nose joined in and started to stream. When she sniffed, Mick bravely reached out and patted her on the arm. In the moment, Katy clutched it hard, desperate as her dog might be at the sight of a treat, and she realized Mick probably hadn’t intended her to take hold of it.
She clutched it anyway because she was still crying, and this seemed to be helping her after days of her mom looking at her like there was something wrong with her and because Mick still wasn’t pulling away. They held hands over the empty seat between them until the movie ended, Mick eventually rubbing comforting little circles into her hand.
When Katy dimly recognized the movie was entering its final five minutes and she’d barely spared a moment to stress about the reels changing, she gave as apologetic a smile as she could and stood, taking her hand away. Technically, she was supposed to be watching for any errors Meryl wouldn’t be able to notice, but it seemed like the risk was low enough to allow for an escape. She walked out to take the bucket from a colleague, knowing she could have remained for the end, but she needed a few minutes to recover before meeting Mick in the light again.
As she walked out, she let out a long breath. God, what Mick had to think of her. First, she was stammering her way into Mick’s dead grandparents’ home to take something she claimed she owned, and the next, she was falling apart on her in a theater. Concentrating on her breathing, Katy waited for embarrassment to hit, but so far, though she was nervous, she had no regrets. She had a feeling that despite the strangeness of their introduction, Mick didn’t judge her, at least not for this. Though Katy had almost definitely held on for too long and too hard, Mick had still reached first.
When Mick didn’t appear immediately, Katy started worrying that she’d imagined her. But about twenty automated customer service interactions later, Mick appeared, real and even smiling at her.
Katy felt her shoulders relax. “Hi,” she managed. “Sorry for…” She paused, having no idea of how to put what she meant. “For th…that.”
“No worries.” Mick’s elegant hand emerged from her deep coat pockets for some change that she put in the box, and Katy had the sudden bizarre idea that Mick was paying her to keep talking, like she was some little plastic amusement in a mall. She felt she’d be failing now if she couldn’t deliver on lightening up a little. God, she hadn’t even cleaned her messed-up makeup yet, had she?
“You, uh…” Now Mick was blushing just a little. As Katy’s potential donators piled up behind her, Mick seemed to be concentrating on her words, just as Katy had been in her speech. “Would you maybe like to get a drink? If you’re finishing, I just thought.” Both hands returned to the coat pockets, pulling it down so her shoulders slumped to Katy’s height. “Sorry, this is probably stupid. It’s just that I don’t know anyone here, and well.”
Katy smiled, unable to stop herself. “You need someone to hold your hand.”
For a moment, it looked like that might have annoyed Mick, and Katy saw a glimpse of the woman who’d asked her for her keys back so haughtily, but the moment passed, and Mick laughed. It was a desperately pretty sound and vulnerable, as though she didn’t use it much, and the sound of it was surprising her too. “I guess so.”
“I can meet you outside in maybe twenty minutes? How does that sound?”
“That sounds gorgeous.” Gorgeous, Mick said, elongating every syllable like she was going for a European accent that might not exist. Mesmerized by the sound, Katy decided she should spend more time crying in movie theatres.
Looking at the end of the line, Katy knew she did not need twenty minutes to finish up. She needed maybe seven and spent the rest in the bathroom trying to hype herself and check how badly her makeup had run. Luckily, though she wasn’t in the habit of switching into going-out mode after work, she did like to be prepared. Her overly stuffed backpack meant that she always got asked for ID if she wanted to pick up a bottle of wine on her way home, but it was worth it to carry her essentials with her at all times. She’d deodorized herself, fixed her makeup, found some gum to help her breath, and lathered up her hands in her favorite scented hand cream to hopefully hide how scaly her skin had become over winter. She was as date ready as she’d ever be.
Was this a date?
No use thinking like that; that was only going to psych her out. For whatever reason, she hadn’t scared Mick off yet, and she was going to take the chance to get to know her a little and buy her a drink to thank her for whatever had just happened in the theater. The fact that Mick was a cool leggy goddess with a laugh that made Katy’s stomach flip over on itself couldn’t be relevant yet. Besides, she might even be straight.
Though watching how Mick moved fast off the wall she’d been leaning against when Katy left the theater was both gratifying and seemed to confirm the opposite. She put the phone she’d been scrolling on into her pocket and tucked a long strand of hair that had escaped the grip of her green beanie hat behind her ear. And she smiled bright and hopeful.
Oh, Katy was in trouble. “I have to admit, I’m not the best person to show you the good local spots,” she said. “But there’s an old-man bar across the street that always feels friendly. And it’s cheap,” she added, before glancing at Mick’s expensive-looking navy peacoat. Maybe cheap wasn’t a good advertisement for this place.
But Mick kept smiling. “Sounds gorgeous.”
Katy could relate to having a word you just got a little stuck on. But Mick either hadn’t noticed or was good at hiding her annoyance. Katy hoped she’d say it again a hundred more times that evening, that Katy would give her cause to.
Was this a date?
“You work in the theater?”
“I help program there,” Katy confirmed with a nod. “And we all kind of pitch in everywhere, so if they’re short on staff anywhere, I help out. S…sorry for the waterworks inside. It’s just that it was one of his favorites, and that’s why I wanted to…I thought it would help.”
Patiently, Mick smiled, her hands once more buried in those giant pockets. “Sorry, I haven’t ever had to grieve much. But I’ve worked with it a lot, and it’s never easy to predict how it’ll hit you, is it?”
“Worked with it?”
“I’m a doctor, or I was, no, I am still a doctor.” Mick’s smile seemed a little more strained now, as if she was trying to convince herself into believing her own words. “I’ve been taking a break.”
“Where are you from?”
“Lately, Oakland.”
“Sorry you had to come see the end of our winter,” Katy said, scuffing her shoes over a shallow puddle as they walked over it. “But finding out about property halfway across the country seems like a better reason than any for a vacation.”
“I guess it does.” Though she didn’t seem to believe that either, she did seem at least a little comforted.
Katy decided to switch subject. “So you really didn’t know Tom at all?”
“No.”
“You just happened to want to watch Philadelphia Story? That’s so strange.”
“It’s a very popular movie. Right?”
“Sure,” Katy allowed, hoping Mick would say more. She didn’t really judge people on their taste in movies, but she did think there was a lot that could be learned from how they’d acquired them.
“I had friends who were big fans of old movies when I first left home,” Mick explained. “They were hoping to do movies as a career, and I really wasn’t, but…There was something cozy about watching something with them on a Thursday night, even if we’d all annoyed each other about the dishes that week. And I guess it was an education. All my life, I just watched whatever my sister had on, which was usually trashy and mean and kinda gross. I love my sister,” she rushed to add, as though Katy might have doubted it. “But her taste in most things isn’t something I get. Learning that movies could be beautiful and joyful and smart, it was—sorry, I sound like such a condescending bitch, ignore me.”
Katy was delighted. “I work in film, remember? You’re nowhere near the most condescending thinker I’ve heard from this week.” She smiled. “Tom loved movies from all eras, but we liked having old picks from his childhood on the most. He liked revisiting with old eyes. I liked making my way through the greats that inspired everything else and then finding something new to pair them up with. We’d pick apart what Hayes code limitations movies had to operate under to be great and how sometimes being forced not to say something made what they weren’t saying even louder.” She shook her head. “S…see? I have you b…beat on the film bro obnoxiousness.”
Mick laughed as Katy led her inside the little bar. When they’d gotten themselves a drink each, a beer for Mick and a rum and apple for Katy, they picked a booth at the back of the dark room. It wasn’t a big place. Few places in Logan were.
“So you live here?”
“I’m, I mean, I was Tom’s neighbor,” Katy explained between sips. It was too strongly apple, she decided. She should have asked for a double. “Your neighbor now, I guess. We live a few doors down from you. Smaller house.”
“We?”
“Well, it’s my mom’s.” She shrugged, wishing she didn’t feel apologetic. She shouldn’t have had to be ashamed about moving home, but it had been a long time since she’d had to explain the concept to anyone. “I moved back in with her a couple years back.”
“Hmm. Job or relationship?”
Katy grimaced. “Relationship. Girlfriend took the apartment. I kept the dog. Girlfriend also kept the friends.”
Humming sympathetically, Mick picked up her glass and leaned back.
“But I also wanted the job here,” Katy explained. “And my mom wasn’t well at the time. I’d been feeling bad for not being able to check on her more. It suited us both.”
“But she’s better now?”
“Leagues. Back to nagging at me to use dating apps. I caught her googling something about lesbian single groups in Logan last week. Thank God, I don’t think she found anything.”
Mick smiled but continued not to take the bait. “You’re close?”
“Very. She was pretty young when she had me. I don’t have any siblings or big family around. It’s a little sad, maybe, but we’re probably each other’s best friend.”
“I think it’s gorgeous.” There it was again, and this time, it seemed that Mick might have noticed. Her nose wrinkled a little, like she was about to sneeze. “I, well, I never got to know Tom.” She pronounced his name like it was completely foreign to her. “Because my family aren’t so good at close. Did he, did he talk to his daughter? Did he ever mention her?”
Katy really was an idiot. Mick had brought her here to mine her for information about the family dynamics, and who could blame her? “He didn’t talk about her much,” Katy admitted. “I think it made him sad. He never felt like he’d been a good father. He was very product-of-his-time about it: distant, busy, strict. She rebelled and ran away, and it broke his heart. They were in touch maybe once a year, more after his wife’s funeral.” She sighed. “Usually, I’m s…sorry, I think she was hoping for money.”
Mick waved a hand and picked up her drink with the other. Left-handed, Katy was almost sure now. “Oh, please don’t be sorry. Does she live in Logan?”
Katy shook her head. “She was at the funeral and drove in from somewhere for the day, b…but I’m n…not sure where from, sorry.”
“Again, please don’t be.” Mick smiled tightly. “She had no interest in being a mother to me during my childhood, so I have no interest in knowing her in another capacity now. He felt guilty about bringing her up wrong, and I’m reaping the benefits. If that makes her mad, I don’t wanna hear it.” She breathed out slowly. “Sorry.”
“Don’t be sorry.” Katy risked a smile. “It sounds like a lot to walk into. But if it helps, Tom suffered a stroke last year before this one that killed him.”
“Why would that help?”
“I…I did my best to get in contact with her and heard not a word in response. She’s not my favorite person either.”
“I think she tried to call me the other day.” As soon as the words left her lips, Mick seemed to regret them. “I don’t know that it was her. But, well, she said something that made me think it.” She cleared her throat, still seeming annoyed at herself. Though Katy hadn’t noticed her drink much, her bottle was nearly empty. “She left when I was about five, so I don’t really remember what she sounds like. It could have been, like, a missed call or something.”
“It’s weird living with landlines again, huh?”
“It’s so weird!” Mick’s smile of relief lit Katy up from the inside. Maybe this wasn’t a date, but it had been a very long time since she’d made a pretty girl grin like that. And for a moment, she felt a wave of gratefulness that Mick didn’t look much like Tom. That would have been difficult in a new way if she’d had the same slow, almost cheeky smile that Katy had always brought out in him. This was all Mick’s own: bright and immediate as a strike of lightning, an honest-to-God Julia Roberts smile that transformed her lean and solemn face wide and open.
But even the brief thought of Tom’s smile was enough to make her sad again. She closed her eyes for a moment, trying not to fall apart in public again, and already, Mick’s hand was on her arm, steadying her from across the table. A doctor, right. She looked after people.
“Hey,” Mick said in a soft tone. “Would it help to talk about him?”
Not sure that it would, Katy nevertheless nodded. “Uh, you’re probably going to find mice in that house. He never had the heart to kill them. That’s one thing.”
“I was starting to think my sister was right about the house being haunted, so thanks for the heads-up.” Mick’s smile remained encouraging. “Maybe I’ll get a cat.”
Katy laughed as Mick’s hand finally slipped back to her side of the table. “I could see you as a cat person.”
“Like, you think I’d be good with cats, or you’re calling me a gender neutral version of a cat lady?”
“First, you’re young yet.”
“Now who’s being ageist?”
“That was the other thing,” Katy continued after taking another drink. “Tom never seemed old to me, not even after the stroke. I worried about him but less than I d…did my mom. He was just s…so sharp, right to the end. He was still beating me at trivia and chess, and when the doctors made him stop eating the breakfast he liked, he tried to go vegan. He learned five new recipes in under a week.” She shrugged one shoulder at the memory and finished her drink. “And because I was, I think. He liked to be able to cook for me.” She’d relapsed recently, having always found veganism a chore to commit to, but Mick didn’t need to hear about how grief had turned her back to indulgent, cheesy, Italian takeout in the weeks after Tom’s death.
“Some people never really seem to get old in the way we fear it,” Mick offered. “I suppose they’re the lucky ones, but it can’t help but be a shock.” She rubbed her thumb thoughtfully over her fingertips. “And he loved his movies.”
“He loved his movies.”
“Did he ever hide anything in them? In the DVD cases?” She looked almost as nervous as she had before they’d started walking away from the theater together. It was an odd question, and Katy wondered if she should feel insulted by it. If Tom had left those films to her, then anything in their boxes was surely hers too, right?
Oh. The letter. Maybe she should try keeping her cards closer to her chest. “No,” she said. “Not as far as I know.” But she was really bad at keeping her cards close, and it could hardly be important. “But the other night, I actually found a letter. It was addressed to him, and he’d never opened it, but he’d hidden it away in the DVD case I walked out with the other night.”
“And you didn’t know about this before?”
“No, I really picked the movie for the m…movie, not another r…reason.”
“And you didn’t…You didn’t come back the other night after we spoke?”
Confused, Katy shook her head. “No.”
“Hmm.” Full of thoughts she wasn’t apparently ready to share, Mick sat back and crossed her arms, her eyes vacant. “Sorry. It’s strange, wondering if he had secrets or if there’s just a normal amount I don’t know about him.”
“He wanted to reach out to you,” Katy offered, happy to be back in more normal conversation, “but your, well, S…Sandy wouldn’t let him.”
Mick stiffened a little. “Yeah?”
“He really wanted to make things right with her and with her kids. Though he had a nice life, I think he carried a lot of regrets.” She smiled weakly. “Try not to judge him too harshly.”
Nodding without meeting Katy’s eyes, Mick got to her feet. “Another one?”
What was Katy rushing home for? “Sure.”
    
It might not have been a date, but under normal circumstances, Mick wouldn’t have minded if it was. Katy was cute, she was funny, and best of all, she knew nothing about her.
Mick had never been comfortable lying, and for that reason, she’d never been a big sharer. There was something undeniably refreshing about being around someone she had every interest in getting to know who didn’t know what her break from work was about. And was really very cute.
So cute, she felt like she should have tried to take Katy home with her, but she was worried it might make her start crying again, and with them living so close for who knew how long, sending things into awkward post-one-night stand territory seemed like a bad idea. No, it was nice to have a friend who wasn’t looking at her like there was something on her face she’d never be able to remove.
Besides, it wasn’t like she’d be here long. Maybe they could make a fun last night of it. By the way Katy’s eyes kept lingering on her hands around her beer, she had a feeling she wouldn’t be against it.
It had been a long time since Mick had dated properly, if she could ever truly say she had. There hadn’t been anyone in the small town they’d spent her adolescence in worth coming out for and making a freak of herself. There’d been college relationships, but medical school and work had felt too large to allow space for anything else, and between that and a pathetic inability to put the flame out she’d carefully kept alive for her roommate all those years, she’d mostly kept to flings and one-off situations.
Besides, she was certain she didn’t want kids, and whenever she had the mental state to get back to it, she had a lot of things she wanted from her career. There’d be time enough for her to find a nice girl someday. She’d seen photographs of her father’s side of the family, who she took after, even if she hadn’t met many of them. They gave her hope that if she continued to shrug off the legacy of alcoholism, she had a good chance of aging gracefully. She didn’t usually drink, after all.
Looked at her third bottle made her tempted to reassess that. She didn’t usually drink. But this was a sabbatical and one of the more unusual weeks of her life so far. A break in routine felt owed, healthy, even. And Katy was definitely a break in routine. For one, she was far from being what Mick might have ever described as her type, but she was finding it hard to forget if that had ever mattered the longer she sat across from Katy’s smile.
“So what’s going on with this virus thing?” Katy asked before smiling apologetically. “Sorry, Doctor. I’m sure you get this constantly.”
“Honestly, I’m really not in the loop.” Especially now. “The CDC don’t exactly have me on speed dial.”
Katy laughed, which made Mick feel better. Maybe she wasn’t much of a doctor, the thing she’d fought her whole life to be, but at least she was—for the first time in her life—the funny one in the room. At least from Katy’s perspective, and that was starting to mean something to her.
Chasing that high had her, by her fifth drink, making more and more outrageous statements. “I think small-town living makes your soul smaller. I know I’m not supposed to say that, and it’s not really true,” she added in a slurred rush, “but I’m just saying it was so obvious after meeting you that even if you have moved back, you still moved away in the first place, and that matters, and you can tell.”
Smiling, and not apparently offended, though glancing around with some caution to see if anyone else had heard, Katy raised a hand to point at her hair. “You can tell, huh?”
“No, I mean…” Mick didn’t know what she meant. What the hell was she talking about? But as she reached to pull Katy’s hands toward her, watching Katy blush at the contact, she could feel the poison of her fears of returning to small-town living rise to the surface. “Did you come out when you lived here?”
“I…” Katy swallowed. “I s…sort of.” She met Mick’s eye and slumped in her seat. “No. Not until I met my ex and her friends.”
Mick let go. “Oh. You came out, like, for her? Like, in an awakening way?” Why she was being this blunt, she had no idea. She was certain she hadn’t been this much of a lightweight the last time she’d drank. But maybe she should get herself a water next if she was here for a next.
“I, yeah. I guess.” Katy smiled again, but it was strained now. “I moved out, I met a girl, I realized, okay, this is why I had to pretend to have crushes on fictional men. There was no real man out there for me. And we were cute, and we did everything together, and we moved in together after college. She’s an actress, we were going to get funding to make an indie movie.” She sounded suspiciously close to tears again. “And I was going to make a ring.”
“Make a ring?”
“We had a friend into artistic metalwork. It sounded more romantic.”
“What happened?” Mick asked, hoping she sounded sympathetic and certain she knew the answer.
Now there were a few tears, but Katy seemed determined to ignore them. “She started sleeping with one of our friends. Then tried to turn it into a, maybe we should open the relationship, thing.”
“Oh.”
“And, like, I tried, but it wasn’t very m…me. But I wanted her happy if that was what she needed. I didn’t want to fight over the dog. I moved here about a year later.”
Mick couldn’t help goggling. “A year?”
To her surprise, Katy smiled a little. “You look like him now. Tom. He made that face when I told him too.” Her smile widened, but her body language became markedly more guarded. She put a hand into the remnants of the nachos they’d gone through hours ago now. “Sorry. I know this sounds pathetic. I couldn’t get over my ex in time to move out. My b…best friend is my mom now that my other best friend, your g…grandpa, is dead. I spend most of my time trying to keep a movie theater alive that won’t ever pay me enough to move out of my m…mom’s house.”
“I don’t think it sounds pathetic.”
“You’re just being nice. You just met me, and you seem like a nice person.”
“Believe me, I am not a nice person. And I think it sounds like you’re a strong person.” Much stronger than me, she thought of adding, but because she wasn’t that drunk yet—and wasn’t so nice a person as to make herself sound more pathetic—she didn’t.
Katy’s smile made her worry that it was the sweetest thing anyone had said to her all year. Oh boy. She did look a little pathetic: makeup still smudged on the crests of her round cheeks, long reddened by the alcohol and the warm room, but it was pathetic in an endearing way. It made Mick want to kiss her and find out if her cheeks would rise up to her eyes if she smiled enough.
But she wasn’t doing that tonight. Tonight she was just letting her hair down and learning her mom probably wasn’t about to jump from behind the next corner and getting on good terms with someone the lawyer had confirmed she would need to split a good deal of the contents of her new home with. More than good terms perhaps, but that could hardly be a bad thing.
“I don’t know about that,” Katy said, still seeming pleased. “My mom had to o…open all my j…jars for me.” She raised her arms in a wave covered by the long colorful sleeves that dangled like hand puppets over the table. Her smile convinced Mick they were probably the same level of drunk, which was too much.
Mick had to start calling this.
Seemingly picking up on Mick’s slowly moving toward her jacket and bag at the end of the booth, Katy downed the end of her drink and started looping her bright crocheted scarf around her neck. “Y’know, you’re not as intimidating as I thought you’d be.”
Mick stood, not knowing how to answer that. “I’m intimidating?”
“Mm. Good job, nice skin, great figure, nothing seems to rattle you. You’re everything my mom probably hoped I’d turn out to be. And I still can’t even guess if you’re gay. Are you gay?”
Though she did everything to steel herself, Mick could feel her cheeks starting to burn, and she crossed her arms in a last attempt to hide. “I’m, yes, I’m a lesbian. Was it not, I mean, am I not obviously one?”
Katy bit her faded purple-painted lips like she was afraid of what she might say if she didn’t. “You’re not o…obviously anything so far. I think that’s cool.”
“Thank you. I think.” Still a little puzzled, Mick smiled as they walked out together. “No one’s ever accused me of being cool before.”
“Really? You’ve got this whole ice queen demeanour, and your hair looks like a sh…shampoo commercial, and you seem”—she thought again, clearly warming to her topic but struggling to pick her words—“competent.”
“Ha.”
As they made the short walk together back to their block, they didn’t have anything else to say, but it felt companionable, not awkward. But inwardly, Mick couldn’t help turning Katy’s words over in her head. They were flattering, but it was strange finding out how she came off to strangers. By turns intimate, alienating, and horrifying.
To her own surprise, Mick broke the silence. “Do you think he would have liked me?”
“Tom?”
“Yeah.” The cold air chilling her nose was making her regret not wearing a scarf or much of anything to keep out the chill. It had been nice to live away from the assault of seasons for a while.
Katy crossed her arms. Sometime on their walk, she’d put on mittens. They were bright pink. “I’m not sure.”
“You’re supposed to say yes.”
“No, he would. He would have loved you whoever you were because—”
“I’m his grandkid, sure.”
“You’re not that similar, though, if that’s what you’re asking.” She thought for a moment. “But there’s The
Philadelphia
Story. So maybe you are.” Before Mick could think of something to say, Katy twirled to face her, stopping. “This is me.” Her mouth twitched up on one side. “You wanna come in, meet the dog?”
“I should get home, but thanks,” Mick said. She had to keep up her apparent ice queen image somehow.
“No worries. Th…thanks for keeping me out after eleven p.m. for once.” Her smile brightened, and it felt like her earlier smile onstage. A performance but a dazzling one. “It was nice chatting with you.”
“You too.” She was apparently cool. She could lean down and kiss this girl if she wanted to. But she had a plan, and that wasn’t in it. Besides, wasn’t it always cooler to leave everyone wanting more?




CHAPTER THREE
    
Living with her mom, who understood her better than anyone, was wonderful most of the time. The rest of the time, Katy could have lived without being greeted by questions framed like statements when she walked in the door. Like, “You’re in a good mood tonight.”
Katy put her head around the kitchen door frame, letting her neck hang at an angle. “Is that allowed?”
Her mom placed her pen behind her ear and leaned back in her chair. “Honey, you don’t normally come home singing to yourself.”
Katy smiled, probably goofily. “Fair. I got après work drink.”
“With colleagues?”
“With a new friend.”
“You made a new friend?” Her mom’s eyes widened. “Oh, I’m so proud of you, baby.”
“Ha, ha.”
“Can I respectfully ask if they’re your own age this time? Not teenagers or old folks again, I hope.”
“That’s not respectful at all.” Katy sniffed as she walked in to make herself tea. One of the only pieces of kitchenware she’d taken from her old kitchen was her little novelty tea strainer. It was shaped like Godzilla, and she was convinced it added flavor. “No, she’s my age, I think.”
“She?”
“Don’t start.”
“I’m just trying to confirm information.”
“She’s Tom’s granddaughter.”
“The one who took your keys away?”
“I’ve decided to forgive her.”
“Are you going to see her again?”
Kettle now filled and boiling, Katy turned to lean back against the kitchen counter. “Maybe.”
“Did you say she’s doing the place up? Maybe she’ll stick around.”
“Maybe. She’s got a life to get back to, though. She’s a d…doctor.”
“Thought you said you’d had enough of those,” her mom said with a smile but a weakened one. It was true, they’d both said it and many things like it over the last two years. Katy’s grandma’s death, Tom’s stroke, and her mom’s cancer diagnosis and long road through treatment and recovery had consumed most of her waking moments for a time, and with remission finally declared for her mom, she had hoped never to have to spend much time on the phone to insurance companies or have some new horror explained by a doctor.
“Can’t lump them all in as th…the s…same. How did your day go?”
“Oh, so my little Cassanova wants to hear how my day went?”
“Yes, I do. How did work go?”
Her mom taught languages, and by this time in the new year, she was usually ready to quit both job and country. “I also got drinks after.”
Katy’s smile widened, feeling the reason for her mom’s tone. She always turned to gossip when she’d been drinking. “With the girls?”
“No. With a man.”
“A man.” Gleefully pronouncing the word with the same exaggeration as her mom just had, Katy took a seat, cupping her tea between both hands.
“Mmm. He doesn’t take my classes, but I see him around a lot when I work late. He comes in for a creative writing class in the evening. Tonight he got me talking. He’s very nice. I think he likes me.”
Katy raised an eyebrow. “Nice?” She adored her mom and trusted her opinion on everything better than anyone in the world, but she had historically horrible taste in men. Never really despicable, no criminals or abusers. But a few loudly good feminists and men who found hot sauce exotic or who, on learning what Katy did for a living, enjoyed criticizing her seasonal choices. There had been two recent variations on the last one, one desperate to better explain the Star Wars franchise to her, the other who had thought her Hitchcock celebration had been poorly ordered. “You deserve better than nice,” she added firmly, close as she was prepared to get to reminding her mom of all that.
Her mom smiled like she understood exactly what Katy wasn’t saying. “Fine, he’s very nice,” she continued. “He noticed I got my hair done.”
“And we’re sure he’s not gay?”
“Katy.”
At this mild warning, she released her mug and leaned back. “I’m sure he’s very nice and also interested in women.”
“Thank you.” Her mom sniffed, then smiled at her empty hands. “He’s taking me out on Thursday for dinner. Are you going to see your girl again?”
“I hope so.”
“Good.” This firm statement was followed by her mom lifting her own hands in a plea for mercy. “I just think it’s been a long time. And I don’t like to think you’ve given up on love. You have so much of it to give.”
“I haven’t given up. I just wasn’t r…ready. I was hurt, so hurt I’m probably still not ready.” She breathed out, remembering Mick’s hand’s taking hers in the theater, the bar. “But I might be ready for some fun.”
    
She’d meant to ask Mick about the scaffolding and what the fuck she was planning to do with the house, but staring at the way she’d shrugged off her fancy coat and leaned back with a beer had felt much more important at the time. Now, as Gene barked at the sounds of drilling as they passed the house, Katy wondered again.
There had never seemed much wrong with the place, no leaky roof or freezing pipes that occasionally plagued her mom’s place. But maybe Katy would have noticed more if she’d ever been a homeowner. A few years back, she’d come perilously close to becoming one, but even thinking about it felt like inviting some terrible truth in where it wasn’t welcome. Her mom’s remission was lasting. Some of the medical bills had made them remortgage the house, getting Katy far more involved in its finances than she’d expected, but it still wasn’t her place. No, her mom was fine. It was Tom who’d ended up leaving her, and now builders were drilling into the side of his house.
Except it was Mick’s house now, and she had every right to do what she wanted. When Katy walked back, Mick was outside smoking against the damp fence. The teal paint Katy had helped Tom apply the summer before curled off the wood as gently and surprisingly as the smile moving Mick’s lips.
“Hey, neighbor,” Mick said, cool as anything before being shocked into stepping back when Gene jumped up to bestow his customarily enthusiastic hello. Had she been a little shorter, he might have succeeded in licking her ear. “Hey,” she said again, putting her cigarette out. “This the dog?” Tentatively, she stretched out a hand and gave an admirable try at hiding her revulsion when he licked her palm.
“This is Gene. Sorry, he’s used to Tom giving him treats here.”
Mick forced a smile and plunged her free hand into a pocket she proved was empty. “Sorry, buddy. No treats. You don’t want this,” she assured him as she dropped the cigarette and stamped it out beneath her shiny leather boot. Gene, who had no taste, still seemed interested.
“D…Didn’t realize you smoked.”
“Oh, I don’t usually.” Her tight smile flattened farther. “Having guys in the house stresses me out. They know where the coffee is now, so that’s me run out of conversation.”
Katy resisted pointing out that she’d had plenty of conversation to offer the other night. “What’s the plan?”
“Finish up with this, get a Realtor, then contact my job. Oh, you mean the house. Uh, insulation. And new windows. The old ones rattle at night and don’t keep the cold out well.”
Hoping that Tom hadn’t endured cold nights uncomplainingly, Katy nodded. “Nice. You got any plans tonight?” she asked, finally voicing what she’d actually meant to as Gene gave up on pulling her and sat, hoping for a treat. Katy dangled this prize above him as she waited for Mick’s response.
“Um. Nothing really. If you like, I’m dying to figure out the movie setup in here. You could come over and show me. If you want.”
“I’d love to. We could double bill it. The theater’s showing Master and Commander. There’s a lot of other good men-on-boat movies out there.” She considered. “And I know he has a Jaws Blu-ray in there.”
“Why not?” Mick glanced at the house. “I’ve got nothing going on.”
Katy felt like she should have been insulted by how meaningfully Mick looked her up and down after that. Like, I’ve got nothing going on, might as well have you. But her heart was beating too fast for her to care. “It’s a date,” she said and wished for the ground to swallow her whole.
“What time’s the showing?” Mick asked, kindly ignoring Katy’s idiot mouth or maybe accepting it as obvious. They were two lesbians in close proximity with nothing going on; why shouldn’t it be a date? God. How Katy had ever gotten laid was a mystery, even to her.
“Uh, seven. I’ll grab us movie snacks for dinner.”
Mick raised an eyebrow. “Someone’s spoiling me with an expensive night.”
“Oh, it’s cool, I know a guy.” Smooth, real smooth.
“It’s a date,” Mick said and winked. Winked. But she turned to return to the house so fast, Katy couldn’t be sure about that. Recovering slowly, Katy turned to walk away, hoping she didn’t seem too changed.
    
It was hard choosing an outfit for this. Growing up, she and Emma hadn’t had the budget for many shopping trips to figure out a style that wasn’t Emma’s old clothes before Mick grew too tall for them. Emma’s easy beauty granted her the ability to be truly thoughtless about what she wore, and Mick had inherited that thoughtlessness, if not the reasons behind it. In college, having a uniform at work and a core group of friends who knew she didn’t care how she looked hadn’t inspired her to reinvent her image, even after she’d finally had money to do so. She tended to wear what fit, and occasionally, she’d buy herself a cute jacket. Attitude and forwardness always got her the rest of the way if she ever went looking for a girl to take home.
Now she wondered if they were enough. She didn’t look like a lesbian, huh?
The other issue was that she didn’t own any clothes for the cold. Though she’d had the presence of mind when she’d left California to bring the few sweaters she did own, she was left with ones that didn’t suit her very well.
Her compromise after layering up under her favorite corduroy shirt was wearing a hat to brave the cold. Since it had a fraying pom-pom bouncing on top, it probably wasn’t a very lesbian hat, but she hadn’t brought that many.
Besides, it wasn’t like she was trying to impress Katy. For whatever mad reason, Katy already seemed impressed. Why not see where this led? Katy might not have been her normal type, which leaned very femme and a little mean, but they clicked, and she was cute and cool and funny. The click was surprising; it had been a long time since she’d come anywhere close to that. Meanwhile, there were no roommates or workmen in her house tonight. She had nowhere to be in the morning, and Katy knew she didn’t plan to stay. Though Mick was often confused by how easily other people misinterpreted her very plain dealings, surely there was nothing to complicate here. Katy seemed to get that too.
It was just a cultural night of movies, and Mick was more than happy with that, but she hoped she could shift it up another gear.
At six thirty on the dot, the doorbell rang. It was a shockingly loud noise—the workmen had just left—and Mick was almost nervous by how large and empty the place was. The old man living here had to have been very comfortable with the space in the way only the truly wealthy were, or he’d found noise rattling through it just as jarring as she did. Or maybe his hearing had gone near the end. Statistically, it was likely.
Opening the door, Mick found that Katy had also opted for a hat, and this one was definitely gay. But maybe more in the old-fashioned pretty and witty way. “Is that supposed to be a monkey?”
“Yeah,” Katy smiled apologetically and leaned against the door frame while fingering the loose threads on her knitted hat where an eye had presumably once been. “His eye fell off, so it’s k…kinda sad now. Shall we?”
Movie snacks, Mick learned, were far more enjoyable when no guilt or annoyance over how much they’d cost surrounded them. Popcorn and nachos might not have been worth the price of a sit-down meal, but free of charge, she could appreciate them. Years of shift work and sharing a kitchen had never encouraged her to get good at meal prep, but snacking unhealthily always felt nostalgic. Whatever age she was, she could still come home and fish potato chips from the back of her cupboard.
“Me and my sister used to do movie days,” she murmured as the trailers began to play. “We’d go to the big cineplex in ABQ and get ourselves one ticket each, then stay in until we’d seen all the new releases. Or some of them, anyway.” It had never really worked, but the game had been fun, and on those long summers, it had been nice to have an air-conditioned escape and some adults to outwit.
Katy grinned at her through a mouthful of popcorn as the lights began to dim. “I love that. I just had this place, and they barely show anything. I wanted so badly to make friends with someone working here so they’d let me in for free.”
“Would you do that for kids now?”
“Absolutely not, I’m horrible with kids.”
Mick laughed. “But you’re so friendly. You’re a dog person.”
“Dogs can’t talk back. Children take advantage of my friendliness and mock me. School trip days here are hell.” But she was still smiling, so Mick wasn’t sure she believed that.
As the movie started, she realized she had no idea how to do these dates anymore. She was taller; should she put an arm around Katy? But Katy surprised her again by crossing her feet on the seat in front of them and slowly leaning her head on Mick’s shoulder, the tufty feathers from the shorn side of her head tickling Mick’s arm even through her shirt.
Far from her tearful clutching the other day, Katy was relaxing into her, and Mick wanted to relax into that. Maybe she didn’t need to have done anything to deserve this. Maybe it was just happening and would keep happening whatever she did. Hopefully, she would get the chance to ensure Katy understood how much it meant later. In ways she was decidedly more comfortable with.
She carefully took hold of Katy’s hand, grateful that for now, no one needed to cling.
Despite, or maybe because of, Mick’s illicit childhood experiences, she had a lot of blind spots when it came to movies. Though she wasn’t much of a reader anymore, she had taken it upon herself to read enough of the classics that she still felt like one, but she hadn’t made much space for other forms of art in her life. She had watched the TV shows her roommate wanted, and she supposed this was like that, but it felt healthier somehow. Like she’d arrived at Katy’s home for a hearty home-cooked meal instead of microwaving something.
The movie surprised her. She laughed, she almost teared up at one point, appreciating that before anything recognizable or modern had arrived in the world, people still joked and spoke and cared about each other the same way. Even if it was a modern approximation of that time, there was something she wanted to hold on to in that.
“What did you think?” Katy asked as they left. She’d cried again, as Mick had come to expect, but was currently attempting to hide the damage to her eyeliner by deftly putting the sleeve of her sweater to her eye.
“Loved it. You were right. You should be double billing it with Jaws. Men on boats.”
“Right? But it’s about what distributors let me get my hands on these days.”
The cold night air made Mick grateful for her attempt at layering up, even if the layers were nothing worth looking at. Oh well. If things went well, Katy would soon be helping her out of them. The alcohol and Katy’s newly mittened hand in hers was making her forget the cold a little. Maybe she could survive the end of this winter after all.
She’d sell the house within another two months. That was the upper deadline she’d set herself. She’d have more money than she’d ever enjoyed in her life and would use it to take her friends’ advice and get herself a therapist, someone who could sign a name to her being mentally healthy enough to return to work. Work that would become easier when she no longer needed to live with roommates a long-haul commute away. Driving hadn’t proved so traumatizing, either, so maybe she’d hold on to the car. Or even upgrade.
“Is it nice wherever you’ve gone?”
Mick blinked, bringing herself back to the hand in hers, the frosted leaves crunching under her feet. “Sorry. Think that bottle of wine went to my head.”
“Let’s order in. I know some good takeouts.” She smiled wider, accepting, not judging Mick for her moment of rudeness. “I also know where Tom kept his booze.”
“He got anything nice?”
“A few old bottles. That’s about all I understand about nice. If it sat long enough to get old, it m…must be good, right?”
“Then it only seems right to honor him. Toast his memory. Is it weird we didn’t make the funeral?”
“I don’t think so,” Katy said slowly, releasing her grip a little. “But I think it would have been weird if you’d come. All your options led to weird. So who is we? It’s just one sibling, right?”
“It might have been interesting if there’d been more of us,” Mick said, thinking. “Not so neat a thing as one house each.”
“Or if there’d been fewer of you.”
“Ha. Well, I guess he would have picked on you or maybe his, well, his kid.”
“I doubt it for her. Not to b…blow my own horn or an…anything, but, yeah. They never managed to fix things.”
They walked in silence for a moment, but since Mick wasn’t one for small talk and suspected Katy could take it, she soon asked, “So what’s the deal with your dad?” As soon as the words left her mouth, she hoped he wasn’t dead. She still planned on having this night end in fun, not tears, but in her experience, in even the most fleeting of hookups, one often followed the other.
To her relief, Katy sighed with great dramatic effect. “Oh, he abandoned me too.” She frowned, nervous again. “S…sorry, was that insensitive?”
Fighting down a laugh, Mick assured her, “Depends on what you tell me next.”
“Well, it’s sort of true. But more like, okay, so my mom went backpacking when she finished college. Very cute year traveling Europe, saw the Leaning Tower, saw the Eiffel Tower, saw the Tower of London. Actually, I’m not sure about that last one, but England definitely, I think.”
“And she met a man.”
“And she met a man. I mean, several, I hope. I hope she was out there having a good old Mamma Mia! time of it. She was gone a full year. But, yeah, she met my dad in Berlin in a youth hostel. He took her out dancing, and they got breakfast the next day.”
“That sounds so European.”
“She almost named me Leipzig. For the town he comes from.”
“Oh God.”
“Yeah. Happily, she’d made it home by then, and my grandma never would have stood for it. In that, I was spared.”
“No kidding.”
“But I have met my dad, and he is a sweetheart. I have two half-brothers. I’ve only met them once, but they seem nice. They have perfectly inoffensive presences online, which is refreshing from two straight boys in their late teens. They’re certainly beating all my cousins, half of whom I haven’t spoken to since the last election.” All of this was delivered in the same breezy tone as her speech to introduce the movie. She spoke easier when she was telling a story.
“My family’s starting to feel less complicated.”
“Glad I could help.”
Feeling like it was her turn to share a little more about her family, Mick wasn’t sure where to start. She’d seen more of Emma in the last two years than she had in the ten before that, and much as they’d fallen back into their old rhythms, they still weren’t normal. Mick wasn’t the rock of success Emma had expected to find when she’d moved west, and living with an abusive husband for years had changed Emma in ways that neither of them were fully ready to acknowledge yet.
“You were always such a serious kid,” Emma had told her when Mick’s life had started to but hadn’t fully fallen apart yet. Her tone had seemed to imply that this explained everything about Mick’s current situation and that it was somehow Emma’s fault. “And you’re a pretty serious adult too,” she’d continued, which had made Mick want to sit up and snap at her.
How did she know? Hadn’t she only just returned to her life? Emma barely knew her as an adult. But instead, Mick had kept her position curled up stiffly against her on the couch as they’d both stared at the credits to the bad rom-com Emma had decided would be comforting.
“Maybe you just need some time off. Take life less seriously. Get some sand beneath your toes and in your bikini or whatever it is people do on vacation. You always fast-tracked everything. Maybe you need to slow down.”
Mick had continued to say nothing, feeling desperately patronized but too tired to pick a fight. It had stung to be lectured on her life by her sister who drove buses for a living, whose strongest opinions were on the country billboard charts and who had only recently gotten out of a marriage with a man she’d never loved and who’d physically abused her. But Mick knew she’d have been a terrible person if she’d said any of that aloud, so she’d said nothing.
Now she wondered if Emma hadn’t been right. Instead of movies being a rare treat, she was now indulging in more than one a night. And not just whatever terrible movies Emma put on, good movies, movies that made her feel something. She felt gluttonous. Sinful, as the priest at the church their dad had brought them to the summer they’d first arrived in New Mexico might have put it.
But what was the harm in this sin? Though she enjoyed listening as Katy explaining her theory about what made The Curse of the Black Pearl come out on top in the battle of the ship media of 2003, she couldn’t help her mind wandering to an image of Katy’s brightly colored bitten nails running over the plastic of the DVD spines on Tom’s shelves. It was that almost pornographic image that had her smiling as she opened the door and for the second time in a week, found a stranger in her house.
Though maybe not quite a stranger.
Her first thought was that it was Emma. The thick, strawberry blond mane; the tight, beaten jeans; the same height; the same petite shoulders, but the woman turned, and Mick could see that she also shared Emma’s face and eyes. She hid the freckles that Mick was certain covered her cheeks under thick makeup, and though there seemed to have been some work done to prevent aging, the signs of it were unmistakably there. This was not Emma.
But it was family. She looked shocked.
Mick suspected it was a very different expression to her own. She and Emma had never dealt with surprise the same way. And this woman really was Emma’s clone. Her thick boots clunking mud onto the fine wood flooring, Mick blocked the kitchen door, and she felt tall. Both of these things should have been comforting.
The woman rolled her lips before working herself up to speech. “Michaela?”
Usually, Mick was neutral on her name and even liked the way Emma occasionally said it. The way this woman pronounced it made her want to claw her own skin off. Or maybe someone else’s. But instead of moving, she felt her throat close up. She had a lifetime of cutting responses ready for this, but for some reason, she couldn’t remember any of them now.
“Hi. I don’t know if you r…remember me,” Katy said, striding to the rescue with her mittened hand out. “I’m K…Katy. I helped out your dad sometimes. I live just along the street.”
The woman—and Mick now knew beyond a doubt who she was but refused to form the thought—nodded but did not turn her head from Mick no matter how much Katy tried to block her line of sight. “I remember you,” she murmured, not taking Katy’s hand. “I know you were very important to my dad. Thank you.”
“Get out of my house,” Mick heard herself say.
“Baby,” the woman started, finally taking a step forward.
Mick stepped back. “Out,” she repeated, looking at the ground but feeling no less certain of herself. She wasn’t sure of much, but she knew she didn’t want this woman to come any closer.
Again, Katy stayed between them, her arms out like she thought they might go for each other. “Hey,” she said to Mick before turning to the other woman. “I’m not sure this is a good time.”
“I only wanted to—”
Mick shook her head at the floor. “No.”
There was something southern about the way the woman spoke that rang false in the very non-southern house she’d grown up in. “I’m not trying to upset you, baby, but this is my house.”
“That’s not what the fucking will says.”
Katy glanced concernedly back at Mick, and something hardened in her soft face, some inner steel being pushed to the surface, molding it into a shield of protection. Mick had the sudden sense that this face had the potential to ruin her life. Then, Katy turned back to the woman, her voice colder. “Please leave.”
Finally, Katy had her attention. “Fine.” No accent now. “I’ll leave. Can I leave my number?”
“No,” Mick said.
“You know the house, like you said,” Katy said. “You can send a letter if you want to get in touch.” Her tone changed. “Oh. Do you know who might have written to your father whose initials were N.J.?”
“No.”
“Huh.”
“I can look over a letter if you need me to.” She gave another try at meeting Mick’s eyes. “I’m going to be back to look over his things. He was my dad, you know.”
Knowing screaming wasn’t an option, Mick finally met her eyes. “Not today. Out.”
    
The moment the door closed, Mick let out a ragged breath. “Sorry about that,” she muttered as Katy moved through to the front room, wanting to check that Sandy Andrews was really leaving. Satisfied by the sight of her walking across the road toward a dark blue car, Katy went back to the kitchen and found that Mick hadn’t moved.
“We were going to have drinks,” Katy reminded her. What had been an additional dessert in a night of indulgence now seemed medicinal. Takeout was slipping in importance.
“Mmm.” Though Mick wasn’t looking up or elaborating, her eyes moved rapidly over the tiled floor like she was trying to count something.
“Do you drink bourbon?”
Mick nodded.
“Great. We’re having bourbon.”
Tom had a liquor cabinet in his kitchen, but a lot of his special treasures he kept hidden behind and sometimes inside his endless cases of movies. And he’d kept other things inside there too, as Katy had discovered the night she’d tried to watch her hard-won copy of The Red Shoes. The whole not inconsiderable runtime of the movie, she’d sat on her bed not sure how she felt about opening the letter. Because that was the strangest part: it hadn’t been opened. Addressed to Tom with a mysterious initialed return address on the back.
It still felt horribly invasive to even consider opening it. But thinking of it again still unopened in her room made her almost ill. But one look at Mick, eyes still scanning the floor, focused her again. Mick was actually suffering. Katy was just nosy and should have already had her fill of other people’s drama for the evening.
Not that Mick had allowed it to turn into much drama. It had been impressive, the way she’d handled herself, completely unwavering, completely unforgiving. Ice queen indeed. Katy felt more certain than ever that she didn’t want to be on the wrong side of her.
Finally looking up when she heard the alcohol pour into the glasses, Mick smiled. “Thanks.” They raised their hands in a toast, holding the glasses together a little longer than necessary after the clinking, Mick with her left arm, Katy with her right. After she swallowed, Mick continued to stare at Katy’s hand. “I like your nails.”
“Thanks.” They’d looked better a few days ago, but the color, a bright teal, was fun, and her mom had painted a little turtle on one. But Katy had a feeling the compliment was more an excuse for Mick to continue evaluating her hands as she finished her drink. The temperature in the cold room seemed to be changing. If Mick really did have icy witch queen powers, maybe she could switch the weather the other way too. To a temperature more her liking.
Feeling herself blush, Katy put her drink down behind her. “There’s a few options for food. I think Tom kept a few menus in the cupboard above you to…” She trailed off as Mick entwined their now empty hands and began to swing them thoughtfully, as though feeling them together like this would change how things proceeded.
“I’m not so hungry,” she murmured. “You?”
Katy swallowed and shook her head, daring to look up and meet those dark eyes, burning as bright as her cheeks must have been. She didn’t dare say anything. All she could think of was how starved her body felt, how hungry she’d made it. But not for food.
Mick leaned down to kiss her in what felt like slow motion, Katy’s brain sweetly clinging to the moment as long as she could make it last. No one had kissed her in so long. The way things had finished over that last awful year in her old apartment—and the almost sadder six months beforehand—hadn’t felt like this. As Mick’s lips pressed down on hers, she opened her mouth and turned her head, drunk on the sensation of feeling like the center of someone’s universe.
It wasn’t real. Mick needed a distraction, not a focal point. But it was so easy to forget that and let her hands wander to Mick’s waist and pull her down for more. In the dark, empty kitchen, there should have been a score swelling, signaling the end or the height of the movie, but she was aware of no sound but the light movement of Mick’s lips pulling back to recenter themselves and her own thumping heartbeat.
“You wanna take this upstairs?”
Katy forced her brain back into keeping up with the present. “Not his room, right?”
“No, I took the guest room.”
Relieved, Katy smiled and took Mick’s hand. “Great.” She would have been up for almost anything right now, but it did seem like a huge mood killer to romance Tom’s granddaughter in his room.
Holding hands and laughing a little, they ran upstairs, Mick letting go and turning as they reached the door of the guest room and taking Katy’s breath away, especially when she took her hair down in one smooth motion. It really was like a shampoo commercial, with no sign of tangles or grays in its deep brown. Katy couldn’t wait to put her hands through it. It was the first thing she did when her lips met Mick’s again. Her fingers ran through it like water.
Pushing Mick lightly toward the neatly made bed until she fell, Katy clambered slowly over her and straddled her waist, pushing Mick’s hair back so that it spilled over the plain blue blanket. “You want me to help you forget?”
After such a long dry spell, Katy had assumed that when she finally got a girl into bed again, she wouldn’t have a working brain to do anything about it. But shockingly, she was thinking clearly, almost like a fog lingering over her life had lifted, and she could finally focus. Mick was here with her, she was beautiful, and she wanted her. No dream could last forever. They were for enjoying while they happened, and Katy was happy to do nothing but enjoy, awake and dreaming all at once.
It still felt like a dream, watching Mick’s eyes close softly like a cat’s Katy had finally gained the trust of as she nodded, not saying a word. Maybe she was already overcome, maybe she was shyer than she seemed, or maybe she simply believed Katy would know exactly how to treat her without being told.
Katy smiled, slow and sure as she bent to kiss Mick’s enticingly bare neck. “Let me look after you.”
Giving the softest and briefest of moans as Katy’s lips and tongue and teeth grazed carefully, deliberately below her ear, Mick obligingly turned her head, giving Katy all the access she could want. Not in all the places she wanted, not yet, but that could wait. Katy wanted it all, but they had time to find it, every single spot that forced Mick into making that sweet, heart-stopping little noise again.
She got something close to it when she lowered her right hand to rub over the stitching of Mick’s thick jeans, enjoying the feel of Mick rising to meet her hand as her kisses lowered and rounded Mick’s chin, finally catching her mouth again. “I want to hear all the noises you have in you.”
“I’m telling you right now,” Mick told her, her recovered voice breathy as her eyes found Katy’s. “I’m not loud.”
“Let’s test that.” Katy went back to that spot on her neck that had been so fruitful before as she continued to push on the denim and its prize beneath. What in the world was making her so confident? She was coming out of a dry spell lasting years; for all she knew, no one was even having sex the way she used to. Bar a couple of small, disappointing exceptions, she’d only been with one woman. Sure, she’d never heard any complaints, but she clearly hadn’t been enough to keep said woman. What did she know?
But even a few days into knowing Mick and a few moments into this, she felt like she knew her. Maybe not why she’d come to this house, this town, but she knew everything about why Mick was in this bed, and suspected she knew what Mick wanted from their time in it.
Forgetting all about her bad knees for a moment, Katy leaned back onto Mick’s waist to get a better view of her. Deciding the shirt needed to go, she carefully started undoing each button, revealing that all Mick wore below was a braless tank top. In the cold room, her nipples pressed against the thin fabric. They were far too tempting. Distracted from her task, Katy became lost in teasing her by rubbing both thumbs in slow circles over them.
“Please.”
“Oh, now you want to hurry and get to the movie.”
“Really not thinking about that right now.” Mick grinned, almost wildly. “Y’wanna fuck me?”
“I’d love to, but I left my strap at my mom’s.” As Mick laughed, her waist shaking with the force of it, Katy had to laugh with her. “N…no really.”
Lifting her own baggy shirt over her head without ceremony, Katy also did away with her bra, enjoying Mick’s reverent, teasing expression as she raised her fingers to Katy’s nipples. Then, the teasing won out when Katy rolled to the side and out of her skirt.
“Wonder Woman panties?”
“It was l…laundry day, all right?” Leaning down on Mick’s wrists, determined to distract her once more, Katy took the kiss she’d been dreaming of. Mick still tasted like popcorn butter, like a night at the movies.
“You know,” Mick said, tearing her mouth away slightly. “I’ve got something you can use on me. If you want.”
Tugging at Mick’s lower lip, Katy moved with reluctance off her mouth, kissing her cheek, licking her ear, kissing in a line down from there all over her long, lovely neck that squirmed beautifully away from her touch as though there were something electric in it. “Tell me where,” she murmured back at the ear, which she bit softly as Mick answered:
“Top drawer.”
Springing off the bed with what she hoped was comical and not ridiculous speed, Katy slowed to saunter in her faded blue Wonder Woman panties across the room. “You’re organized, unpacking so much so soon.”
Mick gave her a lazy shrug. “Your words, not mine. I just don’t like not knowing where things are.”
“Not even your dildos.”
“Especially not my dildos. And dildo singular. What kind of girl do you take me for?”
Examining her purple rubber prize approvingly as she laughed, Katy returned to the bed and the woman waiting for her in it, enjoying how Mick was looking up at her. Like she couldn’t wait to see what Katy would do next, but she still had no idea what that was. It felt wonderfully alien after Tasha’s final assessment that things between them had gone stale, that Katy never bothered to surprise her anymore, that there was nothing exciting about their bedroom activities.
Nothing was stale tonight; everything felt new. But somehow not frightening, or not yet. Because something was giving Katy the probably misplaced confidence to fellate the dildo slowly before carefully lowering it to Mick’s stomach, then lower still. “So you can still feel it’s me in you,” she said and again had no idea why she was saying it.
Something had come over her, and she hadn’t worked out why yet, but she was going to ride it as long as it lasted. A little like the impulse to clean the house: she wasn’t going to question it but accept it as a gift she wasn’t allowed to squander. There’d be plenty of time later to figure out if she’d said something worth regretting.
Mick had been right. She wasn’t loud. As Katy rubbed the dildo slowly up and down her dampening folds, the hitched breaths escaping her were rare and special, inviting Katy back to previously ignored places, demanding she keep to a fast rhythm. But Katy was still more interested in savoring this than bowing to external pressure to hurry anything. And the longer she drew it out, the more she was rewarded by increasingly desperate little noises that eventually formed a word: “Please.”
“Please what?” Reducing her motions to light and soft teasing, Katy lowered her face to plant kisses over Katy’s naval.
“Please fuck me already. I need…” Though she trailed off, apparently unable to properly voice whatever else she needed, Katy still felt like she had a good idea. Placing one hand firmly on Mick’s shaking thigh, she finally let the dildo slip inside to a beautiful open-mouthed gasp from Mick.
“You’re so gorgeous,” Katy said, ignoring the ache in her wrist and the fire inside her to focus on the truth of her own words, the shining beads of sweat coming from Mick’s brow like teardrops, the wild look in her dark eyes, like she’d suddenly realized how unprotected she’d left herself. The little curl of pleasure twitching her lips up betrayed her.
As Katy plunged deeper and sped up her movements, Mick’s long neck slowly dipped back in surrender, which Katy took as her cue to come closer and suck and lick her mercilessly. Mick gave a soft, cut off cry at that, as if injured in a way that could never be healed, but all she wanted was to sustain more and more hurts just like it until her entire body was a live wire of sensation. The way her legs bucked and skin trembled under Katy’s touch promised that transformation was imminent.
Listening to Mick’s voice hitch unintelligibly in sweet disbelief, the way she seemed to break as she accepted Katy’s relentless worship, was better than she could have imagined. When Mick came again, Katy felt like the aftershocks had broken through to her own body, waking her up more fully than she had ever been, pouring something into her that didn’t belong to her but that she never wanted to spill back out again.
It occurred to her to continue, to keep Mick here helpless and wordless at her mercy for hours, to become lost in the scent of her, letting the rhythms of her own tongue hypnotize her into a trance state, but maybe this had already gone beyond the quick distraction Mick had been looking for. Much as her touch still seemed appreciated, the last thing Katy wanted was to outstay her welcome.
Leaning her head softly on Mick’s thigh, Katy moved up and down with Mick’s long breath in and out. For a moment, all they did was stare at each other, soaking in the view just as the liquid all over Mick’s skin and Katy’s chin had already begun to absorb itself.
Mick licked her lips. “Sit on me?”
Unable to keep from laughing, Katy nevertheless sat up and moved over Mick and the bed. Newly awake and reinvigorated, she was feeling ready for any challenge, even further ones for her knees to bear. “My pleasure.” As she crouched, her laughter became a gasp. Though she was always hyperaware of the weight and size of her thighs, she lost her awareness of everything as Mick’s hungry mouth first found her. “Oh,” she heard herself say. Mick’s tongue worked slow, in long stripes, before reacting to the rocking Katy didn’t even realize she’d started and speeding and focusing on one glorious point.
Maybe this was just something fun and casual. But the idea of giving it up after so long without it felt absolutely unthinkable.




CHAPTER FOUR
    
Katy woke to an empty bed, not really surprised. Mick hadn’t been an easy sleeper and had been up and down multiple times through the night. But the bright light shining through the thin blue curtains confirmed this was not another middle-of-the-night wandering.
She was pretty sure Tom had kept aspirin in his upstairs bathroom cupboard. That might help her throbbing head, her aching body. Though she would have liked to complain that she simply didn’t have the stamina she once had for drinking, she wasn’t sure she’d ever had any. Drinking gave her headaches, weed made her paranoid, and everything else had always been a bad enough first experience to frighten her away from having a second. Even coffee made her jittery after more than two cups. She was a fragile thing, as Tasha had once put it, in a voice both fond and desperately patronizing. It had been with that same tone that she’d explained that what she wanted was probably no longer something Katy was open-minded enough to give. Something that had, for months, made Katy doggedly determined to prove her wrong.
Getting up and finding no aspirin or Mick upstairs, Katy wandered down, clothes back on. She found Mick in the kitchen with a pot of coffee and a stranger in a suit. Both women looked immaculate.
“H…hello,” Katy said, raising her hand to wave and instantly wishing she hadn’t. “Sorry, I th…think I overslept. What’s the time?”
“Almost nine thirty,” the stranger supplied helpfully, her beautifully painted lips curling into a friendly smile. “I really struggled to be up myself this morning. But when I got Michaela’s message, I knew making it out of bed could be worth my while.” She laughed, flashing a Hollywood set of white teeth. “It’s a gorgeous property.”
“Coffee?” Mick asked, finally looking at Katy. She didn’t look ashamed for calling a Realtor on a Sunday morning before Katy was out of bed. After a delicious evening of kidding herself that she’d broken down Mick’s hard exterior, here it was again, warning her off, effectively as a cease and desist notice. It wasn’t that Mick was being anything but polite, but there it was: she was back to politeness. No flirtation, no warmth, no intimacy. Just a gracious hostess greeting a guest with messy bedhead someone else must have put there.
“I’m good, I should get home.”
“It was good seeing you,” Mick said, her smile almost winking now, but it was still far from the looks of adoration Katy had pulled from her the night before. But those never lasted. She understood that all too well.
“Have a good one,” she called as she walked out the kitchen door and into the cold morning air. Her wallet and phone were in her pockets, but she’d left her jacket behind. But that was going to have to be the embarrassment for some other day because there was no way she was walking back in there.
But she didn’t even make it out of the yard until she noticed something worth the embarrassment.
“Hey,” she said when she poked her head back in. “S…sorry, I just came back for my j…jacket.” She walked forward as if to go up the stairs for it, then doubled back. “Actually, th…that’s a lie. I just wanted to ask, s…sorry if this sounds stupid, but the hole outside, c…could you…” She paused. How to phrase a request this ridiculous to someone clearly wishing she’d left their house already? “Could you make sure they k…keep it covered? I’m being p…paranoid, but my mom has the dog tonight, and she doesn’t watch him well enough, and he always tries to run in here through the hedges, looking for T…Tom.”
The Realtor was looking at her with real pity now.
“Okay, I’m just gonna—”
“No problem,” Mick said. “And thanks again for being there for me last night.”
“Anytime,” Katy told her before some reason saluting them both and leaving for the second time that morning without her jacket.
    
When Mick called, Emma was at the airport, something Mick still found difficult to wrap her head around. “I’ve found out I’m fine. I just need to take, like, two weed gummies, and I pass right out. Have you tried this? For all your anxiety stuff?”
“Thank you for the prescription, doctor.” Mick bit her lip to stop herself from sighing. She could already tell this conversation wasn’t going to help her much in the way she needed, whatever that was. “I just wanted to tell you she came by the house.”
“What?”
“Yeah. She looks like you,” Mick added spitefully.
“What did she want?”
“No idea, I made her leave.”
“Right on.”
Mick could practically hear Emma nodding along in glee. She wished she knew how to ask what she wanted to know. Or she wanted Emma to have the magical ability she’d had as a kid to know exactly what was wrong with Mick without having to be told. But they weren’t kids anymore, and though they might have been working on getting that childhood closeness back to something they recognized, Emma didn’t know her so well anymore. Mick was Emma’s pride and joy, even now, and that made things worse. It was still desperately important to Emma that ultimately, Mick was fine. She was tougher, smarter, and she’d Made It Out without needing to go through the wringer of life first. Asking Emma not only for comfort but explaining how badly she needed it seemed like an unbridgeable gap in knowledge that Mick, thousands of miles away, had no hope of getting over.
“You know,” Emma said thoughtfully. “I always wondered about why she took the gun. I think that’s what I’d ask.”
“Why she what?”
“Oh. We probably never told you. But Dad used to have this old gun.”
“I remember.”
“Well, when she ran, she took it with her. For years, we weren’t sure if she took it for herself, like, in a dark way or if she was scared to leave it with Dad. Anyway, yeah, I just always wondered.”
“Why don’t you come and ask her yourself?” Mick managed as sweetly as she was able.
Emma laughed. “I’ll steer clear, thanks. Unless you need me?”
The lump in her throat almost prevented speech. “No. It’s cool,” she said eventually. “She probably just wanted to see what she could take from the place. Before I sell.”
“Any luck with that?”
“I saw the Realtor this morning, but things keep getting delayed. The work’s still getting finished, and they’ve warned they might have to change some of how they do things.”
“Yeah, we were lucky getting in and out as fast we did. I did not want to get trapped in Boston.”
“What did you do in the end?”
“Lucy knows this homeless charity. It’s not, like, set in stone yet, but I think we’re gonna give it to them.”
“Emma, that’s your inheritance. Probably the only one you’ll ever get.”
“What can I say? Now my rich philanthropist girlfriend has to look after me forever.”
“I thought they cut her off.”
“She always has something going on.” Mick thought she could hear the effect of the gummies start to kick in. “But you should sell. Make bank, pay off the college debt, then retrain or whatever.”
“I don’t know if I want to retrain.”
Emma’s tone sharpened, her empathy newly weaponized. “What do you want to do?”
Rot here in the dead man’s house, Mick thought but decided not to say. Emma had always struggled with identifying her sarcasm, and Mick worried that making this joke might make her realize it was true. But it was. Away from her real life and routine, Mick’s “anxiety stuff” was starting to look more and more like a standard depressive episode. And she’d just managed to scare off the only person she’d made any attempt toward a friendship with, the one who had any idea of what she was going through. Because she’d been having a bad day, and she’d wanted a distraction, she’d made the idiot decision to sleep with Katy. Even if it had turned into not just an effective distraction but a flaming hot one.
But she was a doctor, even if she might soon be retraining to be an easier kind of doctor, and she knew that most people’s issues with depression were at least partially situational. If she could just get herself home again, in proximity to her normal routine, she had a better chance of fixing herself than she did rotting in a dead man’s house alone. She would oversee a little more work being done, she would set up another meeting with the Realtor, and she would make bank and get herself home as a whole new woman.
And maybe, hopefully, she hadn’t completely scared Katy off. Distraction or not, the night had been more fun than Mick had enjoyed in a long time, and even if it was a bad idea, she’d happily take a repeat before she left.
    
When Katy had joked that her best friend was her mom, she hadn’t been lying. But when she narrowed the qualifications of friend to someone she wasn’t related to, that left David Celino. Not that he was by any means her last resort. Newly a dad and a natural in the role, he was her oldest friend who’d once worked three summers in a row in the now defunct video store with her. He probably wasn’t all the way straight, from what Katy had gotten out of him, but would be deeply confused by anyone asking him to label himself beyond normal. His marriage to his high school sweetheart, also a scion of an old, well-established family, was probably the closest the county would get to a royal wedding in Katy’s lifetime. He was also loyal, funny, and often sweet.
And sometimes, he was the most aggravating man alive.
“I thought you were supposed to be un-dateable. Like that girl in that movie you made me watch.”
Katy lightly shoved his side as she lengthened Gene’s lead, letting him run a little ahead of the stroller. She trusted him not to jump up on the baby. On walks, Gene only cared about how long it would take until he was off his leash and chasing the ball Katy carried in her hand. “I’m very dateable! I was dated for eight consecutive years by the same person.”
“That don’t count. At that point, you’re marriage material, not dating material.”
“And you would know all about that.”
“Being Mr. Marriage, yeah.” He grinned, treating Katy to one of those trademark movie star smirks that used to drive all the girls but Katy wild. “Would you have married her?”
“What, Tasha? Sure. I’m a sap, you know that.”
“I sure do. Blubbered worse than my mom at our wedding. New girl seen you cry yet?”
“She’s not the new girl,” Katy said, blatantly ignoring the question and letting her mercifully dry eyes wander up to the canopy catching the light above her. It was easier to love the many natural wonders surrounding her hometown when taking a car outside of it and critically doing so outside of tourist season. “She’s the girl who’s here for now, and we’re having fun, and then she’s going back to her good job and her good life.”
“Wow, mercenary. I almost bought that.”
“There’s nothing to buy. I might be a s…sap, but I’m not an idiot. I needed an end to this dry spell. So I had a great fuck, and maybe I’ll even get another one before she goes. Oh shoot.”
“It’s cool, she’s sleeping. Anyway, it’d be wild if she’s parsing this.” Fondly, he tapped his hands on the handle and made a face at his bundled-up infant. Lisa seemed to be drifting, her bright eyes fighting to focus. “She’s sharp but not that sharp yet. But still, mean for you.”
“Well, maybe I’m going to be mercenary this year.”
“All right. Resolutions only two months late, sure.”
“Yeah, okay, resolutions. I’m being mercenary. I’m going to stand up for myself more. I’m going to become more dateable and maybe even more fuckable. I’m going to fuck multiple hot women.”
Looking around as though expecting to see his wife standing behind him, David grimaced. “Okay, maybe that felt too loud.”
“And,” Katy continued triumphantly, “I’m gonna finally have my John Waters film festival this Pride.”
“Who’s that one again?”
“Made all those movies with Divine? Pink Flamingos?” Katy sighed. Though David was about as knowledgeable as she was when it came to movies, it was often a struggle to find where their cultural touchstones overlapped. “Hairspray?”
He screwed his face up, his light moustache burrowing up into his nose. “The one with Travolta and Queen Latifa.”
“No. He was in Seed of Chucky?”
“Right, the creep with the moustache?”
“Yeah,” Katy allowed, cringing. “Maybe Mick’s right. Maybe small-town living does shrink the soul.”
“What is it with lesbians having dudes names? Do you have a—wait, oh she hates small towns? This is like a Hallmark movie, then. Just keep her here till Christmas, and you’ve got her trapped.”
“I’m not trying to trap her or anyone. Mercenary, remember?”
“Sure, sure. I’ll believe that when I see that. What does your mom think of her?”
“Living with my mom during the primaries again has reminded me I don’t care about her opinion. I love her, but she’s wrong about most things.”
“Heard she’s got a new man.”
“Ugh, he took her out to Celino’s?” The Italian restaurant was the foundation of David’s family’s extensive empire in town, and he viewed his promotion to manager there as a reward for getting his wife pregnant. “Basic. No offense.”
“He’s a regular, and he tips well.”
“Aha, so he makes a habit of bringing women there?”
“Just his mom usually. Nice guy. Your mom laughed a lot with him. Not in a nervous way.” At Katy’s glare, he grinned. “I wanted to serve the table. I knew you’d want the gossip.”
“Not really. But I guess it’s nice to know he’s n…not outwardly a d…dick, whoever he is.”
“You haven’t met him yet?”
“If it stays not-serious, I’ll never have to.”
“I got the impression it might get serious.”
“Well, maybe I’ll have finally moved out by then, and I won’t have to know.” Having reached an empty enough open space to accommodate her twitchy dog, Katy let Gene off his leash and threw the ball down the hill before them. The sun bathed the field in bright gold, and it made it easier to believe her own resolutions. “This is my year. I’m making it my year.”
“Uh-huh.”
“2020, the year of mercenary Katy.”
“Y’hear that, honey?” David asked Lisa as he pushed the stroller back and forth. Your Auntie Katy’s gonna start killing people this year.”
“Not killing people, I’m just gonna be less of a damn p…people pleaser,” Katy corrected as she looked at Gene, who had just deposited his sopping wet tennis ball at her feet and was panting patiently up at her. “Things are gonna change around here,” she informed him solemnly. He did not look convinced.
    
Mick was writing another to-do list when she heard it: the high yelp of an animal in pain.
Technically, she had been a dog owner before, though she was too young to remember much of it. Or Emma had been a dog owner. Their family had owned a dog back when she’d been a toddler, during the supposed golden age of their mom still being in the picture. They’d still been living on the move and in and out of trailer parks, and the dog had been allowed to run freely. Since he’d been bigger than anything that might have tried to hurt him and was infinitely sweet natured, they hadn’t worried about him until they’d found him run over. Someone had plowed into him at the edge of the park as they’d left and never looked back. After that, there’d been no more pets.
But Mick, as with most supposed good things in her family’s life, had been too young to honestly remember that. She moved fast on hearing this one, out to the front yard where the noise had come from, but it still took a long time for her to source it.
“Gene,” she said, looking down the hole the builders had drilled the day before that she hadn’t remembered to keep covered. “Shit.”
    
“He’s in the hole,” Mick explained in a maddeningly calm voice. Was this how she sounded when she left emergency rooms and explained to the waiting family that everyone on staff had done everything they could? It needed work.
Katy knelt, feeling her arms shake a little as she looked at her crying dog. Rushing over straight from the theater had her totally spun around. She could have gotten her mom, but she wasn’t going to ask the hard questions. “And why is he still in the hole?”
“It didn’t seem like a good idea to move him before I had help. I believe his leg is broken. I didn’t want to risk making it worse.” I don’t care about your dog, was what her tone, her face seemed to say. This is a waste of my valuable girlboss time.
“Aren’t you supposed to be a doctor?” Not looking at her, Katy tried stretching her arms into the hole but kept losing her nerve before making contact with Gene, whose eyes pleaded for aid. She badly wanted to give him comfort but was terrified of hurting him. Beside him was the red rubber ball he liked carrying everywhere. It must have bounced in, and he’d followed it.
“And wasn’t he supposed to be supervised or indoors?”
“My mom sometimes lets him—there’s never been this hole here.” The thing that Mick clearly didn’t understand yet was that nothing could be her mom’s fault. Even if in this case, it was definitely her mom’s fault. “I told you that this morning. And you said no problem.”
“I forgot. Are you going to hold that against me? It still wasn’t me who let him out. And we’re wasting time.”
Gene whined again, and Katy felt something snap inside herself. “You don’t have to be this fucking cold about it. He’s in pain, and it’s your fault!”
“I’m sorry, are you annoyed I’m not more upset?” Mick drew herself up, getting dangerously close to a smile. “Not everyone cries at old movies and sad dogs.”
Oh, that was it. “You can get the fuck back inside if you wanna keep up this mysterious bitch routine. I’m waiting here for real help.”
That seemed to actually affect her, but she still hadn’t lost that near smile. “Let me help you pick him up. I am medically trained—”
“Believe me,” Katy said, laughing and distantly realizing she’d never heard her voice sound so cruel. “No one was in d…danger of forgetting.”
Mick stared, unimpressed as she crouched. “You’re not going to get more real help anytime fast. You might be mad at me, but don’t make your dog suffer for it.”
“His name is Gene,” Katy muttered, crouching. “Fine,” she said, everything inside feeling stung. This shouldn’t have felt like betrayal. As Mick had made it clear from the moment they’d woken up, they weren’t anything to each other. “You can take his feet?”
“The waist,” Mick corrected, looking at Gene. “But, yes.”
They got him to the car and into his seat at the front, still whining, the old hoodie waiting for him to curl up against. “I could come with you,” Mick said in what didn’t exactly sound like an offer, more of a statement.
“Thank you,” Katy told her, concentrating hard on every clipped word as she rounded the car to her own seat. “We’ll be fine.”
    
“They’re calling it a hairline fracture.”
“That doesn’t sound too bad?”
It didn’t, but it made Katy feel less insane to hear someone else tell her that. Even if the person saying it wasn’t usually someone she would consider consulting on matters of sense or sanity. “No. I think he’s go…going to b…be okay. Sorry I bothered you.”
“You could never bother me.” Katy could almost hear Tasha giving the phone that kind smile that made everyone fall in love with her. “Especially not about Gene. He’s still my baby boy, even with, well.”
Unsure how to answer that, Katy scratched her forehead, pacing in a circle in the empty vet’s waiting room. “Yeah.”
“When he’s better, you should bring him up here,” Tasha said, her voice getting coy and clearer too, like she probably picked up the phone from wherever she’d left it on speaker in the kitchen Katy had once spent a week painting. “Even if you don’t want to see me, you could leave him with me and catch up with some of the gang. Everyone really misses you.”
Katy highly doubted that and had no intention of driving her dog out to Chicago for any reason but gave an affable, “Hmm, yeah,” hoping this bare minimum would be enough to get the topic dropped.
“Oh, and if he gets a cone, please send me photos! Ainsley’s just gonna die when she sees.”
Ainsley, who was now living in the apartment Katy had painted, who was probably sleeping under the art Katy had picked out but hadn’t been able to bear keeping with her. “Sure.” God, she wished she had a backbone. Or, she amended, remembering the way she’d snapped at Mick, she wished she hadn’t worn it out on the people who might actually like her, leaving no grit behind for the people who treated her like dirt. But as Tasha said, she really did love the dog, and that was both more important and meant she deserved a civil conversation. Right?
Katy’s mild resistance for the day was not immediately sending Tasha a photo of Gene in his little bandages and cone, which he inevitably hated. “Sorry, buddy,” she told him as she lifted him into her car. “Actions have consequences.” And much as she would have liked to find out where things could go with Mick, it looked like she was back to not getting laid again.
When she pulled into the driveway, her mom had walked out to greet her at the sound of the car. She still looked too skinny, frailer than Katy knew she should be as she hugged herself tight against the cold. “I’m so, so sorry,” she said immediately. “How is he, baby?”
“Not your fault,” Katy said, shrugging off her mom’s hand reaching for her as she walked around to the hatchback. At the sight of Gene weakly wagging his tail when she opened up, she almost finally cried. “I just got scared. I really can’t, I couldn’t have lost him.”
“I’ll never let him run around the front again, I promise. I just didn’t realize he’d still try to make it over to Tom’s when—”
“I know, I know. I shouldn’t have trusted Mick would listen to me when she clearly had her mind on bigger things.” Carefully, she lifted Gene out, ignoring his attempt to leap.
“Please listen to my taking accountability. This is my fault.”
“Mom, it’s fine. I should have warned you, and she should have listened to me, and he shouldn’t have run off again, okay?”
“You know, part of my being better is you’re allowed to be mad at me sometimes, sweetheart.”
Katy flashed a grin as she pulled their front door open. “If you do something I have to be mad about, I’ll th…think about it.”
Too exhausted to sit up socializing but too wired to sleep, Katy watched Gene, who’d insisted on climbing the stairs to her bedroom. She’d compromised with him and allowed him to have the cone off as long as she was watching him herself. Her mom watching him wouldn’t count.
Because it was now after midnight and she needed something to focus her mind on that wasn’t Mick’s expression when Katy had yelled at her or Tasha’s voice when suggesting a visit, Katy was researching again. Though she wasn’t up for opening the letter Tom had gone to so much effort to keep hidden—that still feeling too soon—she had paid closer attention to the return address on the envelope. It was a house in Los Angeles, and when Katy googled it, she found it was still the registered address of a production company that had made a lot of B movies, mostly through the eighties. Most of them had been banned in a lot of countries, which in Katy’s experience, was at least proof they weren’t boring.
If she hadn’t somehow made a strange mistake, the person who’d tried to get in touch with Tom was Norman Jessop, the writer-director of an apparently cult favorite flick, Lesbian Lampreys from Hell and a list of other B movies she’d only heard of in passing.
The world was a smaller and stranger place that she’d thought it was. And since she needed a new fixation, this might do.




CHAPTER FIVE
    
Deciding to treat her mental health sabbatical as a challenge—since she did well with those—when Mick woke up the next morning, she wrote herself a list. Though it started as a list of “self-help” suggestions from her own ideas, the internet, and the few of her friends still texting her curious and encouraging messages, this quickly descended into everything else she still needed to do:
Bubble bath
Listen to Lana album you never got around to
Cook healthy food
Shop for healthy food
Call window washer
Get mousetrap
Read a book
Laundry!!
Watch Parasite
Gardening!
Talk to Katy
Book massage
Call work
Research primaries
Clear out his things
Sell furniture
Learn to braid hair
Answer work email!!
As it turned out, she didn’t get around to any of her list the week she wrote it. It was hard to think about personal chores and challenges or quietly appreciating art with workers constantly around during the day, and her evenings usually devolved into masturbating and drinking. Both activities had felt both too obvious and embarrassing to note, even on her own list. The old man really did have a good liquor cabinet, and for once, she didn’t have to worry about a looming shift the next day. She didn’t need to worry about anything.
But she knew she should. Though she neither called her work nor got in touch with Katy, she considered doing both things the most. Not an hour went by that Katy’s angry words didn’t rise up to mock her in her memory.
The “mysterious” hurt more than the “bitch,” she’d decided. She didn’t think of herself as mysterious or of that being something she was aiming for, but it hit on a truth she wasn’t ready to hear. Because it was true: she kept people at a distance. Emma and Zoe knew her better than most, knew sides to her she didn’t let most see. But surely, she wasn’t alone in that. Katy was probably just sore about the way things had ended the other morning since everyone always seemed to get mixed-up after sex.
But there was something uncomfortable in how Katy had come for her that Mick couldn’t quite shake. Katy had accused her of holding something back and holding herself back, and she was correct on both counts. She’d thought she’d made it clear that she wasn’t interested in sticking around and didn’t see the sense in settling in when she wasn’t settling here. It hurt thinking she’d hurt someone else again by not giving enough, not being enough.
Mysterious. It would work better if she knew what she was supposed to be hiding from everyone, but as far as she was aware, she didn’t have much in her to hide.
    
Heating was expensive, so the moment it became warm enough not to use it in the offices, Sara was the first to be wrapped up in two sweatshirts, a hat, scarf, and fingerless gloves. Feeling highly unprepared for this apparent change in season, Katy paced as she addressed her.
“How about trying something more recent?” Sara asked, weary as she looked up from Katy’s new proposals strewn over her desk. “We do want the younger crowd, remember. And nostalgia for them is the early nineties, not the late eighties.”
“Did I not just put Master and Commander in there?”
“Sure. And I’m very proud.”
“It’s the tenth for A Serbian Film.”
“Katy.”
“And Scott Pilgrim. Fine, I’ll show Empire again sometime in the summer if we get an okay, but I’m doing my fiftieth anniversary art house Halloween festival. And I know I’m already doing John Waters, but I really want to run my problematic Pride idea, something for the gays and the homophobes. To Wong Foo vs. Showgirls vs. Cruising. Maybe throw Dressed to Kill in there too.”
“Very differing levels of problematic. Think about that some more.”
“See. I think Cruising fits the least, but I know I can get it here that weekend. It’s in Cleaveland the week before. And the students want to do an Almodovar festival. His first came out—”
“Also in 1980. If you can get Pepi, Luci, obviously, I’d be thrilled. And that was the students’ idea?”
“Yes.” Katy blinked innocently. As it happened, the students tended to share a lot of taste with her. God bless the youth. “And I said you’d be cool with hosting the college short film finals here again.”
“Fine, fine. If we’re still running in May, I will happily let them show me another ten imitations of The Big Shave.”
“Still running?”
“You not been watching the news much lately, huh?”
“It’s not r…really gonna get th…that bad, is it?”
Sara pointed at the bandana she’d pulled up above her nose. “I’m not making assumptions. Let’s assume the worst and hope for the best.”
“Ugh.”
“You all right?”
“I just can’t catch a break right now. You ever feel like that?”
“Honey, I have four kids under the age of eight. And I am right here with you trying to keep this place alive.”
“Right. Sorry.”
“I thought your date-not-date thing went well the other night. It was all anyone here was talking about. They said you left in animated conversation.”
Katy pouted, not sure how she felt to be the target of workplace gossip for probably the first time in this workplace. “It went good. And then it went great.” As she flopped on the couch she’d been perching on the arm of, she wished her hair was longer, or at least not covered in product, so it might spill over with more gothic sensibility.
“It went great as in, you got some?” Sara met Katy’s glare nonplussed. “I’m sorry, several years married over here. I’m gonna need the finer subtext spelled out, thank you.”
“Yes, great like th…that.”
“So…and again, I’m trying to keep up with these modern dating standards, but you’re depressed because you had good sex.”
“No, I’m depressed because the person I had the good sex with got my dog hurt and turned out to be kind of a heartless bitch about it.”
“But Gene is fine? Sorry.”
“It was traumatic! I thought he was going to die. I had to call my ex.”
“Ah, so that’s why you’re mad.”
“N…no.” Hating the way her voice kept betraying her, Katy forced herself to sit up. “She’s just infuriating and m…mean, and I think…okay, well I th…think I was maybe mean to her, but we’re never gonna fix that before she leaves.”
“You? Mean?” Though Katy couldn’t see Sara’s mouth, she suspected it was moving up in a smile.
“No. Yes. I don’t know. I’m being mercenary this year.” This time, when she flopped back, she was still sitting up so the back of the couch supported her. “It felt like we had the p…potential to be a thing. But like, wrong p…place or whatever.”
“Hmm.”
“I hate when you hmm me.”
Sara politely changed the subject. “Did you go over the public feedback forms for me?”
“Yeah. They liked the movie. They hate the fatphobic seating.”
“That we don’t have the budget to fix.”
“That I know we don’t have the budget to fix, but I’m just saying I also hate it, and if I didn’t work here and had my own car, I would also be taking my money and old joints someplace else.”
“You can’t tell me you have old joints. You’re five years younger than me.”
“I am an aging spinster. Here to be t…taken advantage of by whatever dashing dog-hating woman happens to pass through my small hometown.”
“I think I’ve had enough of this free therapy session. Get off my couch and out of my office.”
    
On the tenth of March, Mick’s construction team went home early, and she couldn’t think of a good reason to stop them.
“The president’s considering declaring an emergency,” the boss had told her in a tone that suggested that he found neither the president nor the emergency something to joke about.
Since Mick had been under the impression that the president thought it was all still a joke, she texted her old roommate and fellow doctor Zoe, who called her a few hours later in lieu of replying. “It’s bad,” she confirmed with that characteristic brusqueness that had, in hindsight, made Mick fall so pathetically in love with her all those years ago. But they’d been competitive at work and romance and living together for nearly a decade, and now Zoe played squash doubles with her long-term boyfriend on her rare days off. Making it irrelevant information to remember most of the time, except occasionally when Mick hadn’t heard her voice in a long time, and something aching inside her remembered it hadn’t healed.
“We’re not, like, Italy yet, though, are we?”
“Give us a few weeks, and we’ll be worse.” Zoe sighed, and Mick could visualize the way she’d be playing with her braids, flipping them thoughtlessly behind her ear. “It’s all holding together but badly. You are still employed, right, still on the hospital’s insurance?”
Flattered and insulted all at once, Mick forced a grim smile, even unobserved. “Not fired yet. By the time it all gets real bad, I’ll be back in the fray.”
“I don’t know, babe, maybe take the out.” Zoe’s voice was low, like she worried who was overhearing her.
“What, like, you think I’m not up for this?”
“I mean, you were struggling before, it’s worse now, and it’s about to get real bad. If you were ever thinking of switching careers, switch now.”
“I wouldn’t say struggling.” Mick tried to keep her tone light, but it hurt, and pretending it didn’t would take more effort than she had left in her today. Hated by everyone here, wanted by no one back home, and no matter what she did, everyone seemed to see right through her. Zoe especially. Zoe, who had forced her way into the apartment when Mick had taken an unprecedented run of sick days that she’d been unable to explain the cause of. Who’d forced her out of bed, into clothes, and made her enter the world again, nagging and teasing and helping her through it like only a best friend could.
“Speaking clinically, you had a breakdown.” That had always been one of their dumb college jokes, parroting their most aggravating lecturer who had the vocal tic of adding “speaking clinically” to the most bizarre of phrases. But the joke was hard to hear in Zoe’s voice now.
“Speaking clinically, I’m not struggling. I struggled, so I took the time off, and now I’m ready to come back.”
“Okay.”
“I’m done struggling. Promise. I’ve had my mental health break, and I’m getting paid from it.”
“Good. I miss you.”
Steeling herself against the inevitable twist in her gut at hearing those words from Zoe, Mick took a seat, looking at the sky. It was nice seeing more of it out of the city. Kinda. As kids, she and Emma used to sit up on the hood of their van and make up new names and stories for constellations. She couldn’t remember any as she stared at these foreign lights, and it was an uncomfortable disconnect from herself she wasn’t sure how to handle.
“Really, I selfishly want you home.”
“Yeah?” Mick almost hugged herself.
“I told Will he could pop the question.”
“Oh.”
“I’m a modern woman.”
“He knows better than to trust his own initiative by now,” Mick agreed, recovering quickly. “When you think he’ll do it?”
“We got this cute weekend booked in April at a vineyard. If he’s got any sense, he’ll do it then. God, if it even still happens at this rate.”
“He’s got some sense. I’d never have let him get this far if he didn’t.”
“He does, huh? Anyway, my sister’s gonna skin me alive if I don’t make her maid of honor, but you’re next in the bridesmaid lineup.”
“So I can make everyone go to the two gay bars we actually like for your bachelorette?”
“Exactly, thank you, you get it. What about you, you met any cute girls out there?”
Mick’s mind helplessly supplied images of Katy’s blazingly angry face glaring at her, the effect so striking, it almost made her forget to breathe. “No.” Cute wasn’t the right word anymore. “Learned my grandpa liked movies, though.”
“The dead one? Aw, that’s kinda cute. Any sign of your mom?”
“Not really. Thank God.” She’d talked too much about this already, especially for a story that, speaking clinically, amounted to admitting she’d barely seen her. “No, tell me, am I missing anything back home?”
“Not really, everyone’s getting real dull with age. People keep trying to make board game nights happen. Kirsten involved a cheese board last time. Any case, I’m gonna need to hang up, I got an early shift. But for real, babe, things are getting bad. Get home soon, or it might not happen, okay?”
“Okay.”
When Zoe hung up, Mick stayed where she was, looking at the stars and wondering if she would ever be creative enough to come up with new stories, new names, since she couldn’t remember the old ones that had once meant something.
Talking with Zoe had put Mick in a better headspace. She could do this. She was a doctor, a good one, even. She’d finished her residency and had a job, and by the way the world seemed to be going, it couldn’t afford to lose her. Everything else—the house, the distance, the speaking clinically breakdown—those were all minor details. If she spoke to work and gave herself a date she had to come home by, then everything else would fall into place in the wake of her charging forward.
So she was going to speak to work.
That day, probably. But first, she was out of groceries, and her laundry needed doing, and her dishwasher needed emptying. By the time all that had been conquered, she sat and tried to scribble a few notes about what she wanted to say.
When she was done finding four different ways of starting that email and giving up, it was past a normal time for her to call work, which she was trying to pretend was a shame and not the plan all along.
But doing nothing and wallowing in that failure, that weakness, wasn’t in her. The next morning, ignoring her friends’ and sister’s messages, Mick went out and opened the shed, dodging spiders to find some gardening tools. Maybe this list item could be both a form of self and home care.
She’d never been in a position to do any gardening before. Technically, there had been a fenced-in piece of land with dirt in it at her dad’s place, but that had never been something likely to host life or that any of them had possessed the tools or ambition to tend. But this walled lawn, lined with overgrown flowers, this was hers. If she didn’t tend it, the ruins of it would probably decrease the property value.
The rain started an hour into her endeavors, as the lawnmower she’d found stowed away refused to do, so it wasn’t long before she retreated back into the house. Trying to seek motivation online only radicalized her against the colonial structures of lawns themselves, and made her think about how much less labor intensive it would be to buy a pack of wildflower seeds and a bird feeder. Environmental and self-care.
    
When lockdown was announced, Katy was at home. After she and her mom both took a moment to process what felt inevitable and talk shit about everyone they knew for whom it hadn’t been, they went back to watching Dirty Dancing.
“See, I want to pair this with Black Christmas. For a pro-abortion mini fest.”
“What’s the rest of the mini fest?”
Katy slumped her head back. “That’s the problem. I can’t really think of more that are, like, good.”
“I’m not sure this one is. The girl in this has such a bad time, it made me think twice.” She smiled wickedly when Katy threw a popcorn kernel at her. “And obviously, I’m thrilled I didn’t. I would not like to be doing this alone.”
“You’re so glad you didn’t abort me because you eventually got a l…live-in chef out of it.”
“Exactly.” She frowned. “Do you think they’ll restrict what we can buy in the store?”
“It’s not rationing. Yet. But I guess I’ll f…find out tomorrow.”
“It’s my turn for the big shopping trip. I can go fight for toilet paper. You’re too polite.” She gave Katy a gentle kick as though to illustrate the point that Katy would not kick back. “I raised a good cook but too nice a shopper.”
“You’re not going anywhere.”
As her mom raised an eyebrow, Katy sat up, ready for the fight she’d spent the movie’s runtime gearing up for. “You’re still vulnerable. At risk. You’re not going out there.”
“I had cancer. Now, I don’t.”
“You also have asthma. You are n…not g…going anywhere.” Relieved for now that her mom didn’t seem too interested in protesting, Katy let out a long breath. She’d thought she could stop worrying about her mom, but it was still so soon after Tom, and now the whole world was in the grip of something that the TV scientists clearly didn’t understand. The people she loved weren’t invincible, and the world was frightening. She’d do everything she could to keep that terror from spilling over. “I can be fierce if it’s for toilet paper. This is the y…year of me being m…mean, y’know.”
“Oh? Is this about you yelling at the girl you like?” Her mom paused, making a clucking sound of maternal sympathy. “Is she all alone in that big house? Oh, that has to be hard.”
“There are so many more people stuck alone in much smaller houses.”
“Is she going back to California?”
“How would I know?” Katy asked, knowing she was whining and wishing she hadn’t been wondering exactly this since the announcement. She didn’t want Mick to go, and knowing Mick might now sneak out of town without saying a word helped her realize it. But her mom was right. The idea of Mick alone in that house, with no one to help her if she got sick, wasn’t a good one, either.
But though Katy wasn’t someone who held a grudge, she sure didn’t plan on being the person who budged first.
    
Having little to do but worry about her own, her mom’s, and the theater’s finances, Katy buried herself in tracking down and watching the complete works of Norman Jessop. Unsure by now if this was about trying to learn about the letter writer or build herself up to opening the letter, she liked having a focus, a theme to what she watched.
She’d developed what could be called an occupational point of view, as Humphrey Boggart had put it in the opening to one of her favorite fifties flicks. Even if no one was asking her to program films on any kind of theme or schedule, she liked the focus it gave her, even if most of the subject matter was not her mom’s thing.
Between them and their one TV—new, with motion-smoothing Katy had been forced to remove without her mom’s knowledge—they did their best to compromise with each other, keeping to a minimum Katy’s more niche movie picks and her mom’s commitment to procedural crime shows of wildly varying quality and tone.
But the closest they’d come to an argument so far wasn’t the shopping or the TV choices, but Katy getting too easily offended by her mom’s skepticism when she got herself invited on a movie podcast. Though she hadn’t been nervous, she ended up pulling out. As her mom had reminded her, the spoken word was not always a friend.
Her mom’s other big opinion, as someone who’d thrown herself into teaching, then games and drinking sessions with friends over video call, was that Katy should have been better about reaching out to old friends. She would have had opinions had Katy told her that Ally had invited her on a Zoom meeting, so Katy kept that quiet.
It would be wonderful if not talking about it meant not thinking about it. She was a whole new person living a whole different life, and Ally—her cool, wonderful friend from Chicago she hadn’t spoken to beyond a few Instagram story reactions since she’d moved home—probably wasn’t expecting a response anyway. But obsessively, her mind turned it over and over, like a kebab over a grill. They’d made the effort to reach out and whether she reached back, it would be worth talking about, and imagining those conversations was nauseating.
The cruelest sting came an hour before the quiz was meant to start with Tasha messaging her too. Are you planning on joining tonight? My questions are going to be all Marilyn movies.
Katy frowned, unable to stop rereading the words. They’d bonded over their shared love of Marilyn Monroe once, an interminable time ago, as fresh-faced film students irritated by a fellow student’s well-intentioned bad application of Laura Mulvey’s theories to Gentlemen Prefer Blondes. It was a clear invite for victory at least in one round, a gift from someone who’d always claimed those as her love language.
Choosing not to respond to either olive branch, Katy made sure she was on a long dog walk out of signal at the time of the call. They all seemed to get the hint, and no more invitations followed.
    
Mick made a point of showering daily. She knew the theory of how not to be more depressed and felt obliged to put that to use, even if she couldn’t bear doing anything to lift herself out of her current state. Her hyperawareness of her mental state was partly what she blamed on the quick deterioration of her physical one.
She didn’t get sick often. She’d been in the habit of keeping hand sanitizer on her at all times since college. She kept a small circle of friends who were now a nonexistent circle, and she didn’t go out much now and never without a mask. Though she’d never moralize on it, she was a little proud it had never been something she’d been prone to, with a full attendance on her records in work and school.
But now she was sick, just as she’d worked herself up to become a person who jogged. The sore throat was the start of it on the first morning she fed the crows. Or just crow that day.
She’d shooed him as she’d taken the trash out, but he’d continued to follow her with beady little eyes. “What’s with you?” she’d asked, feeling stupid already. She wasn’t a person who talked to themselves much when they were alone, and the sound of her voice, newly hurting, startled her. It didn’t sound much like she remembered it.
The crow hadn’t seemed surprised. It had seemed to be waiting for something. Maybe I am in a horror movie, she’d thought, but dismissed this immediately. There wasn’t anything creepy about the crow. It had seemed goofy, if anything.
“You want food?”
It had cocked its head again. Katy had done that, she’d remembered, which was followed by the blinding certainty that she was Getting Weird. She never left the house, she still knew no one in town, bar the one nice lesbian she’d slept with and never spoken to again. She was unemployed, she had no real hobbies because she’d been too busy all her life grinding for a job she was now unable to do, and her only new friends were birds.
Reaching into the partly open trash bag, Mick now threw the crow a new piece of slightly moldy bread. She wasn’t used to buying bread for only herself.
Cautiously, then more boldly, it gave two hops forward and tossed the largest crumb of crust down its beak.
“Will you deal with my mouse problem if I give you food for it, hmm? Are you guys big enough to eat mice?”
Though it didn’t answer, she could have sworn it was listening.
The next morning, there were two crows outside the kitchen window, both lingering meaningfully. After googling whether it was safe, Mick tossed them a few cashews, cementing her potential as a bird lady, whatever that looked like. Maybe with time, she could become a local legend. No one knew where she came from, her only companions ghosts and crows.
That was the moment she decided enough had to be enough. She needed a job, or she was going to slowly lose her mind. But she could feel her eyes burning along with the rest of her as she got her laptop out in some pathetic simulacrum of a businesswoman working from home. When she confirmed she had a fever a few hours later, most of her determination to make something new of herself and stop slipping inexorably into despair and depression fled. She had slipped.
Zoe had talked about it like an experiment when work had first granted her the time off. “Like, what even happens when a workaholic stops working, right?”
A few months in, Mick was finding out. Absolutely nothing.


    
As predicted, Katy wasn’t all that good at being a mean shopper, but since shopping was the only excuse to leave the house and enter a different room, even if it was filled with a dull, overstimulating brightness that gave her headaches, she was determined to improve on that front. She could chat with the people bagging her food and get enough experience of standing on little stickers on the floor to make her want to be back at home as soon as possible.
Hating to waste her time with more fruitless research on Norman Jessop or the dwindling list of planned movie releases that year, she looked into what else she could be doing that wasn’t breaking the terms of her furlough. She wrote a few articles, mostly trying to find some semblance of meaning in television rewatching, and found ways to help and go be useful to someone, even if her mom no longer needed her for anything. Younger friends from the theater got her involved in a local mutual aid effort, and that helped keep her sane. Sometimes, there were Zoom meetings, and Katy would put herself out there with these new online friends and offer to take the notes. Though their plans had started off with putting up posters, it was now looking like more shopping. Since she lived in such a populated little area near the store—and with no real financial insecurity herself yet—she felt obligated to be picking up most requests.
Her grandma would have organized this without any need for online connections or making up a charter of intentions. She had been one of those people who kept up with her neighbors and identified needs where they arose. Since Katy had not inherited that ability, she appreciated her charter of mutual responsibility to follow and her removed way to receive requests.
On what was maybe her fourth excursion, Katy got to the checkout before it occurred to her to check who it was she was buying for. She imagined in big cities, this could be done practically anonymously, and from what she’d heard on various support networks, it often was, but here, she kept expecting to know someone well. The address was a lot closer than she was used to, one she’d gotten all too used visiting in the days after Tom’s stroke. This was Mick’s shopping, assuming she hadn’t managed to quietly move out and start renting it. Katy certainly hadn’t seen her around much. The kid she’d once babysat for beeped the items through, and she looked them over, unable to help herself.
Fulfilling shopping requests was different than working retail. Katy noticed where the tastes and sensibilities lay, especially when making purchases with community funds, though she would be the first to argue there shouldn’t be any judgment. And there had been arguments. This wasn’t being bought with those funds, but Katy had been promised that an image of the receipt sent to the person asking for the shopping would get her the money sent over. The groceries all seemed sensible, but that in itself made her worry. It was exactly the sort of thing people always said they should get: some fresh fruit and vegetables but a lot of cans and meals to freeze. Some painkillers. Lots of fluids.
Most people didn’t need much help. Requests normally came from panicked, careful people worried about infecting others now they’d started feeling unwell. From the little Katy knew, Mick would not have asked for help if she didn’t feel she had to.
When driving the groceries over, Katy had the time to think and decided that what bothered her the most was that there was nothing in the order that could not be described as essential. Mick might have reached out for help from a network of strangers, but if she had vices or cravings, she was not prepared to make them known.
She should have just asked Katy. Things might not have ended well between them, but Katy hoped she didn’t give the impression that she would ignore the needs of her sick and isolating neighbor, whatever she might have said weeks before. Remembering the careful way Mick had helped carry Gene into her car made her cringe at those words. Mean as she might have been, Mick had been right. Not everyone was an overemotional wreck. Mick shouldn’t have had to act like one in a crisis, especially when it wasn’t her crisis.
Katy planned to ring the doorbell, leave the food on the doorstep, and be away before Mick had the chance to see her. But that opportunity was gone before she’d even put the bags down. Mick was already peering through the frosted glass of the front window, and when Katy straightened, it was into the force of that gaze.
Raising her hand in a little wave, Katy took a few steps back, remembering just in time not to trip. “Hey,” she said as Mick opened the door looking pale. “How are you feeling?”
“Sick.” Mick smiled, seemingly self-deprecating over her hoarse voice. “Thank you. I didn’t know it would be you.”
“I d…didn’t know it was y…you.” Katy hid both hands in her pockets. “They didn’t have any frozen spaghetti, but I got a lasagna. Figured that might work as an equivalent.”
“I like lasagna.”
“Garfield-coded,” Katy said before she could stop herself.
“Sure, Mondays suck.” Mick’s smile brightened. “Seriously, thanks. I didn’t know what I was going to do.”
“Has it been b…bad?”
“Fever that went on a day or so, now just a bad cold. You been staying healthy? How’s your mom?”
“I wish she’d worry more about it all, but we’ve been fine. Thanks. I thought you’d have gone home by now.”
“Kinda got trapped. Didn’t fancy couch surfing.” She smiled wryly. “I wasn’t sure it would last.”
“I’m sorry about all the yelling last time. It’s r…really n…not me. I just was having the worst time and took it out on the wrong person.”
Mick held her gaze patiently, refusing to let her look away. “It’s really not you, is it? It’s okay. I think I deserved it. Gene looks like he’s walking better. I see you out with him sometimes,” she added, almost nervous.
“He’s fine now.” As they both stood awkwardly, Katy eventually took another step down. “If you need anything else, please text me. I’m furloughed right now and very available.”
“Thanks, I should be fine. Mostly, I’m just bored.”
“Harder to find a cure for that at the store, I guess. You know, the DVD shelf above the TV is Tom’s favorite comfort movies. If you’re needing…” Katy trailed off, unsure how to finish her sentence. “Comfort, I guess. Sometimes, a recommendation feels better than having to pick something m…myself, at least for m…me.”
“Beats scrolling Netflix for a lifetime.”
“Anyway, I’d recommend that shelf too. Well-curated.”
“A double recommendation.” Mick leaned wearily against the door frame, but her smile still seemed genuine. “Thanks for the food. And for being here. It’s been a minute since I spoke to someone face-to-face.”
Though it had occurred to Katy how lockdown must feel alone, it hit her that standing so close and far to someone who’d touched every sweet place on her body an achingly long and short time ago must have been a peculiar agony for someone who’d gone without touching anyone at all. “Anytime,” she said, sounding almost as hoarse as Mick. “I mean that.”
Mick nodded, smiled, and closed the door. The front door this time and not the back door she’d closed on Katy months before. Because they weren’t family in the way she’d been to Tom. But maybe they still had the chance to be something.




CHAPTER SIX
    
“This is why you don’t play games with cheats.”
“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Emma and Lucy’s roommate, Annie, said evenly, her voice echoing a little through the other three rooms. The three Chatbox screens Mick was playing with were all interconnected, showing all three women beside each other on the couch, their foot or shoulder featuring in the screen of the next one. It reminded Mick of kittens in a box and made the big house she was sitting in feel all the emptier.
Lucy looked incensed, an expression that never suited her very believably. “You’re a bitch and a liar and a cheat.”
Annie smiled brighter with each accusation. “I am being hate-crimed? And all for not understanding the rules of this nice game?”
“You know the rules,” Emma and Lucy said together.
“You can’t pull that the third game in a row,” Emma added.
Mick shook her head. “Okay, the married thruple routine is adorable, but there is a maintenance shutdown if my non-imposters want to help me out.”
“It’s not a thruple, it’s a sitcom lifestyle. It’s the dream, you should try it.”
“Annie’s the imposter!”
“They’re ganging up on me. Transphobic violence is occurring, Michaela. Lucy’s the imposter, I am fucking sure of it, and your sister is defending her.”
“I wanted to play Dead by Daylight,” Lucy moaned. “I’m so glad the other players can’t hear us.”
Mick, who was actually the imposter, watched Emma’s little green astronaut join her pink one and promptly ate her.
“Oh,” Emma said.
They called it after that game, leaving the online space to their new anonymous frenemies, getting back to the pleasant and non-urgent catching up about their lives. Nothing felt all that urgent at the moment. And what did felt fake. The week when Ohio cases had gone over four hundred, Zoe had gotten in touch with a photo of her new sparkling ring, finally on her finger, if not presented to her in the setting she’d hoped for. As Mick had obliged with many excited, feverish messages, she’d kept it from her friends a little longer that she had finally been officially let go from her job.
It hadn’t been dramatic. When she’d told Emma about it over text before this video call, Emma had been keen to remind her of some of the ridiculous things she’d been fired for from a job that had always taken her back. It hadn’t exactly made Mick feel better but did put her problems in better perspective. She was still a doctor and a homeowner and a capable adult with a good support network. Just because she didn’t feel all that capable or supported didn’t mean much: she was fine. She was going to be fine.
If she could shake the ever-present sense of doom and anxiety, that would be better, but she was hardly the only one in the world dealing with it.
“Are you gonna call Dad?” Emma threw in just as they were wrapping things up. Strangely, though Mick had looked forward to the call as the only lifeline in her day outside of doomscrolling—and trying to read one of the many books she’d brought with her and barely touched—she was relieved it would end soon. Especially after this ambush.
“He’s texted. He sounds fine.”
But Emma did not seem content with that. Beside her, Lucy and Annie began to move away, leaving Emma alone on her shabby couch that matched the eyes she shared with their mother so well. “He’s all alone out there.”
“He’s always been alone out there,” Mick said. “And so am I. Out here.”
“Yes, so I’m calling you.”
“I’m fine!”
“Yeah, and so is he. Everyone’s always fine in this goddamn family.” Leaning toward the camera, her crossed arms balanced lightly on her knees, she looked at Mick with a sympathy that made her want to hurt her. But since that was only in a normal sibling fantasy way and she was half the country away, Mick kept her expression still.
“Don’t you care if he’s lonely?”
I care that I’m lonely, Mick didn’t say because she might have been thinking it, but she’d prefer Emma thought of her a little better than that. “Sorry, not to sound like a bitch, but he never cared much about our mental welfare as kids. So.” More than this being on behalf of their dad, she resented this high horse positioning from Emma, who had disappeared from his life for years. Who always took his side, even now, even after avoiding him and leaving Mick to pick up his pieces. But now she wanted to throw her weight around about the right way to handle him because she was the eldest, and she had to be right?
None of which was fair to bring up, so she wouldn’t.
“I’m not trying to make you. I just know it’d make his day, all right?”
“I’ll call him later,” Mick promised, relenting. It was always hard to explain where their dad had failed them without sounding insane. Because he hadn’t been awful. He’d just spent a lot of time not present or drunk or not interested. All of which had been basically harmless and survivable only because Emma had stepped up, making it more infuriating when she defended him, still stepping up or in on his behalf.
But of all the untouched items still sitting on her to-do list, it was the only one she got around to that evening, fueled by her period starting, forcing her to reckon with why she’d been acting particularly mean that day. The ringing went for a few beeps, and Mick dared traitorously hope he wouldn’t pick up. But moments later, the beeping stopped, and she heard him say, “Yeah?”
“Hey.” She gathered herself fast. “How’s things?”
He sighed, breathing out that raspy smoker’s sigh that both disturbed her and made her bizarrely homesick. “Happy Easter, just about.”
“Sure,” Mick agreed, hoping this didn’t mean he’d tried to find religion again. Surely not, with all the churches still closed, but he’d never had the greatest timing.
“Interesting times we’re living through. Hope you’re not going back to the hospital.”
It made her want to call her job back immediately, but she tried to relax. “Not today. Getting a little bored though. Not working’s strange.”
“Well, you need comp’ny, get an animal. You need more to do, you get a job.”
Mick had to hold the phone away and just breathe slowly. Of course that would be his extremely literal take. If there ever was a literal take to find, he already held it. “Ha,” she managed and found she’d run out of conversation already. Something her hypocritical bitch of an older sister should have understood when she and her dad didn’t have anything to say to each other and never had. “You doing all right?”
“Going as it always does. Roads are quieter. Can’t get a decent drink for love nor money.”
Mick smiled into the phone, grateful that this at least hadn’t turned into a video call. Technology really wasn’t her dad’s forte. “Maybe I’ll get into driving,” she mused. “I do like being on my own. I could be roadside assistance like you.”
“You can do better.”
“Dad, I know I don’t catch you up on much, but I’m not doing better.” Looking for proof, Mick looked at the empty house. She’d never lived somewhere she’d let get this messy before. But then, she’d never lived alone or in somewhere so big. When all she’d had was a room or a bed, keeping it tidy was a necessity. When she had two floors and a basement and a lifetime of someone else’s things she’d still barely started sorting through, it was different.
“But you will,” he said firmly. “You’re better than us.”
“No, I’m not. That’s an awful—”
“I never worried about you, Michaela,” he said breezily, as though her signal had lapsed, and he hadn’t heard her last words. “You always had it figured out. You knew what you wanted, and you were smart and driven enough to go get it. Very like your mom in a lot of ways.” He never mentioned her casually like this. “But that’s why, well, I always worried about messing you up.” He gave a gruff, awkward laugh that would have been more endearing if it wasn’t so unfamiliar. “Didn’t want to screw you up by getting any closer. You seemed to have yourself all figured out on your own.”
Unconsciously, Mick’s hands tightened hard around the edge of her phone. “Uh-huh.”
“Not in a bad way. More just, I figured everything I could offer you as a parent was to make things worse, ’specially after you moved out.”
“You never told me about the gun. You and Emma, when Mom left.”
“Did you see her? Your mom?”
“Not really. Emma just…she finally talked to me about it.”
He hissed out a breath, but when he breathed in again, it sounded much recovered. “Y’can’t judge people much on what they’re like in their worst times. And I helped push her to a lot of those.”
“You forgave her?”
“Always figured that’s what you couldn’t forgive me for. And that’s fair enough,” he added quickly. “But that I pushed her away, away from you.” She didn’t have an answer to that, forcing him to eventually press her. “Mick? You still there?”
“M’here.” She wiped the back of her hand over her eyes. “No, I never—” She’d never blamed him, had never held a grudge against him, not for any of it. He just was who he was, and she’d never expected anything of him. “I don’t hate you, Dad,” she said, which was a ridiculous thing to reassure him of when that hadn’t been what he’d asked. She breathed out. “She made her own mistakes. You made yours. Hell, we’re all always making ’em, but I’m never gonna blame you because she couldn’t hack it as a mother.”
But for a minute, she had hacked it. She’d taught them how to tie their hair and their shoes. She’d left Emma with her love of her music and her van. Then, she’d left forever. And now she was back, able to walk in the door whenever she felt like it.
“You did good by us,” she said firmly, not able to summon the theatricality to get into it anymore. “You’re a good dad. And I’m missing you,” she added, and that, for whatever reason, felt honest above all the rest of it.
    
Mick had always liked taking photos. Mostly, that had been as the more sober one at the party, happy to capture the night from the sidelines, but now that she was watching more movies, she was thinking on it more. Lighting she understood as being vaguely critical when taking bathroom mirror selfies with a dolled-up friend on a night out, that finding, “good lighting” for a group of friends of varying skin tones and preferred angles could be a challenge. But really, it started when she found the camera gathering dust at the back of Tom’s brandy cupboard, perfectly put away with all its little lenses. Then, on her next desperate to be out of the house walk to the partially open state park, she took the camera with her. It was the first time she’d really seen anywhere around the town in daylight. Spring had come, though she hadn’t really noticed it arriving, and now it was ready to be photographed.
She’d gone out with ideas about finding rabbits to run across her path. At first, she saw a crow and greeted him politely with a nod and a fling of nuts. She got a snap of him hopping fast to pick them all up, and becoming a weird crow lady didn’t feel like such a waste.
There wasn’t going to be a way to develop these, but maybe she could make one of the spare rooms a dark room and double down on how strange she was getting. Emma or Zoe might come visit in a few months when the worst was over and find her home never vacuumed, with named crows waiting outside, and a room kept completely dark to develop the photos of her crows.
There was something freeing about not being able to see how the pictures turned out yet. For now, she saw how beautiful the day was, how green the grass was, and it didn’t matter how good she was at this. She had captured something to remember this place by, and that was enough.
    
“I think it would help if you wore clothes,” Katy’s mom said as she wandered through their living room with a full laundry basket under one arm. Katy was on her third movie of the day, and she was taking notes.
Though she wasn’t planning on writing about Norman Jessop’s filmography, it helped to feel like she was taking in what she was focusing on. There was a rich mine of topics that could be made from them, and from what she could tell, no one else had meaningfully tried to cover them. Most of the movies were, though almost never explicitly, loudly queer. She could throw together a good article for it, but she doubted she’d see much, if any, money for it. “Help with what?”
“Your mood, for one.”
“I’m cheerful. I’m just concentrating. His last movie is only four away from where I am: I’m working forward. I think he might have retired, but he had a st…story credit on a TV show last year.”
“That’s great, you want to tell a friend that?”
Katy slumped into the couch and paused the movie. On screen, the societally alienated monster opened its eyes for the first time, and shockingly, they still looked human. This was more interesting because this was one of the three Jessop had also directed. “I’m telling my online friends. I just got f…forty likes on my last Letterboxd review.”
“I mean real friends.”
“The government says I’m not allowed to see real friends.”
“Have another dog walk with David.”
“Lisa is literally always sick. She’s sick again this week.”
“What about the granddaughter? Aren’t you talking to her again?”
Talking was Mick occasionally texting about her own movie-watching progress with the comfort watch shelf. She’d never seen Some Like It Hot before, appreciated The Mummy, 1999, better on a second viewing and adored Broadcast News and The Adventures of Robin Hood.
“I think if she was going anywhere, she would have gone by now,” her mom said and left the room, yelling over her shoulder, “I’m seeing Frank tonight, by the way.”
“What?”
Her expression teasing, she tipped her head back into the room. “I’m going to sit on his porch. He’s going to play me some vinyl and serve me good wine.”
Katy narrowed her eyes, wishing her heart rate didn’t increase. “Socially distanced?”
“We’ll leave room for Jesus, don’t worry, honey.”
Officially in the bad mood her mom had accused her of being in, Katy clicked play on her remote again. It hadn’t been easy to track down these movies. Surely, Tom had kept copies. He had copies of everything, and this was his letter-writing friend or something. Since they were technically her things, maybe she could risk a masked venture into Mick’s home to retrieve the last few to save her the effort of downloading them.
Or.
She retrieved her phone from the couch cushion it had wedged itself under. Are there movies there by Norman Jessop? I think they’d be kept together, she messaged Mick. After meeting over the groceries, Mick had found her on Facebook.
I’ll check. Minutes more of the movie in front of her passed: the monster was slain by the girl but not before infecting her boyfriend, unbeknownst to her, with its blood splashing in his open mouth.
Yes, there’s a shelf of them. Thirteen, I think, though his name isn’t on one anywhere. But it looks like the same sort of thing.
Weird, I only know about twelve. She paused typing, watched the now corrupted boyfriend loom, salivating, over the girl’s pretty neck. I think Tom knew him.
Mick: Is this what you asked my mom about?
Katy: Yeah.
Mick: Have you opened the letter yet?
Katy: It doesn’t feel like my place.
Mick: Do you want me to do it?
Katy smiled at her phone. I guess if we did it together, it wouldn’t seem so bad.
Mick: Is it still a crime to open a dead person’s mail?
Katy: I won’t tell if you don’t. How are you feeling?
Mick: Like death but no longer coughing like a coal miner.
It wasn’t for a planned letter opening but for a casual chance encounter that Katy next saw Mick in person. Though she flattered herself by wondering how much it was casual or chance. After all, Mick had mentioned noticing when Katy walked Gene, and Katy had fallen into a pretty certain routine in that. So when Mick looked pleasantly surprised at the sight of them on their way home, Katy had to assume it was for her benefit.
“Stargazing?” Katy called, leaning an arm against the fence and feeling desperately awkward. It felt like something James Dean would pull off and look suave. Since she was currently in her winter dog-walking coat and pin-striped dungarees over her pajamas and with a goofy dog with his front legs up, Katy didn’t feel like she was succeeding in suave.
“Not been looking up much.” Mick waved a paperback she was about halfway through before putting it spine down on the table. Katy could almost hear the spine break even from a yard away and almost winced. “Just enjoying feeling less like the virus and weather want to kill me.”
“You feeling better?” Katy wished there was another way of asking that. Over her past few interactions with Mick, she’d definitely overused the phrase.
“I’m not infectious anymore if you want a glass.” She lifted half a bottle off the porch table. “Found his wine cellar.”
It made Katy feel miles less awkward to see such adorable evidence of Mick having waited for her to come by for exactly that purpose. She might have still sounded casual, but Katy was surer and surer that Mick had built her whole evening around this earnest request, especially since she already had a spare glass on the table. With a smile, Katy let Gene off his leash and unlatched the gate. He sped in and up the steps and sat politely, wagging his tail furiously in front of Mick.
Katy couldn’t help enjoy watching the flinch fade to relief as Mick held the back of her hand out for Gene to inspect. Graciously, he did and waited for her to throw something. Perhaps the wine bottle. “He seems well.” There was still some apology buried in the tone that Katy appreciated.
“He bounces.”
“How old is he now?”
“Six this summer. I picked him up from the shelter when he was two and still a baby.” Fondly, she ruffled his fur, which did not succeed in breaking his concentration on Mick. “He was so anxious. He had to be in the same room as me at all times. It drove my ex nuts.”
“He’s lucky he got a patient person.”
Katy said nothing and gratefully accepted the glass of wine. “We’re lucky we’ve got each other. You ever wanted a pet?”
“You still think I’m a cat person?”
“I think most people are something people.”
“I think whales are cool.” She looked a little embarrassed. “And I think I’m friends with a crow now.”
“A crow?”
“Well, a few of them. They come around to the kitchen window, I give them some cashews. I think one of them brought me a bottle cap last week.”
“Interesting. Murder club.”
“Sorry. I know I probably sound like I’ve lost it. Living alone in lockdown, my best friends are crows.”
“I mean, mine’s my mom or my dog. I’m not doing much b…better.”
“We never had space for a pet growing up. Now I work all these long shifts, I wouldn’t have wanted to neglect one.” Growing bolder now, she patted Gene’s head, scratching behind his rising ears.
“When did you know you wanted to be a doctor?”
Mick shrugged, still looking at Gene. “I was good at science. It seemed a good way of making money without hurting anyone. I could take some of the courses for it in high school and get there faster. What made you want to be a movie programmer?” They were polite, easy questions. A new first date-not-date. Starting anew.
“There was a program in Chicago. But it’s a made-up job. It just started with lawn and bar shows in college, like, I w…would have done it anyway.”
“This seems like a real job now. Still sitting pretty with furlough, right?”
Katy laughed, then reined it in. It felt mean to Sara, who was overcome with stress. “It’s still very made-up, but that does make me more n…needed. Especially in th…his theater. I’m a repertory programmer, the marketing manager, social media manager, and occasional usher. But when I was working in a dying video store as a kid—yes, this is a trend for me—and I got to recommend a movie I loved to someone and they listened, th…that was huge. Like, nowhere near as important as saving someone’s l…life, but they never would have found that movie without me, and because I got it to them, their life got better.”
“Nearly saved mine last week.” Mick’s eyes found her face almost furtively. “I wasn’t well in, well, all the ways. It felt good being connected to someone telling me: watch these movies, these will help. I didn’t even like half of them, but it still meant something to get told to watch them.”
“Hey, which ones didn’t you like?”
“Fine, I liked most of them. But I’m sorry, what makes The Exorcist III a comfort movie?”
“It’s about the romance of old friends.” Delighted, Katy leaned forward as Mick leaned back. “Do you hate When Harry Met Sally too?”
“How are those…anyway, I didn’t say I hated it. It just got a little silly. And I didn’t need a jump scare like that alone in a big house.”
“I’m very sorry me and Tom told you to watch horror movies alone in the house.”
“I’m a big girl.” Mick smiled. “Did you ever want to make movies?”
“I nearly got into it a few times, but I genuinely d…don’t think I’m t…talented or driven enough.”
“That’s not the impression I get.”
“Thank you, you’re very kind.”
“I’m really, really not.” Mick’s smile remained but flattened a little. “But I put those discs you asked for aside. Hang on,” she said, placing her glass down. “Let me go get them.”
As she walked back in, Gene watched her go with his head to one side. He always did this. Even if he wasn’t loud about it, he became very distressed when his newly decided family members weren’t all in the same place. Mick had become that fast, however Katy felt about her.
“Don’t worry, buddy,” she told him, amused. “She’s coming back.” But until Mick reappeared, he continued to whine softly. When Mick returned with the jacket Katy had long since given up on under her arm, he gave a rare yipping noise. It made Mick smile, surprised.
“You really broke his little heart there,” Katy told her as she took the Blu-rays and folded the jacket neatly over her knee. “Man, these are shiny remasters for such old movies. Maybe I should have heard of these.”
Awkwardly, Mick held her hand out to Gene, who gratefully came closer for a pat. “I haven’t, either, but I’m not huge on horror.”
“He does move around genre, especially with the ones he’s only written, not directed.” She flipped the cover over of the box she was holding and read the title: Brain Lovers from Outer Space! “S…sometimes, anyway. Thanks for these.”
“What’s going on here, do you think? Is he, like, a long-lost family member, an old friend, an old lover?”
“We’d need to read the letter for that.”
“It’s amazing you haven’t yet.”
“It just feels disrespectful.”
“I’d like to figure out if it’s important. Maybe if there’s, like, a deed to a whole other house in it, then that’s the reason someone broke in. Oh,” she added, smiling at Katy’s surprise. “I guess I never told you. Someone broke into the house the first night I got here. Through a window.”
Katy nodded slowly. “That’s why the new windows.”
“That’s why. When you said you found something, I wondered if that was it, or if there was something else I haven’t noticed yet because it was the movie shelves they were looking through.”
“And what, you wanted to keep the treasure map to yourself?” Katy was teasing, but it hurt a little that Mick hadn’t trusted her with this while asking if she’d found something.
“Hardly. I just didn’t think much about it. They were scared off pretty fast and didn’t seem to take anything.”
Katy doubted that Mick hadn’t thought about it much. “It m…must have been scary for you here on your own all this time.”
Shrugging, Mick sat back, cupping her wineglass. “It would feel weird to be nervous about the safest neighborhood I’ve ever lived in.”
“If that is what they broke in for, it would be strange not to try again. They were scared off pretty easily once they heard you, almost like they w…wouldn’t have tried if they’d known you w…were living here.”
“Huh.” Katy enjoyed her thoughtful expression. “Didn’t think of it like that.”
“Nobody’s bothered you since, have they?”
“No. Thank God. I changed the windows before everything shut down.”
“And you’ve been okay on your own?”
“Sure.” The smile seemed even less sure of itself now, and Katy felt like she’d gotten way too intimate with the questions. “As okay as anyone’s doing these days.”
    
To Mick’s relief, Katy returned the next night with the letter and the dog without needing any prompting. She seemed to understand Mick would have her back as often as she came by. “It feels old,” she said as she handed it to Mick. “The paper, I mean.”
Mick lifted it and let it flop forward from the force of the light breeze. “And you want me to open it?”
“Would you?” Katy took a seat and picked up the glass of wine Mick had just poured for her. “It just f…feels weird doing it myself after looking at it all th…these months.”
Obligingly, Mick cut into it with one finger and slipped out a small folded letter. “It doesn’t look like a deed.” It looked like a note from a stationary kit, like the one she’d had as a kid but had never used, just without the noxious floral bordering. “Or a map.”
“Can you read it for me?”
“No.”
Katy looked up as Mick handed her the note over. “I can’t read the handwriting. It’s too cursive and small. You?”
Squinting at the page in the low light, Katy scanned it, and eventually, she cleared her throat. “Uh. ‘My Dearest.’” She looked up. “I’m th…thinking lover.”
“Seems likely.”
“‘Today I watched the Flynn Dawn Patrol. You were right, it is better than the 1930 one. But you were wrong about us. I think about you constantly, and if you ever change your mind, I have a place in LA now, just like we talked about. Sometimes, I walk along the Walk of Fame and look at where they’ll put my star. Yours should be right beside mine. Even if they never bury us together, we should have lasted somewhere. There should have been some proof we belonged beside each other. I still think we’re worth that. Love always.’” When she finished, Katy slowly breathed out. “Do you think Tom was, well, was…”
“Gay? Yes.” Mick gave a half-smile. “Or something. Guess we have something else in common. We’re both respectable, undetectable gays.” She poured herself a new glass as she spoke, feeling delightfully less respectable by the glass.
“I get it, I get it.” Uselessly, Katy turned the paper over a few times, checking for any other hidden messages. “He wanted Tom to come with him, and Tom settled down and had a family instead.”
“Maybe he did both.”
“I don’t think he would have cheated.”
“You also didn’t think he was gay.”
Katy’s voice wavered. “I wondered sometimes. He loved my Pride programming, he was always fastest to point out the subtext in a really old queer film. He cried at Judy Garland’s singing.”
“You make any one of those things sound like a slur.”
“But he could be very pr…private about his past,” Katy continued, sounding forceful. “And he really did grieve his wife.”
“Did he want to make movies?”
“What?”
“That was the other part of it, right? Not just change your mind and come live with me but change your mind and get a star beside mine on the Walk of Fame. Does he have one, by the way, this N.J.? I’m assuming you’ve looked this up.”
“I don’t think so. His movies are still very p…popular with certain crowds. This one just got a remaster. But more on a cult level than a wide moneymaking cultural j…juggernaut way.”
“Yeah, something about Vampire Harpies of Lesbos doesn’t scream mass appeal to me, but as we’ve mentioned, I can be a snob. What do I know?”
To Mick’s delight, Katy started laughing, mostly through her nose, which nevertheless revealed her gap tooth beautifully. Mick quickly looked away to stop herself from staring. Also in the comfort shelf had been The Grand Budapest Hotel, and for every brief moment Lea Seydoux had been on screen, she hadn’t been able to stop herself from thinking that her teeth were just like Katy’s. Well, when she’d looked up other photos of her, at least.
“They really are good. They’re fun, but most of them feel a bit angry and sad. They remind me a little of Henenlotter’s stuff.”
Mick nodded, prepared to accept the comparison after having seen neither from either filmmaker.
“It just makes me so sad. That he would hide the letter, that he would never talk about any of it. That he stayed for a family he died feeling like he failed.”
Finding herself drawn back to looking at the house—that in an odd way had become what her grandfather had looked like in her mind—Mick nodded. “It’s sad.” He’d had someone to leave it all behind for, and he’d rotted away here instead. Now she’d moved in and was set to follow in his footsteps. Which was a ridiculously narcissistic way to react to this history being related to her, but it was hard to help it. She’d gotten to spend a little more time with Katy, and again, it was the highlight of her day by a long shot. But was that about it being Katy or just anyone talking to her for more than the length of a customer service interaction that made her skin feel like it was on fire? On fire in a nice way. Like she’d been out in the cold so long, she’d forgotten what warmth felt like.
Maybe rotting away wasn’t inevitable.
“It’s that he never opened it, that gets me the m…most. Do you think he would have g…gone if he’d read it?”
“Maybe he guessed what it said, and he didn’t want to know. Maybe he was afraid he would go.”
“Like the end of Age of Innocence. But gay. You know, Tom loved that movie. Wept when we showed it for our Scorsese retrospect.”
“I thought Scorsese made crime movies.”
“It is a crime: society got in the way of true love. Go inside and watch it right now.”
“Right now?”
“Or we can’t be friends anymore.”
“I think I read the book in high school, does that help?”
“I have no idea. I haven’t read the book.” Katy screwed up her face. “Maybe I should start reading.” She shook her head, banishing the idea. “Nah, too many movies.”
The next time they met on the porch was a few days later, and Mick had done her homework. “It was nice, I liked it.”
“How do you compare it to other Scorsese’s?”
Mick had the sense to hesitate. “This might have been my first.”
It was strangely gratifying to watch Katy’s eyes grow so wide in shock. Maybe it was the loneliness, but having such attention from someone so invested in what she did or didn’t care about felt almost unbearable. But good. Like a lover giving way more than she could bear in bed, becoming deaf to how their attention overstimulated her. Katy had been all too good at that too. “Well, this helps some things. Since you made it through the comfort shelf, I’m going to have to get you to go through the rest of the Scorsese shelf now.”
“All right.” Mick smiled. “But I might have a little less time for sitting around watching movies soon, so it might not go as quick.”
“How come?”
“I applied for some work.”
Katy sat back a little, her face becoming guarded. “As a doctor.”
“No. I’m not, it doesn’t work, at the moment…” Under Katy’s patient gaze, she found she wanted to talk more about it, much to her surprise. “I’m, I’m not ready,” she added, wielding her wineglass before her like a shield. “I should be, but…”
“Why should you be?”
“I don’t know. Because I studied for it, and it made me tough, I thought, and I was good at it. It’s what I like doing.”
“Is it? You’re not exactly rushing back to it.”
“I want to.” As Katy continued to stare, Mick had to look away. “I want to like it. But every time I try calling them back, I start to shake and sweat and—” She gulped and found herself laughing. “And I start having a panic attack. So if I can’t even call them to say I want back, I don’t think I can go back. I mean, I wouldn’t want me for a doctor. That’s part of the whole reason I—” She stopped herself. “Anyway, I quit my real job. For now.” Quit was a diplomatic way of putting it. Was it quitting to never reply to her work’s attempts at contacting her until they had no choice but to let her go?
“You don’t have to say anything you don’t want to. And you’re an adult. You also don’t have to be a doctor if you don’t want to.”
“But I do.”
“You did. Sorry. I’m not trying to armchair psychology you from a deck chair.”
“It’s okay. You’re not so bad at it.” Mick tried for a smile. “Anyway, the point is, I aced an interview.”
“Congrats.”
“I’m going to be a waitress again.”
“And they’re not c…concerned about the overqualification?”
“I told them I’d done it before, and that was all they needed apparently.” She smiled, thinking back on the fastest interview of her life. The manager had implied that since she seemed competent, she could probably take whatever position she wanted, and that she shouldn’t look up their track record with their previous workforce online, as there was a lot of hearsay and misinformation out there. But since she knew she needed some kind of income, Mick was prepared to do some overlooking.
“Y’know, if you’re wanting hospitality work, my friend David runs a restaurant in town. I can ask if he’s hiring. I know there’s a lot of places to avoid right now. Might be worth talking to more than one potential employer.” She smiled grimly. “And who knows, I might be joining you in job hunting soon.”
“I thought they were talking about the theaters coming back?”
“Oh, there’s been plenty of talk. But it’s a mess, and we’re not even sure we should open even if we can. And Sara sure can’t afford to pay furlough for me for much longer.”
For a moment, they were quiet, and it was an oddly comfortable quiet. Mick had often been criticized for being too quiet. She’d always gravitated toward big personalities who wouldn’t mind that she didn’t always have something to say for herself, and though Katy wasn’t always loud, that didn’t seem to have become an issue yet. “What are you going to do about the letter?” she found herself asking eventually.
“I wasn’t going to do anything about it. Maybe try to construct a retrospective for his work someday, and if I ever reach out, it’ll be a really awkward email sequence.”
Mick smiled. “For a second, when the break-in happened, I half convinced myself of this whole conspiracy where you had a window key you refused to tell me about, and when you were wrong about the first DVD choice, you broke back in for another try.”
“For a deed?”
“Or a treasure map.” This was why she hadn’t brought it up yet. Admitting it felt ridiculous. “That he only told you about as his close friend and caretaker. Maybe he even intended to leave it to you, but you were worried I was going to find and steal it before I gave you the movies.”
“And what ch…changed your mind?” Katy seemed mildly offended but mostly just amused. “Am I not the master thief type?”
“No. It’s because you were crying when I saw you again.”
“Are you saying people who cry can’t be master thieves? You want to make sweeping assumptions about water signs?”
Mick started laughing, unable to stop herself. “No. At that point, I was like, even if you did steal something, maybe it was none of my business.”
She hadn’t noticed before but Katy had the most infectious giggle. It only took a moment of listening for Mick to collapse in on herself, helplessly joining in.
    
The next time Katy came by, their wine appointment had grown to include vegan snacks. “I remembered you said you were,” Mick said after apologizing for the state of the burnt baked treats.
Touched, Katy made great effort to eat with enthusiasm and resolved to immediately go vegan again. Since she was still the one doing most of the cooking and shopping at home, this wouldn’t be hard. Especially since her mom was spending more and more of her evenings out of the house. She had a mask exemption through her asthma, and every time Katy watched her leave, she felt like she was watching her go out vulnerable, naked almost.
“David said he liked the cut of your jib,” Katy told Mick, ignoring Gene as he drooled, begging to taste the fake cheese jalapeno popper in her hand.
“Yeah?”
“I think he just wanted a reason to say that. But it’s sounding good for you. Does it feel good, thinking you might work again soon?”
“I guess my plans to teach myself Spanish and the piano have been interrupted, but I can live with that,” Mick said, smiling. “Yeah, it’s a good thought. I wanna be back in the world a little.”
“Piano, huh?”
“It just looks so lonely sitting there in the corner. I guess I’ll have to sell it.”
“Are you musical?” Katy laughed. “S…sorry, that’s what people s…say, right? Are you musical, like it’s a disease you have.”
“Ha. If it’s a disease, my sister has it. My—” She cut herself off. “Yeah, Emma tried learning guitar as a kid. I’m not sure she ever learned how to string it right, but she always sounded good to me.” She smiled flatly. “So that’s her thing now.”
“What, all music?”
“No, her taste is horrible. Just. Instruments. I guess I’ll let her have that.”
“Piano and guitar don’t seem all that similar. And you have good hands.” Katy felt her cheeks warming as she said it, and she tried her best not to let her eyes wander to Mick’s long fingers. That felt strangely disrespectful.
“Hmm. I watched Raging Bull last night.”
“Thoughts?”
    
It was getting warm now. According to Katy, summer should have involved running a series of old kaiju and dinosaur movies for kids in the afternoon and “Summer Slasher Saturdays” in the evenings. This would have lasted all of August, and Mick probably wouldn’t have attended any of them. But since summer hadn’t gone the way either of them had expected, Mick had been happy enough to commiserate on their loss and do her best to keep Katy busy and entertained.
“Fuck, marry, kill: young Bruce Springsteen, young Leo DiCaprio, Timothée Chalamet.”
“Battle of the little dyke types.”
“You get it.”
Mick leaned back in her seat, considering. They’d spent all but one night of the last week together, and she was delighted that she wasn’t tired of it yet, that Katy kept coming back. She felt like time had been paused to allow for this; this perfectly unsustainable moment. They couldn’t come close enough to touch, so there was no awkwardness around whether they should have been touching. The wine in her hand was cold, and the nights were getting warm. And every other thing she said seemed to make Katy laugh. “Chalamet feels too young. Like, I know they’d all be young in this scenario, but that skeeves me out.”
“Okay, so he’s dead.”
“No, yeah. Okay. Kill Chalamet. Marry, no, fuck Leo, marry Bruce. I wanna hang out with Clarence Clemons.”
“Locking that in?”
“Yeah.” Mick concentrated. “Yeah, yes. What would you do?”
“Oh, Leo’s dead.”
“Really?”
“Fucking Bruce. Can’t not.”
“And you’re taking your child bride?”
“I want to meet Greta Gerwig, okay?”
“Was she the one with the Little Women redo?”
Huffing, Katy nodded.
“Was that one any good?”
“I’m going to kill you.”
“Seen as your hobby is currently making me watch movies, I kinda doubt that.” Mick took a long sip and enjoyed watching Katy watch her, blushing.
“Which ones did you do last night in the end?”
“Last Temptation and Shutter Island.”
“I’m kind of obsessed with that as a double bill. Continue.”
“It was weird seeing Willem Dafoe do Jesus. The white man thing for a start, but mostly because I only really knew him as one of Emma’s favorites, and it was weird seeing him play soft.”
Nodding knowingly, Katy grinned. “Spider-Man?”
“No, Boondock Saints.”
“I’d love to meet your sister. You really have painted such a strange picture.”
Mick smiled but knew it was a little strained. Though she knew Katy didn’t mean it that way, it had been the common refrain of their lives. Emma was the personality. Mick was also around. “Anyway, brought back a lot of brief Sunday school stuff. When my mom left and my dad settled us down, he had a moment where he really wanted us to know God. He slept through too many Sunday mornings to keep that up, but I kinda liked it at the time.”
“My grandma used to take me sometimes. I think that’s what makes the theater so c…comforting, if that makes sense?”
Mick gave what she hoped was a friendly motion to continue.
“No one needs to talk, or no one’s supposed to talk. You have to respect what you’re all there to worship in a temple someone else made, and when everyone sighs together, there’s s…something holy about it.” She grinned, seeming a little embarrassed as she finally met Mick’s eye again, but she was never deterred, not when it came to her favorite topic. Mick wished she cared enough about something to talk about it like that. “Sorry, that’s my cringe way of saying I miss my cult.”
“You’re making a convert of me. Maybe.”
Katy looked delighted. “There’re a lot of indie theaters out near you. Whenever you go home, you’ll have to send m…me reviews, go around them all.”
As Mick smiled but didn’t answer, Katy solemnly put her drink down and leaned toward her. “But you don’t need to go back. If you don’t want to.”
“Maybe I will fall back in love with waitressing and never leave.”
“Maybe you’ll become a piano prodigy and never want to leave the baby grand.”
“I don’t think you could call anyone out of their teens a prodigy.”
“Sure you can. Age is just a number and all that.”
Though she looked for them, Mick couldn’t see any signs of jealousy from Katy at the talk of her eventually leaving. Maybe she was better at hiding her feelings than Mick gave her credit for or didn’t actually believe Mick would move out or already had a long-term plan for leaving town when the world returned to some semblance of normal and just wasn’t ready to share it. Or maybe she’d really found contentment in being where she was, and never planned to leave.
Since Mick wasn’t sure what she hoped the answer would be, she said nothing, refilled Katy’s glass, and changed the subject. “Are there actually any good slasher films?”
As she’d hoped, Katy turned fierce, her mouth a little parted as she readied herself for more trivial battle. And Mick felt completely at home.
    
There weren’t many places Katy actively missed. The theater, obviously. Her mom had joined the legion of complainers who missed everything: her beautician, the girl who did her nails. She missed clothes shopping and teaching to a full, physically there class. But the one thing Katy truly joined her in missing was the hairdresser. Because almost two months into the world shutting down, her hair that had been her pride and joy looked ridiculous. She didn’t need her mom’s worried looks or occasional compliments that she looked cute to tell her that; she could see well enough from the mirror.
The color was sticking a little, but her natural brown was fighting its way slowly but surely through the bleach and color, along with some new grays. Her sad, unintentional mullet was morphing into an old lady haircut. When Mick offered to help cut said old lady haircut down to size, she jumped at the chance. Though she trusted her mom with a pair of scissors, she suspected that what they considered “nice” no longer lined up. Maybe it didn’t with Mick either, but maybe a bad haircut would be worth an evening of Mick’s fingers buried in her hair.
It was soothing. Even more so to know Mick was behind her, and they weren’t working with a mirror, so Mick couldn’t see her face. It was all making her think too much about the last time someone who wasn’t her mom had touched her and making her mind wander hopelessly, wondering how Mick must feel all alone in the house with nothing but phantom burglars for company. If Katy felt like she might burst out of her skin to be touched so softly, so tenderly, how much worse or better would it be if she could do the same for Mick?
The term touch-starved had always sounded ridiculous, but she understood it all too well now. The longer Mick’s hands made contact with her scalp, the more her skin craved it.
“Do you think you would have come home if your mom hadn’t gotten sick?”
“I’m n…not sure,” Katy said after taking a moment to find her words. “Did I tell you how all that went down?”
“A little. It was after your breakup, so it made sense to you.”
“Y…yeah. Tail end of m…me living with Tasha and trying to pretend I was cool with being a roommate and a friend, and my grandma died. And this woman, like, I can’t even talk about how incredible she was.”
“Was she sweet?”
“She was terrifying. Temper as hot as her chili. But she loved me. I have c…cousins, but like, I’m the only one who grew up nearby, and since my mom had me pretty young, she did a lot of the raising. She also did all my schooling.”
“She was a teacher?”
Katy heard herself give the most pathetically dry laugh. “Uh, not r…really. I got pretty badly bullied in middle school, my mom freaked out, and my grandma offered to homeschool me.”
“Everyone knows that anyone who had a good time in high school isn’t worth your time,” Mick informed her smoothly. “Someone who had such a bad time that they didn’t even go sounds cool.”
Smiling, Katy felt some tension inside her finally dissolve. “Ha. Well, she never made it feel like I got out of anything easy. But it was fun, she liked teaching. She used to be one before she retired. Oh, and whenever I came out, she told me about her old girlfriend and that it’s something every woman should try at least once to remember that the only thing we need men for is for making babies.”
“She sounds like fun.”
“Anyway, it was a huge shock when she died. I came home for the funeral, and I just felt so bad that I’d barely been home in so long, and I hadn’t made the time to see her, and then, I’m home helping my mom sort through her things, and she tells me that she’s got cancer. That she didn’t want to worry me about it before.”
Katy heard the slow hiss of Mick breathing out. “That must have been something.”
“Yeah.”
“And the moment she’s better, Tom.”
“Yeah. N…not the moment, but, yeah. It felt like that at the time. And now we have all of this, and it turns out, no one’s safe, and I know I’m driving my mom crazy, but she just isn’t taking it seriously enough.” She sighed. “I’m sorry. Rant over.”
“This is a safe space for rants. Especially over families.” She could almost hear Mick give one of her gentle smiles. “We never had grandparents around. Mom obviously left all this, but my dad too. He was basically a runaway. He mentioned them sometimes, but I think, huh…however bad a job he might have done, he was trying really hard not to do it in the same way his dad did.” The hands stopped. “I think you might be done.”
“Yeah?” Katy patted her head. It felt slim at the sides again, so the main objective had been achieved. “There’s always h…hats, right?”
“Exactly.”
“Are we doing you now?”
Mick looked concerned as Katy spun the office chair to look at her. “Oh, I’m fine.”
“C’mon, you’re sure you wanna keep those bangs the way they are? In a customer facing role?”
Screwing up her face, Mick expression landed on eventually a bright smile. “Fine. Cut me up.”
If Mick had a reaction to Katy’s fingers on her head, her face, she didn’t let it show.
    
Katy wasn’t sure how to feel when she reached the end of Jessop’s filmography. His last wasn’t his best: shot in 2010, so no longer in film, which lost it something, along with more of a switch to CGI over practical effects. But it still felt decidedly his work, fitting into a lengthy canon of films that were usually creepy and campy and filled with tragic yearning. People in the wrong bodies or growing new bodies, trauma and upbringing being undeniable whatever the characters did in their lives. Nothing that rewrote the genres he was working in, but it was affecting. After finishing she went back to her favorite: a werewolf flick by way of a space opera musical, and though it didn’t make it a large plot point, the main werewolf explicitly lived with HIV. Katy couldn’t help but wonder if there was something personal behind that or if it was a more general stab at conservative filmmakers at the time.
Whatever the reason, his struggle got to Katy more on rewatch, even within the structure of a ridiculous midnight movie, and she found herself crying a little as the credits rolled.
“Effects have gotten so bad now,” her mom hummed sympathetically. She’d been hovering in the doorway, seemingly unable to stop herself from watching the end, as was often her way. “Look at that costuming. Now they’d just CG that on.”
Wiping her eyes, Katy turned, and smiled when she saw the full face of makeup, the jewelry, the good red dress. “Hey, your costume’s pretty great too. W…what’s the occasion?”
“The restaurants are open, so Alan thought he’d treat me,” she said, giving a slow, proud twirl. “And maybe don’t wait up for me tonight.”
Katy blinked as she felt her smile fade. “Yeah?”
“I might venture inside his place. If he plays his cards right.”
Slowly, Katy turned to kneel on the sofa, pushing herself up to look her mom more directly in the eye. “I’m sorry, if I have this right, you’re asthmatic, still in remission, and you want to not only go out to a b…busy indoor setting with no ventilation, but you want to break lockdown rules and go into another house. All with no mask?”
Her mom smiled, but it seemed strained and definitely only there to humor her. “That’s about it.”
“And he’s asked you to do all this, even though he supposedly cares about you?”
“Right again. Look, I get that this upsets you, and you think I’m frail.” Softly, her mom put her hands on her shoulders in the same calming motion she used if Katy was getting irrationally angry about lazy endings to television episodes or when award season didn’t honor the people she liked.
Katy shrugged off the hands and moved to stand, rejecting the patronizing sympathy and putting the couch between them. “We are in the middle of the worst pandemic the world has seen in a hundred years, probably way more, do you get that? Hundreds and thousands of people are dying daily. We are having a national tragedy every day, and instead of being willing to change their selfish little routines even a little, idiots who think they know better than the scientists keep assuming the rules shouldn’t apply to them.” She laughed. “People are out there dying alone, canceling weddings, going to school online, missing their families, and you’re saying none of that’s more important than you not being able to have sex with your boyfriend.”
Unperturbed but clearly angry, her mom stood her ground and crossed her arms. “Cases are low around here, and we’re in a bubble, you know that.” She shook her head as though trying to free herself of a notion. “When did I raise such a prude?”
Katy growled, tears of frustration making their traitorous way out of her eyes. “I’m not trying to call you a slut. I just don’t want you to die! Or to almost die. I’m not going through that again, and you have a choice not to put me through it this time.”
Her mom raised her eyebrows and took a step back. By the sudden ice freezing her expression and every inch of her frame, Katy knew she’d gone too far. Her mom had always gone for what she called a collaborative parenting style, letting her own mother be the disciplinarian for both of them. It was rare Katy had ever brought this look out in her. “Well. Thank you for making it clear that you don’t think I’m a slut. Just that I’m an idiot who doesn’t look after myself.” Because they were in so many ways the same person, there were tears pricking her eyes, the eyes she’d given to Katy: watery blue and prone to watering.
“You’re not an idiot,” Katy said, her lower lip wobbling but mercifully, or maybe cruelly, her voice wasn’t following it yet. “I just want you to act like it.”
“You know I’m grateful you came home to support me. I didn’t need you to start acting like my mother.”
“I didn’t think you needed one, but at l…least I’m accepting the world has changed.”
Sighing, her mom’s crossed arms loosened, and she released one hand to rub at her forehead. “I don’t know what gave you the impression that I’m the one needing a parent—”
“Oh, would you like a list?” For some reason, Katy had possibly never spoken so smoothly, so easily. Shame hit the moment the words left her mouth, and she clamped her lips closed. Her mom was still furious but worse, seemed shocked. Usually, nothing Katy could say was able to surprise her mom. It hurt to know she could, like they’d become strangers while spending barely a moment away from the other. “I’m going on a walk,” she said, grabbing her keys to walk out the door that she pulled too hard behind her. It was always a great excuse when living with a dog that needed constant walks, but it would have functioned better as an excuse had she actually brought Gene with her.
With her brain not sure what to do with itself, her feet walked her toward Mick’s without needing input from the rest of her. As she walked, the shame bubbled into anger and back to shame, but slowly, she was starting to calm. She wasn’t proud of the way she’d stormed out. Children and men who should have been behind bars slammed doors, that was what her grandma had always said. Though it had sounded ridiculous, the sound of the door pulled behind her had made her pause in her march out into the night but only for a moment. She might not have felt good about her exit, but she wasn’t ready to walk back in yet, and there weren’t many places she was allowed to be, and only one she really wanted to be.
Happily, Mick almost seemed to be waiting for her, a deck of cards and a new bottle of wine on the table and a filled glass for herself in her hand. As Katy smiled from the street, it occurred to her that this was the first time in all their little porch meetings that she hadn’t brought Gene. They would be alone, and though it shouldn’t matter, it leant an intimacy to the setup she hadn’t intended. She had stormed out of her mom’s house seeking comfort, and she’d come to find it alone, without even bringing her phone with her.
“Politics or Covid?” Mick asked when Katy explained the fight that had brought her there sans dog so early in the evening.
“You telling me you don’t think Covid’s political?” Katy raised her eyebrows and took a seat, taking a long drink. “Both, I guess. She keeps wanting to have her man over. And since I kept saying no, she’s going to his place.”
“Man? Katy, you know his name.”
“I wish I didn’t.” She knew she was being moody and irrational, but she knew she could say anything here. And that was probably something she should have worked on. Mick didn’t deserve to be her place to vent everything. But as someone she now saw every other day, who depended on her for company, who was disconnected from everyone else in her life, and who would be leaving soon, Mick’s patient ear was hard to pass up. “Look, election year with my mom was always going to be tough.”
“Is this the part where you tell me she has a red cap she takes out for special occasions?”
“Y…you’re, you’re right. It could have been w…worse. She’s more like, wouldn’t have forgiven me if I didn’t vote for the war criminal who ruined Broad City and is an atheist who thinks there’s a special type of hell for third party voters. More like that.”
Mick’s mouth twisted like she was trying to stop herself from laughing. “So you do have moments of disharmony.”
“Very G…Gilmore Girls season six of us, I know. Anyway, you get it. Insufferable at the moment. And yeah, she won’t stop trying to bring her man around without a mask.”
“Won’t he be in her bubble or whatever?”
Tipping her neck over the back of the deck chair, Katy groaned loudly at the sky. “I guess, sure. But now he takes her out to restaurants and all sorts of things. And again, she is literally still in remission. And has asthma.” She breathed out, trying to calm herself. “It’s just such a bad timing. Like, I know we wouldn’t be at each other’s throats like this if we weren’t stuck inside, but I’m also stuck from moving on. And I don’t know if I could deal with living alone,” she added with an apologetic glance at the person who was. “I’ve sorta never done it before. And I feel like it would drive me nuts.”
“Why don’t you move in here?” Though Mick looked almost alarmed by her words, it was clear she was far more worried that her words didn’t sound casual than that she’d said them. “I mean. It’s a big place,” she added. “And I am going a little nuts alone. And you’d be nearby her still.” She seemed to force a laugh. “As friends. Obviously.”
“Obviously.”
They let the words hang in the air, and Katy found herself nodding. “Okay. I could take a room, if you’re sure.”
“Oh, it’s no trouble.”
“Just, like, as a temporary thing.”
“Of course! It’s not like this is lasting all that much longer.” That hung strangely too. “Probably.”
“They keep trying to say it can go back to normal.”
“Ha.”
“What about Gene?”
“What?”
“The dog.”
“Oh.” She seemed to have forgotten that detail. “We have space for the dog.”
Katy narrowed her eyes. “And you’re sure this isn’t, like, a guilt thing?”
“A what?” Seeming rattled but amused, Mick sat back and crossed her legs. “I don’t have anything to feel guilty about.”
“And yet, you apologized.”
“I…” Mick caught herself and smiled. “This isn’t a guilt thing. Now, do you wanna move in with me or not.”
“Buy a girl a drink first, won’t you?”
“I just gave you a drink.”
“What about rent?” Katy asked, cautious now a real question was being floated.
“What rent?” Mick took a long drink. “His mortgage is long paid. By all means, help me out with utilities and groceries. I can draft up a contract. But I don’t want to career change to landlord.”
Making a 50 Shades-related contract joke felt dangerous, so Katy stayed quiet. Her mind, drawn inevitably back to the one night Mick’s face had really softened, was loud with the memory of the sounds of that night. “What do you want to career change to?”
“Don’t.” Mick forced a smile, but it lost its brittleness almost immediately. She was trying to be teasing. It just didn’t suit her very well. “Another day, all right?”
“All right.”
“How’s your career?”
“Another bottle please?”
Mick laughed.
“Moving really would help,” Katy said slowly. “I don’t like the idea of leaving my mom, but honestly, she won’t be any more at risk without me. And she probably needs a break from me worse than I do from her.”
“Is she gonna get lonely?”
“No chance. She’ll probably move her new man in now.” Grumpily, Katy took a sip of wine.
“Is he really such a new man? She started seeing him before everything, right?”
“I guess. None of this lockdown time feels like real time. Also, I don’t like him.”
“Have you met him?”
“Briefly, sorta. He asked if Gene was the kind of dog in Lassie.”
Mick took another drink. “People who don’t know anything about what they’re talking about should stop talking.”
“Exactly how I feel whenever he opens his mouth.” Feeling cheered and like this had a chance of working—as friends, obviously—Katy asked, “Did your dad ever have anyone serious after your mom?”
“Ha. No, my dad’s longest relationship has been the bottle, which tends to scare off any prospective ladies. And he’s a roadside assistant guy. He keeps weird hours and doesn’t stay put much.”
“How’s he doing being alone through all this?”
“As well as he ever does, I guess.”
“I’m sorry. I guess it would stress me out being this far away from him in this. Like, what if something…sorry. It would worry me.”
“Considering you’re gonna move here and still worry about your mom, I’ll bet it would.”
Katy finished her glass and thought about it. There was nothing keeping her in the house, no moving van needed. “I could honestly come over tomorrow. You’re sure you don’t mind about the dog?” Or me? she almost added, but it felt a little much. The dog was a safe out. Not being sure of her after the invitation was officially too awkward a conversation to navigate. And the odd thing was, Mick did seem sure, eager even. Even if she didn’t have any sympathy for her dad’s solitary lifestyle, experiencing it herself was clearly wearing on her. And it really was a big house. Hell, they could probably avoid even bumping into each other most days if they needed space.
“I’m sure about the dog. I like dogs,” she insisted unconvincingly. “And I have a trial shift at your friend’s place till four—”
“Hey, nice going.”
“If you wanted to swing by any time after five, that works.”
“Okay.” Katy started laughing, feeling a little nervous, like she was about to dive off a very high diving board. The spring in her step was alarming. “After five. Sorry, I just don’t think I’ve ever sorted out housing this easily in my life.”
“I’m a very chill person. Okay,” Mick continued, smiling as Katy raised her eyebrows, “maybe not that. But I think I’m a chill person to live with.”
“What’s your least favorite chore?”
“Is this an interview? It’s emptying the trash, so I always do it early.”
“Laundry for me, so you’ll find me resorting to a lot of weird outfits when it’s laundry week.”
“And underwear.” Even as Mick finished speaking, her face began to burn. “I mean. I remember you saying. About your Wonder Woman panties.”
Helplessly charmed and beginning to worry for herself for entirely different reasons than household chores, Katy grinned. “You remember my panties?”
“Don’t make it sound like that, you know it was, like, a thing for a moment there.”
“You’re cute.” Placing her empty glass carefully back on the table, Katy stood. “Thank you, really.”
“It’s no big deal.” Mick huffed out a breath and smiled. “Thank you for being…” She waved her arms as though to convey something beyond language. “For being a real-life friend when I needed one. I’m not sure I deserved it, but, yeah. Doesn’t make sense not helping where I can. Especially when you’re helping me.”
“You really got lonely, huh?”
She breathed out a long sigh, and it seemed like years were leaving her with it. “Lonely and I think I’ve started to forget the common rules of society. If you ever saw me wandering through my house naked and singing showtunes from the street, no, you didn’t.”
Katy laughed and started walking back down the steps. The night felt kinder now, like the world might finally be giving her a break. As she looked back at Mick, it seemed she shared that feeling. Her smile was so bright, she seemed to glow from the inside, just like the old house behind her. Katy didn’t think she’d ever seen her look so happy.




CHAPTER SEVEN
    
“What do you think this is?”
Obligingly, Katy sat up straighter from her position looking through an old crate of books on the ground. Most of them seemed to be biographies of music figures, but there were a few cheap mystery paperbacks and romance novels in there too. To Mick’s relief, Katy looked about as put off as Mick felt by what she held. “Is that a teddy bear version of a president?”
“I think so.”
Dropping a book back onto its pile, Katy made a gimme motion, and Mick tossed the toy over to her. “I think it’s Teddy Roosevelt.”
“How bad was he?”
“Oh, they’re all bad. But he made for a n…nice late R…Robin Williams role, so that’s something.” Katy let it fall as though worried it might be sticky, making Mick laugh.
She’d been right. It was an unthinkable, Herculean task to think of clearing out her mother’s childhood bedroom alone, but with a friend ready to make fun of everything and make use of the room herself, the time was passing quicker and without much hurt.
“Should I do a Robin Williams’s festival? Oh, this should go in the keep pile,” Katy added firmly, placing a hardback book on a very small pile.
“I don’t know how much she’ll want any of this. She left it here for over thirty years.”
“True. But you said you wanted a pile as a peace offering, s…so I’m making a j…just in case pile.” Katy looked up, looking a little stern with her growing hair tied back behind a bandana. “She hasn’t come around again to bother you, has she?”
“Not since the day you saw her.”
“And she never tried getting in contact with your dad when she left? Sorry.”
“It’s cool. Not that he ever said, but maybe I shouldn’t trust him, either.”
“What’s he like?”
“I don’t know. A dad.”
“Well, what was he like as a dad? Did he try making his girls be sports kids?”
“Nah. Taught Emma about fixing the van, but I think she would have done that anyway. As a dad…” She smiled, not knowing how to approach the question. “Emma would say he tried his best. I’ve always thought that’s a pretty pathetic thing to say about a grown man who chose to have kids.”
“In general, really.”
“Exactly, no one ever says, oh, they tried their best about someone actually good at something.”
Katy looked up at her with a smile that was a little too knowing. “That’s kind of your whole schtick right? You need to be out there t…trying your best.”
Mick breathed out a laugh. “Hardly. Or I’d be going to work in scrubs tomorrow.”
Putting her head to one side and showing off the haircut Mick was still pretty proud of, Katy stretched her arms back behind her and leaned back on them. “How long have you had issues with anxiety?”
“Never, really.”
“But you get panic attacks?”
“Just this year, sure.”
Apparently sensing she didn’t want to stay on this topic, Katy stood. “Well, I’m sure you’ll be as good at waitressing as you are at doctoring.”
“So a failure.”
“No, a try hard and a boss.” Grinning, Katy put a hand casually on her shoulder. For a moment, they both stared. Katy’s hand didn’t move, and Mick was suddenly desperate to have it on her face. Leaning into that might feel like coming home.
“Hey, do you…” Katy made a face, like she was already embarrassed by what she wanted to say. “I know you’ve been all alone in here, and before e…everything even. Do you, I m…mean would you like a hug?” She lifted the hand to slap at her forehead, and Mick missed it immediately, painfully. “Sorry, that sounds so fucking creepy.”
Mick stood. “No, actually, that’d be cool.” That’d be cool? Wow. New heights of social interaction and capability being achieved.
“Cool,” Katy said, and wrapped her arms tightly around Mick’s waist. Awkwardly, then with more confidence, Mick looped an arm over Katy’s shoulder and squeezed back. She’d read somewhere that people were meant to get eight hugs a day; she’d had a long deficit on that front if it was true. But somehow, just this one was easing something in her, even if it did make her want to sob. It felt surreal that she could finally have someone in the same room as her, whose hair smelled like coconuts and held her like she’d just come back from the dead. Maybe she had.
As Katy finally pulled away, Mick swallowed. “Thanks,” she said. “I think I needed that.”
“We can get you back to that five a day of hugs or wh…whatever it is s…soon, huh?”
“Eight,” Mick corrected absently as she watched Katy turn and leave the room, filled with the resolve and certainty that she couldn’t lose her, couldn’t let her walk out of her home and life. She would, somehow, make herself worth sticking around for.
“You want tea?” Katy asked at the door.
“Sure.”
    
It was inevitable that the first thing they were going to do together was watch a movie. To Katy’s delight, Mick said she was welcome to pick, and when Mick came back in to find her, Katy had narrowed it down to ten.
“Lotta rom-coms here.”
“That a problem?”
“Happy rom-coms can be annoying,” Mick said with a grimace, inching her feet back from the DVD pile as though they might bite her. “All the good ones are about straight people, and they all could get together sooner, but they’re stupid.”
“That’s not a plot hole. They’re just not smart characters. That’s what’s delightful. Everyone’s an idiot but especially when they’re falling in love.”
“Falling in love. I hate that term.”
“You would. Why?”
“It doesn’t make any sense. Where are you falling from? What about all the aromantics out there, are they just blessed with better balance than the rest of us?”
“You’re overthinking this. The point is that you can never see what kind of story you’re in. Like the whole, if Hamlet swapped places with Macbeth or Othello, it would have been fine, but because he was Hamlet, he was fucked.”
Mick looked at her curiously, her head tilting. “What kind of movie do you think we’re in?”
Shrugging, Katy smiled weakly. “Still time for it to be an a…apocalyptic one, right?”
“I doubt it. But by your reckoning, we wouldn’t know it. The point is that falling in love sounds stupid. Love’s not something that happens against your will.”
“You think you choose it?”
“I think if you can’t stop, you’re not trying hard enough. Like, if you fell in love with David’s wife, you’d be able to stop, right?”
“Her name is Rachel, and everyone’s in love with her, and I’m sorry, h…have you ever been in love?” Smiling fully now, Katy forced herself to sit up straighter, using one arm to pull herself out of the comforting crater of what had been Tom’s favorite end of the couch. She smiled, a little curious. “What do you think it feels like?”
For a moment, Mick looked uncertain, but her recovery was rapid. “It’s about understanding a person so well that all of them becomes loveable, and you’d choose to do anything for them.”
“Ah, so you’re firmly in, like, the love is a verb camp, got it.”
“Sure. Back when Zoe had insomnia, I stayed up with her most nights, trying to figure out what would solve it with her. I barely slept for a month. So sure. It’s something you do, and that makes it something you can stop doing.”
“Zoe is…”
“My best friend.” Mick frowned. “I mean, we’ve hated each other sometimes because we both kept being top of our class or wouldn’t do the dishes, but we’re best friends.”
Finding it fascinating that Mick had never mentioned Zoe, had in fact been prepared to talk about befriending crows before mentioning her long-term roommate, Katy leaned forward. “And you were in love with her?”
Mick nodded, apparently unashamed. “As a friend. And in the other way, sometimes. Yeah.”
“Is this, like, an in love with the straight friend thing?”
“No,” Mick said, looking offended. “Zoe’s bi. We’ve both been out as long as we’ve known each other.”
Katy gaped. “No, I’m sorry. You, who agreed I was being pathetic by living with my ex long after we broke up, never made the move on your roommate who you were in love with and who might even have been into it? And you lived with this woman for nearly a decade?”
“Yes.” She wore the same expression as she had a few hours ago when Katy had found out she didn’t rinse her soapy dishes after washing them: a little defensive, utterly convinced by her own righteousness, but concerned by Katy’s reaction.
“And you didn’t choose to stop at any point?”
“I did. She’s getting married. But what was the harm before that?” Mick asked when Katy went quiet. “It wasn’t hurting anyone. It was just for me because she is who she is.”
“Wasn’t it hurting you?”
“Sometimes.” Mick still sounded confused by Katy’s logic, like she hadn’t considered that she might count as a someone to hurt. “But it didn’t stop us having fun as friends, me wanting the best for her as a friend. I still want the best for her. Hell, I’m a bridesmaid.”
Every time Katy thought she had a good handle on what made Mick tick, she was thrown off again. It was fun. She’d seemed an aggressive type of normal when Katy had first met her, but she really didn’t seem to think like anyone else. “Is that what you think with the panic attacks? That you can control them and make them go away?”
“You think I can’t do it?”
“I think you ask a l…lot of yourself.”
“That’s what got me to where I am.” She seemed to realize midway through her sentence that where she was at this current moment wasn’t necessarily a standard to set anyone against and began to smile cynically and gracefully tilted her wrists down as she raised her hands. “So. Movie?”
After they finally chose Lady Vengeance, inability to choose having driven them to a clumsy tarot reading that drove them to seek strong women, new ventures, and foreign travels, Mick relaxed into the couch. Though her eyes didn’t stray from the subtitles, she seemed more confident in talking over it as she quietly admitted, “Anyway, I don’t know if I would have liked her the same way if I thought she liked me that way.”
Hoping the gesture would be comforting and not trusting herself to speak with any eloquence, Katy slid her foot along the couch so that it rested against Mick’s. That at least made sense to everything she understood about Mick. She loved challenges and felt smothered by love that was easy. It was as close as Katy would probably get to an outright rejection, and she knew she should take steps to protect her own heart, but it was as Mick said: it wasn’t hurting anyone but herself. She would indulge as long as she could. And then, she would do her best to toughen up and stop.
But watching Mick watch the movie, she had a feeling she was kidding herself.
    
Things had seemed so easy: living together as friends, living anywhere with more space, and away from her mom. And it was. Mick seemed clean and tidy but not like she was going to hurt Katy if she wasn’t on that same level. They had exactly the same type of easy conversation they’d always had, and Mick really did seem like she’d missed having company and was happy sharing the ample space.
But there was one major thing about her that Katy had allowed herself to forget and had now become a problem. Mick had the most phenomenal legs of anyone she’d ever met. Katy wasn’t all that short, but Mick’s legs easily rose above her waist. Watching her wander around in nothing but boxer shorts that hugged her snugly while she brushed her teeth was too much to handle.
“I’m working a four-close tomorrow, so I’ll be around in the morning and maybe back around eleven,” she explained, her voice adorably muffled by the toothbrush as she leaned against Katy’s door frame. “It’s mostly helping bag deliveries, I think. They’re not expecting it to be busy.”
“Mmm.” Katy was trying very hard to keep her eyes away from the legs that had once wrapped their firm way around her neck as she’d worked her tongue still deeper into Mick’s insides.
“There’s an office you’re welcome to in…”
“The spare, sorry, you…your room. Got it.” Tearing her eyes up again, Katy grinned. “For sure. And th…thanks. Thanks again. For all of this.”
Mick left her line of sight, and a moment later, Katy heard her spit. She walked back, and as she pushed her thick hair out of her eyes Katy finally noticed that it was down. It wasn’t that she always kept it back, but there was usually at least a clip or a hair band or hat involved in taming it. Now it hung loose and unhindered, just like it had been when Katy had finished with her in bed. “Really, I’m thanking you,” she said. “Another few weeks and the warmer weather and I really would have been forgetting to even wear clothes.”
“Ha,” Katy managed, grateful Mick had wandered off again and wasn’t able to see how badly she was blushing. That night, though her bed was comfy and they’d spent enough time making the room look like hers that she felt at home, she couldn’t settle. It had been months now since she’d stalked Tasha online, but apparently, feeling finally over her ex didn’t mean she’d gotten over her old habits entirely.
Zoe James was one of the most beautiful people she’d ever seen captured in a little profile icon. Though she looked in other photos like they might fit the same fourteen dress size, there their similarities ended. Her dark skin almost seemed to glow under whatever was lighting her in that first picture, helped possibly by a golden body glitter she seemed to favor. Her makeup was perfect, and it always matched exactly whatever brightly colored bodycon dress she wore. And she was another doctor, a profession Mick definitely respected.
If this was Mick’s type, Katy needed to banish any lingering hopes from her mind, her heart. But that was okay. Accepting disappointment was practically in her job description.
    
To Mick’s great relief, Katy’s friend David seemed as good a boss as could be found in the restaurant industry under late stage capitalism. And to his seeming relief, she was a good enough server to keep around. “I don’t know what I’d have told Katy if you’d sucked,” he said as he wandered behind the bar again. It was Mick’s first closing shift with him, and so far, they were getting along.
“Pretty awkward to fire me if she ever invited you to the house.”
He looked at her like she’d lost it. “Oh, you’re not getting fired. I can’t hire anyone, I’m sure as hell not firing anyone.”
“Ah, you’ll be fine as soon as this next load of high school kids realize it’s the one thing they’ll be allowed out the house for.”
He smiled, balancing a tray of cutlery for polishing. “She tell you that’s how we met? Our first job?”
“Mentioned something about a video store. Didn’t realize you were there too.”
“It’s Logan, everyone’s there too. We actually went to school together, but I was kinda a loudmouthed basketball kid back then, if you can believe that, so we weren’t exactly tight.” He mimed shooting a hoop, and Mick heard a glass from the shelf at his knee fall to the ground.
“Still,” she said, kindly ignoring the blunder, “it’s a long time to keep friends for. What’s that, ten, twelve years?”
“Something like that. I’m like her walking resumé: proof that she doesn’t always cut and run completely.”
“Should I be worried about that?”
“Since you guys are pulling the whole U-Haul thing…”
“I don’t think it’s a U-Haul thing when I asked her to move in months after we met. And we’re not sleeping together.” When he smiled knowingly, she added, “Anymore.”
He sniggered, a strangely endearing sound from a six-foot, soon-to-be father of two. “Sorry for not being totally up to date on my lesbian culture references. It sure sounds like a U-Haul thing. But that’s okay. You guys seem good for each other.”
“What was her ex like?” Mick asked before she could rethink it or understand why she wanted to know. “I mean, sorry, I guess I’m just nosy.”
“A bitch,” he said evenly, picking up another plate to polish. His lip curled as he seemed to reevaluate his assessment. “Well. She seemed fun. But she never wanted to drive back here with Katy, so I never met her much. When I did, she thought I was a boring cishet guy.” He opened his arms out wide. “Which is mostly true, I can’t really argue with that. I love a ball game and still think SNL has some good bits, and apparently, that’s cringe. But Katy’s grandma never took to her either, and that woman used to ask in strangers she met on the bus for coffee.” Finishing his brief tirade with a one-fingered stab at the air, he shrugged, returning his attention to the plates.
More and more through the day, Mick had found herself respecting how much David cared about the small details of the restaurant. He wasn’t a lead from behind kind of manager, but he didn’t flap, either, and he knew how to delegate.
“She was fine. But selfish. And that’s bad for Katy. She’ll give and give until there’s nothing left of her. Hell, I bet if she’s laid off tomorrow, she’ll be volunteering at the theater until they can afford to pay her again. She doesn’t know how else to be. There’s something wrong in her head.” He tilted his own head, and Mick wanted to squirm, worried how his apparently measured opinion was measuring her. “You’re not selfish.”
She snorted. “I don’t know about that.”
“I’ve been in customer service fifteen years,” he said flatly, turning away. “You’re a good tipper, I can tell.”
Mick frowned. His words felt like a challenge as much as an assessment. He had decided she was a good person because he needed, for now, to believe he’d just employed one, that his friend was safe with one. “We’re not U-Hauling,” she said. “We’re trying out the friend thing. Neither of us seem to have a whole bunch of those right now. I’m sorry I don’t come with a walking reference of my own to speak for me.”
“Few long shifts in here for the reopening? I’ll get the sense of you quick enough,” he assured her, flashing a grin. “’Sides, I’ve decided I have to like you. You can carry four plates, and you’re not a dick about it. Gold dust in this industry.”
She laughed, grateful to still be seen as skilled in something.
That night when she got home, there were three crows on her front porch to greet her. “Hey,” she said. “Sorry, nothing for you today. Hope the new roommate’s been nice to you.”
The closest one gave an endearing caw.
“Yeah, she’s part of the furniture practically.” Mick looked at the sky. “And I’m supposed to be getting less weird with someone around,” she reminded herself as she walked back in. She found Katy in front of what sounded like a French movie, really looking part of the furniture as what she worked on draped colorfully over the sofa.
“Crocheting again?”
“I’ve decided it’s going to help relax me.”
“You’ve decided.”
Katy’s tongue was out to the side as she pulled her knees closer to her. “I’m not good enough at it yet to know if it’s relaxing.”
“You’re not making it look relaxing.”
“I’ll get there,” she said, pausing the movie.
Mick had no doubt she would. “You’re something, Kate.”
Katy looked a little confused and put down the crochet needles and the colorful wool dangling lamely off them. “Kate,” she repeated, making a show of tasting the word like it might mean something else in a foreign language. “I did try being a Kate in college. It d…didn’t really s…stick. I think maybe I’m not grown-up enough for people to get, like oh, she seems like a Kate, energy.”
Mick took a step back, reflexively feeling like she’d gone too far. “Oh, I can stop.”
“No, it’s fine. I like it, I mean it s…sounds good coming from you. I mean, I guess if I seem like a Kate to you, then great. That’s a new character development unlocked for me.” She blinked, shook her head. “Sorry. Those sure were words.”
“Okay. Kate. I guess it does sound more grown-up.”
“I’m a Katherine, really.”
“Oh, wild. Was that your grandma’s name or something?”
“Just my grandma’s favorite movie star. Big Katharine Hepburn girl.” She smiled. “My mom let her have that but softened it up a little. When did you st…start going by Mick?”
Mick shrugged and moved to perch on the arm of the sofa. “Always. It was what Emma called me when she was little. And I never felt like anything else.” She frowned at the dog as he wandered back into the room looking slightly lost. It was around his dinnertime. “Was Gene for Gene Kelly?”
“Nah, Gene Siskel. We had an o…old rescue cat called R…Roger, and they made a good pair.” She snarled to herself and let a long breath out. “Did you know, stammers often run in families?”
“Yeah. One of those ways you think of things.”
“Maybe I get it from my dad’s side. I’m just not sure I’d even notice it in him.” She trailed off. “Anyway, the only nickname or p…pet name I ever got was that T…Tasha used to call me K. Which I thought sounded hot, but also always m…made me think of—”
“Men in Black?”
“Exactly. And I simply don’t ever want to be a Tommy Lee Jones, except for maybe in Eyes of Laura Mars because I would want to hang out with Faye Dunaway in New York.” She narrowed her eyes.
Dutifully, Mick admitted, “No, I haven’t seen it.”
“We can watch it later.” She picked the hook up again, looking at her work in concentration. “It was supposed to be Barbra Streisand vehicle too.”
“I didn’t know that, either.”
“I know I keep talking about dream theater programs I’d put together if everything aligned, but I’d love to make up an American Giallo series. I just don’t think anyone wants this. Everyone would yell at me over it.” She smiled. “It was one of me and Tom’s longest-standing arguments. He was much more of a purist about genre, like, if it didn’t come from the time and intention you’d expect it to, then it didn’t count.” Putting down her needles, she looked fondly into the distance beside Mick. “But I always figure, if someone can recognize it as something, then what stops it being that?”
Distracted again by Katy’s eyes, Mick had to remember to react normally. “Sure.”
“Oh, and I made chili,” Katy added as she returned to concentrating on her crocheting. “Help yourself if you want, it’s on the stove.”
Did she even know she was being kind? Were kind, generous, sweet people self-aware, or was it something thoughtless they couldn’t help?
There’s something wrong with her, David had said, matter-of-fact in his diagnosis, just before he’d declared Mick not a selfish person. He couldn’t be right about everything, even if he was a decent boss, because if there was one thing Mick definitely was, it was selfish. She’d eaten fries at work already, and still here she was, filling up a bowl of veggie chili she’d done nothing to earn, with the only thing on her mind being keeping the chef happy and in her home for as long as she was there herself.
    
After that first chili, they fell fast into a rhythm of Katy cooking and Mick handling the dishwasher later, mostly because Mick was, by her own admission, not a good cook.
“I tried to learn when I went to college. But there were always fast food and microwave meal options, and I was always busy. And I didn’t want to spend money on buying more pots and pans,” she explained as she leaned against the counter, watching Katy with some interest as she showed off the speed with which she could dice an onion.
“Did your dad cook at home?”
“Emma mostly.” Mick raised a hand across her waist as though embarrassed to admit she wasn’t skilled at something. Even now, it felt like a rare find. Katy imagined Mick had never had anything less than a glowing report card her entire school career: mediocrity was just not her style. “Thanks for this, again. Sorry, I’ll get out of your way. Emma always used to yell at me for lurking when she cooked.”
“I love a lurker.” Katy turned briefly with a smile. Brief was all she could stand, since when Mick’s eyes were so filled with hope and affection, she was unbearable to look at. “Stay if you like. I love talking when I cook. M…makes me f…feel like I’m on a cooking show.”
“Katy’s Culinary Secrets.”
“I can see it. Get me in like a tight top to show off the girls as I lean down…” Sticking out her tongue mockingly, Katy bent forward and risked looking back again. The hand was gone from Mick’s waist now. She was laughing with both hands on the counter behind her, finally open and relaxed again.
It wasn’t that she was mean or uptight or an ice queen, as Katy had once called her teasingly. It was more that she woke up in the morning with fifteen levels of hard walls, and if it hadn’t been too terrible a day, they came down one by one. She felt like she’d leveled a few now as Mick laughed at her.
“They really do deserve their own show.”
Katy did not turn to look at her for that and instead concentrated on slicing up the bell pepper that was surely now the same color as her face. “I wanna get a mastectomy actually, but I’d n…need to save. I’m not sure my insurance covers it. It would help me feel more b…butch, and mostly, I was there for every ugly part of my mom’s cancer journey. Even if she can put it behind her, I can’t.” She paused. This felt strangely selfish and trivial to admit aloud. “And I don’t want it happening to me. I’m really not all that attached to my breasts. M…magnificent though they m…might be.”
To her relief, Mick didn’t seem disgusted. She did, of course, approach it medically, and Katy spent the next half hour being gently interrogated about what treatments they’d had her mother on, what stage her illness had been at when they’d diagnosed it, if Katy had looked into what places nearby might do the procedure, and confirming that, yes, it would reduce her chances of breast cancer by around ninety percent. “Of course, it’s just one form of cancer it would reduce, but you know this.”
“I get it. But it’s the one I’m predisposed to, so…”
Mick had come closer now, helping their voices carry over the hiss of the frying vegetables. It would be so easy to lean into this strange domestic fantasy they were almost playing out together and take Mick into her arms and remember just how easily she fit there. But she kept stirring the pot and hoped Mick would soon step away, not sure how much more she could stand. “What do you want to watch tonight?”
“You’re telling me you don’t already have something planned?”
“I h…had a few ideas. You said you haven’t seen Moonstruck, and I’m cooking Italian food.”
“So is Cher supposed to be Italian in it?”
“Cher can be anything. I really believe that. One day, I’m going to run a Cher program, and I’m going to call it Turn Back Time, and everyone will get it. Might have done it this year, but w…well, it’s th…this year.”
“I love it.” They were quiet, then. Usually, Katy liked throwing on music or a podcast while she cooked, but with another person with her, the quiet was nice. “Y’know, it’s annoying, like, I would be so mad if it was me, and he was saying it to me, but my dad would say, do it anyway. If you have an idea for a festival.”
“He doesn’t know how hard it is to get c…copies of films.”
“He doesn’t know much about anything really, but that’s not stopped him giving opinions. And I hate it, but I don’t always think it’s the wrong way of looking at things.”
“I feel luckier that I grew up with a quote, unquote cool mom, even if she does also drive me nuts.”
“Your mom being sick really messed you up, huh?”
To Katy’s relief, the question didn’t sound mocking, but it was certain of its answer. Remaining facing ahead, Katy nodded. “I know that’s why I’ve been, not, well, n…not weird, but it’s been hard through all this. Like, it just started to seem like things might be okay again, and suddenly, everyone and anyone might get sick, especially her. She’s a vulnerable now, and she won’t even accept that because she’s too fucking delighted to be well again to worry about anything.”
“I see that a lot. Or sorry, saw that a lot. On the wards.”
Daring to turn for a moment, Katy saw Mick had put her hands in her pockets and was pacing around behind her.
“People coming through operations or treatments or accidents just being happy to be alive, and the people who loved them turned into nervous wrecks because they nearly didn’t live, or they had to imagine what it would look like if they didn’t.” She frowned, a pretty double wrinkle appearing at the bridge of her long nose. “It’s really not the same, so I don’t know why I’m saying it, but when my sister, when Emma got out of her marriage, I was…” Her frown deepened.
Katy sympathized. Sometimes, the right words were there but not close enough or not, in that moment, pronounceable.
“I was so happy for her, but mostly, I was happy for me. And there was a moment where it looked like she was going back to him, and she says she wasn’t, and she doesn’t seem to think she would have, but I did. And I thought I was losing her all over again, but worse, I blamed her this time and knew I shouldn’t. And then, she proved me wrong and never even went with him for any reason. And I was so, so glad for her and so mad at her and so worried that somehow, she’d still fall back into his orbit and feeling like a dick for thinking that little of her and for thinking that would be little of her.” She gave a stretched smile. “Sorry. I know watching your mom go through remission at a time like this isn’t anything the same.”
“But it still sucks.”
Her shoulders slumped as she breathed out, as though finally given permission to lay down some invisible heavy burden. “Yeah, it does. I guess I mean that, even when it’s not as bad as going through the thing, you’re still going through it on the sidelines.” She threw her hands lightly into the air. “In conclusion, chop your boobs off.”
“Thank you for the consultation, Dr. McVey.”
Apparently finished with her duties, the good doctor rolled her eyes and left the room, leaving Katy to start frying vegetables and wonder if Mamma Mia: Here We Go Again would be the grand crowd-pleasing choice to end her Cher retrospective with.
    
As someone who’d been avoiding the news and hadn’t kept an eligible job into the pandemic, Mick wasn’t sure she understood the terms of furlough, especially not Katy’s. She worked a lot for someone who wasn’t supposed to be working: phone calls, emails to film festivals, an endless slew of emails that only ever seemed to end in disappointment, though she had apparently gotten closer to getting a few online screenings moving.
She could tell a work call over the still regular call from Katy’s mom too. That surprised Mick. If she’d spoken to a family member the way Katy apparently had before she’d moved out, she doubted they’d speak to each other for years after. But however wise they both believed the move to be, Katy and her mom still called constantly to update each other on gossip and ask for advice. When Katy and Mick spent an afternoon watching Love Is Blind, Katy then went for a walk with her mom to go over her reactions to it. When her mom couldn’t get the stove working right, she called Katy, who remembered which part of it had never worked. They did not seem to mention the fight, though both had apparently given tearful apologies. Neither of these apologies seemingly involved admitting any wrongdoing. Prone to waterworks though they might be, the Levin women were proud and deeply self-assured.
As Mick walked into the room and found Katy on the phone, she could hear immediately from her tone that this was not her mom, so this was work.
“But we’ll find more money. We’ll raise it from somewhere…Okay, I can understand that you c…can’t keep everyone, but part of the only r…reason people travel to us is that we can show real f…film and have a projectionist wh…who knows how.”
Mick’s heart sank. When she’d first met Katy, she’d found her fascinating but almost too much to bear for her passionate, optimistic outlook on everything. She’d assumed that somehow, Katy had gone through the world without seeing the very worst of it and decided that she didn’t want to be there to witness Katy seeing that or be the reason she saw it. With the look on her face now, Mick could see that realities of the world were hitting her cold and inevitable, but surprisingly, this didn’t seem to be something that would make Katy cry, as so many things did. It also didn’t seem like it shocked her. Her jaw was clenched and hard, and her stare at the blank wall was identical to the day that Mick had made the mistake of telling her that not everyone cried at old movies.
“As a nonprofit institution, we should b…be. Yes, yeah, no, I get that.”
When she finally hung up, she continued giving her argument, now directed at Mick, her voice still filled with quiet rage. “We’re letting Meryl go. And anyone we’d employed part-time.” But still, this didn’t seem to knock her down meaningfully. She really didn’t know how to quit on what she loved. “Sara’s being”—her lips pursed in faux-politeness—“a capitalist about this. But if we can raise enough money, we can get everyone back. So we’re going to raise enough money.”
Whether this “we” was Sara and the theater management or the inhabitants of their living room, which now included Gene, was not clear, but Mick nodded anyway as she perched on the arm of the sofa. “How?” she asked.
Finally, Katy’s stress and frustration reached her expression and movement, her arms flapping uselessly at her side as she began pacing. “I don’t know yet. Chase grants, charity streams. Something. I’m thinking of something.”
As she let out a long, ragged breath, Mick dared to ask, “And if you’re next?”
“Then the whole theater’s dying anyway.”
“I mean, what would you do?”
Katy laughed. “Cross that bridge when I come to it, I guess. I n…need insurance and a wage from something.” She swallowed. “Maybe that’s when I move somewhere else.” She shook her head. “But there’s no use thinking like a d…defeatist. Not yet.”
Trying to imagine being the type of person who was that stubborn, loving a thing and town that hadn’t ever loved her back, Mick nodded. “Sure. And, hey, if things get really bad, I checked, and I have pretty decent insurance coverage. Insanely decent for waitressing.”
“David’s family is obscenely nice,” Katy agreed, flashing a smile as she flopped on the whole length of the couch. Gene wandered over to try to lick her ear. “And wealthy. One of those mythical benevolent rich families that would put you up for months if that’s what you needed.”
“But, yeah, if anything went really bad with your job, I’d just marry you to keep you in health insurance. Only seems fair. We can divorce after the duration. You’re already living here. It’s not like we’d need to do much more for show.”
Katy went quiet, and Mick worried that this had somehow been a joke too far. Maybe things at work were worse than Katy had even said, or maybe they were still too close to their one night of fun to be talking about marriage in a clinical hypothetical. But Katy nodded as though deciding something as she pushed Gene away. “How do you feel about having the dog as the ring bearer?”
“I’d be impressed if you thought you could trust him with it. If we’re doing enough of a ceremony to justify a ring bearer, I wouldn’t get you a cheap ring.”
As though understanding he was being spoken about, their potential ring bearer turned to pant happily in Mick’s direction, sitting stalwartly by Katy’s side.
“I’m not talking a whole party. Obviously, that’s not even legal, but we could make a pretty backyard ceremony out of, of it.”
Mick considered this, unable to stop a smile. “Would you wear a dress?”
“M…maybe? This sounds dumb and sexist or anti-femme or something, but I kinda h…hate it when both girls wear dr…dresses. Like, on an aesthetic level. Like, I’m a lesbian, but that’s just—”
“So gay?”
“So gay.”
Trying not to laugh now, Mick bent over the couch cushion between them to reach for Katy’s hand. “That is dumb and probably sexist, but I’m flexible and probably a bad feminist, so I’ll bow to your aesthetic vision. Happy in a suit or dress. Dress me as you please.”
“Happy wife, happy life, huh?”
“Exactly.” As they met each other’s eyes, they both burst into laughter.
“No, but r…really,” Katy said minutes later as she wiped at her damp eyes. “D…don’t worry about me. No need for dr…drastic measures yet.” Smiling as Mick remained concerned, she sat up straighter. “It’s fine. It’s not all in the theater for me. I wrote a few articles last month. One of them is bound to pay me sooner or later.” She made a face. “Much more likely l…later.”
Later that night, it appeared Katy did not have the confidence in modern journalism she claimed. Awakening to alarming bashing noises rising from the downstairs, Mick got out of bed, relieved to find Katy and not another disappearing burglar. She had her leg up on the barstool and was bending over the kitchen island. Above it, she held her phone.
“Hey.”
“So,” Katy said, sounding more than a little out of breath. “I saw how much some people get out there for pictures of their feet. And I figured, hey, I have n…nice feet. And I can use a camera.”
“And the barstool because?”
“We g…get b…best lighting with the light fixture in here.”
Mick sighed. Maybe Emma was right, and the best anyone could hope for was their life becoming a sitcom. “No, it’s not. It’s the bathroom. C’mon, I’ll help.”
As Mick helped her set up the bathroom as a set, unsure why this had to be done at night now that she was aware of it, she found herself thinking that Katy did have nice feet. To distract herself from this mildly perverted thought, she tried to turn her focus elsewhere. She was back behind a camera, something that had come to ground her. If she was holding it, she basically knew what she was doing, and she wasn’t the one in the shot. “Again, sorry, I’m sounding like my dad again, but if you want to put on some kind of film festival to raise money, why not just do it?”
“I am trying to get the online one happening soon. That’s been most of the emails.”
“Sure, sure. But what about a physical thing?”
“Well, a little thing called the pandemic happened.”
Mick smiled, and inspired by a strange directorial urge, she moved Katy’s foot slightly so that it now angled away from the light.
“What about the yard?”
“What?”
“Well, outside’s easier to make work with regulations. And if it’s big enough for a wedding, it’s big enough for a theater showing, right?” She felt a thrill rush through her as Katy turned to her thoughtfully. What a wonder it was to surprise her, to be thought of as someone who cared, someone with ideas. “Couldn’t be that hard to get ahold of a screen, and you have an out-of-work projectionist. And you own so many movies, even old prints.”
Katy nodded slowly, her eyes narrowing. “And you’d want that? A yard full of people to manage and keep to regulations?”
Mick swallowed. Those wide bright eyes were so hard to lie to; they seemed to see everything. “Sure. I’m not completely antisocial,” she added. “I’m just rusty. And this is important.”
Holding her gaze a little longer before nodding again, Katy started to smile. “Okay. Then, we could really do this. Thank you.”
“Anytime,” Mick managed, and lifted the camera a little higher. “Now put your foot back where it was.”




CHAPTER EIGHT
    
Katy was making coffee before another day of aligning the last puzzle pieces she needed to make her online Schumacher screenings happen—because death was everywhere, and sometimes, it was an opportunity to celebrate someone’s life work—when she heard a tentative few notes on the out of tune piano. It sounded more like an animal had run over it quickly, but Gene wouldn’t be so bold and was far too big and ungainly now with his bad leg to make it up there.
Slowly, she wandered in and found Mick sitting there.
She looked up furtively, like she wasn’t sure that even here in her own house, she had permission to be there and planned to bolt at any moment. “I always wanted to learn,” she explained, probably forgetting she’d already mentioned this. “But I don’t think anyone had a piano in our town.”
Placing her coffee carefully on the piano, Katy took a seat beside her. It felt special, being beside Mick in front of something she wanted but didn’t know how to have yet. She took a moment remembering where her hands should be, then splayed her fingers to attempt the first few notes of “Heart and Soul”. Watching intently, Mick brought her own hands back over the keys. “Here?”
“N…no.” Knowing words were not going to help, Katy looked hard at Mick’s fingers before moving them around. She let her hands slip away as she changed her mind. “Wait. I can teach you the other part.”
There were few things more exciting than teaching Mick something she had asked to learn, whether that was chess or the best way to cook rice or explaining how the studio system used to work and apparently, piano.
“You really have the creative arts cornered, huh?”
Katy felt herself blush. She’d been in and out of choirs as a kid, enough to read sheet music. One of her close friends in Chicago had taught her what little she knew of piano, never enough to measure against her far more accomplished group but enough to feel included. It had been a nice gesture, but until this moment, she’d never thought of it as enough knowledge worth teaching. “When you hear this c…come together, you will understand th…that’s not true.” When she finished rearranging Mick’s fingers, she paused to admire her work and the fingers. “You have piano player fingers.”
“Yeah?”
“They’re l…long.” And lovely, her mouth wanted to add, but her brain stopped it just in time. “Okay, so I’ll show you what to do up here.”
“Handy.”
“That’s why I remember some. It’s easier when it’s all laid out in front of you. Piano’s not h…hiding anything. It’s all out th…there in front of you.” She frowned as she experimentally lowered a key. “Even if they start sounding bad when no one takes care of them.”
“Doesn’t everyone?”
Laughing, Katy started to play what would be Mick’s part softly and felt a rush when after minutes of mindless repetition, Mick began to copy her. She might not have ever been able to keep up with her musical friends in Chicago, but her slow pace was sure enough to grant Mick confidence. That felt like reason enough to have learned anything.
    
It was odd working with young people again. It had happened constantly on the wards, student doctors, student nurses, but never as peers. Everything there was strictly hierarchical, and as the high achiever in every class, Mick was usually the youngest person she had to consult. Having a teenage veteran of the restaurant show her the ropes and share her cigarettes on their break and regularly boss her around was a rare experience, but it wasn’t nearly as grating as she’d expected.
In fact, as it turned out, they shared plenty of common ground. “Well, I first knew I liked girls when I watched Buffy reruns as a kid, but like, I first had to tell people when I got out of watching Fight Club in the theater on my own.” She shook her head. “Helena Bonham Carter just did it for me, man.”
Mick eyed her, suspicious and a little jealous when she saw what she was holding. She hadn’t smoked weed since college, but something about finishing a long run of shifts dealing with customers—who obstinately refused to wear their masks for even the most minimum amount of time—while not allowed to sit and drink late into the night because the bars weren’t supposed to be open yet was changing her mind on that. But tonight, she was driving, and all she could do with Jess’s joint was stare at it. “There’s no way you saw Fight Club in theaters.”
Smoke wound its way past Jess’s nose ring. “This is where I tell you I’m actually a really well-preserved forty-year-old.”
Knowing Jess had turned nineteen a week before because she’d spent the whole lunch shift the next day rushing to the bathroom to throw up, Mick leaned against the bus stop seat and looked meaningfully at her…colleague? Friend? For whatever the reason, Jess had fast become a friend.
“Nah. They have a really banging late-night series at the local theater Tuesday nights. Or they did before all this. Kinda saved my life in my sophomore year.”
“I should tell my roommate. She probably programmed it.”
“No kidding. She unemployed yet?”
“Ha. Soon, probably.” Mick badly wanted to believe that for Katy’s sake, the theater would reopen soon, but watching the way her colleagues relentlessly spread the virus to each other in waves only a few short weeks ago, she knew it wasn’t justified. “They’re trying to do some things to save it. We’re hosting this dream film festival of hers for Pride. For her birthday, really, but it’s turned into a whole thing now, and we’re selling tickets.”
Whole thing didn’t really cover the amount of manic focus that had descended over their household and Katy’s wider network of cinephiles since Mick had given her permission to use the yard. Actual gardening had happened, and that was about Mick’s understanding of the work Katy had been putting in, but she had also volunteered to help format and print posters, along with making an arrival playlist. Since most of Katy’s music taste seemed to consist of songs that had already been in movies, she hadn’t wanted to trust herself with that task.
“It would be nice to meet some more queer people,” Jess admitted, pouting as she let the stub from her joint fall to the ground. “How come you have a roommate? I thought you were living in your, like, your dead grandpa’s place.”
“I am. It was just easier the way it worked out. She’s a friend of his.”
“Oh. So you didn’t wanna, like, evict an old lady.”
“She’s actually my age.”
“I say again, so you didn’t wanna evict an old lady.” Jess, who had tried to teach Mick a TikTok dance the week before, erupted into a torrent of giggles as Mick turned to face her, appalled.
“Take that back,” Mick told her, but as a bus screamed by, cutting her off, she felt able to put the insult behind her. Without a word, they turned to walk to Mick’s car.
“What’s California like?”
“Hotter. Why?”
“Thought about moving there sometimes,” Jess said, scuffing the gravel she’d become fixated on.
“You wanna be an actor or something?”
“Yeah, kinda.” Jess plunged her hands into her pockets. “I don’t know, I’m not really into the whole college thing, especially now they’re saying it’s all online. I don’t wanna be that far in debt before I’ve even done anything. But I want to get away sometime, eventually.”
“Sure.”
“And I like movies.” When Jess talked, she often waved her hands around, which indoors was a daunting sight, but out here was lovely, like she was trying to paint the night’s canvas with the movie she was remembering so well. “They were kinda the one escape I had, the one thing going on that wasn’t school or studying for school, and I could go and be there just myself. I wanna help give that to people.”
Mick wondered for a moment what her own escape at that age had been and realized that she probably hadn’t had one; studying for something better, for the escape she’d make it to eventually, had always taken precedent over everything she could do for no reason bar her own enjoyment. “The town I grew up in was a lot smaller than this,” she found herself saying.
“Yeah?”
“Getting out was all I ever wanted for a long time.”
“Is this where you tell me it wasn’t worth it really, and I should be happy staying where I am? Appreciate my charming little town?”
“Fuck, no. Did you hear the way table five was talking about the second amendment? Get out of here as fast as you can.”
Jess nodded gloomily. “He’s my dad’s cousin.”
“But I guess I was so focused on getting away, I never figured out what I wanted to get to.” Mick said the words slower, but it was nice talking with someone who wouldn’t care if this was a revelation her job-mandated therapist had never been able to pull from her. “And any case, you’re gonna find small-minded assholes wherever you go, so that can’t be your one reason to leave.”
“It’s so cool, working with people with life experience.”
“Okay, enough of that, thank you. I’m not that old.”
    
Katy had gotten into the habit of cooking her own birthday cakes since her grandma had passed. Her mom wasn’t as reluctant a baker as she was a chef, but if there was someone they’d both prefer to bake the cakes, it was Katy. Since having cake to eat was far down her list of concerns on the morning of her homemade film festival going live online—and outdoors on what was maybe going to be a dry day—she’d put the idea far out of her mind.
But when she got downstairs that morning, she smelled cake in the oven. Or more specifically, she smelled burning cake.
“Fuck,” Mick was muttering in an endless little mantra at the oven and the smoke billowing out of it as Katy walked in.
“Can I help?”
“No, not you, oh.” Laughing bitterly, Mick used her oven mitts to put the charred cake on the stove as she slammed the still smoking door closed. Mitts still on, she put one hand to her forehead. Katy wasn’t much of an oven mitt girl. The last time she’d seen anyone wear this pair, it had been Tom, who had also struggled with finding the right temperature for his cooking. “This was really not the plan. Believe it or not, this was actually going well before the oven. Happy birthday, I guess.”
Giggling helplessly, Katy moved in on a squirming Mick and gave her a tight hug that she was glad to feel Mick relax into. She looked critically at the cake. “Y’know,” she said, extending a finger to scratch off some charring. “I think this is salvageable. If we scratch some off. Dump a l…lot of icing over it.”
Leaning one hand on the kitchen counter, Mick’s eyes shone hopefully. “You think it’s still edible?”
“If it’s not, I w…won’t tell if you don’t.” Thoughtfully, she put the burnt crumb still on her fingernail to her mouth. “It tastes like the best cake anyone’s ever tried to make me. Thank you.”
Mick turned away. “That’s not comforting.”
“Well, I love it.”
Though Mick did not seem convinced, she did seem flattered by the praise. And as their pre-event snack to come back to again and again throughout the day, the cake served its purpose mightily.
“I think I’m nervous eating at this point,” Katy confessed when Mick found her in the kitchen on her third slice.
“This is what you do, remember? You made your start like this in outdoor events, you told me so.”
Groaning with a mouthful of dry cake, Katy nodded mournfully. “I know. But th…then, I didn’t have anything to l…lose. There’s a lot more r…riding on us making money. And what if we didn’t think it through enough, and everyone has fun, but they all get sick?” She swallowed what was left of the cake in her mouth with effort. “What if I personally am the superspreader event for this town?”
“We’ve thought about it as well as we can, and everyone’s been told how they should act while they’re here. They know, Katy.” Mick tried for an encouraging smile as she put a hand on Katy’s arm, but false encouragement didn’t suit her well. “And hey, your mom’s coming today, right? That’ll be nice.”
“That makes things w…worse.”
“I thought you guys were on better terms again?”
Katy turned to fill her water glass again. It was going to be a hot summer, too hot for working long days setting up chairs in the sun. She took a deep breath as she figured out how to voice the petty childish thoughts on her mind. “She’s bringing Alan.”
“Ah.”
“And I might be getting the wr…wrong idea with him, but I don’t think this is his k…kinda thing. He’s just coming to try to make me l…like him, and I won’t have time to act like it’s working. But if I can’t pull that off, it’ll m…make my mom upset.”
As it turned out, her mom and Alan arrived late, and Katy didn’t have to speak with them until after the first movie finished, one that was almost fully attended in their carefully spaced seats. Attendees were asked to wear masks and encouraged to enter the house one at a time to use the bathroom or visit the buffet.
“Hairspray was their last movie together,” Alan said, half-questioning, half-sure, in the voice of someone who had looked up the Wikipedia section to the movie an hour ago. “I think that’s right? So that’s an interesting choice to show first, I thought.”
“It’s the most family friendly,” Katy said, a little distracted. She thought she’d just seen a familiar shock of red hair moving in with the new intake her volunteer at the door had just allowed through. “I wanted to give people the chance to get out before it got more f…filthy.”
“An important one too, considering the state of the country,” Alan said, ploughing admirably on. “We could use a few more Tracy Turnblads standing up.”
Her mom’s hand on his arm warned him from continuing.
“Mmm,” Katy offered, giving her mom a look to make it clear that she was trying.
    
Though Katy might not have considered herself successful at crocheting, she had apparently decided her creations were good enough for the mostly friends and family attending her birthday screenings. It was an alien and admirable quality about her to Mick, who had never considered letting anyone see anything less than what she considered unimpeachable work. But these crochet creations were gloriously impeachable. Everywhere Mick turned, there was a little crocheted plate holder or tiny Godzilla decorating the tables or mantelpiece. All of these had finally been dusted for the first time since nearly the start of lockdown, and even if it was being largely destroyed by the force of guests wandering through to use the bathroom one at a time, she was still proud of the effort they’d put in to clean the place up.
Mick had tried her best to go into the day with as few preconceived notions about the movies as she could. It always delighted Katy when she had the chance to explain them to her: when it turned out she’d thought Collateral and Taxi Driver were the same movie or when she hadn’t known why Gina Gershon was a queer icon or that Michelle Yeoh had been an action star. She wanted to be a blank wall for Katy’s taste to paint over, much like the walls they’d spent the week before painting in the living room to a soundtrack of eighties’ pop hits. Since her basic understanding of John Waters had come only from a back-to-back viewing of both versions of Hairspray at a sleepover when she was a kid, she felt like this had a good chance of that.
As someone who wasn’t apparently always a recognizable lesbian, it excited her a little pathetically to immerse herself in honest-to-God queer culture. Maybe this would in some way help fix her. She might still come out of it no better a doctor but maybe as a more accomplished, well-rounded gay. And the longer lockdown continued, the more she realized she didn’t need to feel she had nothing to show for it, some personal level of growth if nothing financial or academic.
The crowd’s energy was making her feel more excited about it and more left out too. There were things to know that she didn’t yet. Notes on camp and movies filled with it. She kept quiet around Katy’s young gaggle of friends from the theater, who she didn’t seem to realize were followers, in case she said the wrong thing, grateful for her mask and still more grateful when Jess, David, and his wife, Rachel, arrived. Now she had some people she could hang back with who weren’t part of any specific movie crowd. Though Jess clearly wanted to be. Her eyes followed the film student crowd, searching for an in.
“Why don’t you say hi?” Mick said, nudging her with an elbow as they moved up the buffet table together. This was a combination of foldout tables they’d found in the basement, covered hastily in old tablecloths they’d also found in the basement, accessible to the backyard by the open sliding doors. Luckily, the weather seemed to be holding, and no one seemed inclined to break their strict safeguarding rules. The weather, so far, also hadn’t sent any wind to be cruel to their sheet functioning as a theater screen, but unfortunately, this was still likely to follow.
“Thanks, Mom. Why aren’t you in the middle of people? Isn’t this your party too?”
“Fuck, no, it’s just my house.” Carefully, afraid of most of the potluck options, Mick picked up a cherry tomato and popped it under her mask.
“You’re nervous too. You’re one of those introverts with me.”
“I’m allowed. And you are not an introvert. You fucking harmonized on ‘Happy Birthday’ last night for a bigger tip. You cannot call yourself an introvert.”
“Yeah, but that’s customers, they’re not real. And I took the test and everything. I’m an INFP, I think.”
“Please leave the internet pseudoscience alone, for me.”
“Is it internet pseudoscience when it’s old?”
“Fine, regular pseudoscience. Fueled by the BuzzFeed economy.”
They had advertised the times of each individual movie, allowing their guests to stay the entire day or for whatever movie they most wanted to catch. David and Rachel left after Hairspray, and new guests waited outside to buy tickets to one or both of the next.
Mick let Katy and her theater people handle the admin of this while she topped up the drinks. She’d recruited Jess to help her with this since her self-diagnosed fellow introvert liked to have a task. Mick left her talking to Katy’s boss, who Mick found herself liking so far, despite everything with the lay-offs, and walked back toward the kitchen to fill the water pitchers.
This walked her into a less welcome, familiar face. She managed, just, to stop herself from saying the word on the tip of her tongue and allowed her mother to speak first.
“Michaela.” Sandy’s smile was warm and worse, familiar, but Mick was smarter than to let herself relax into it. The smile, unapologetically unmasked, turned uncertain as Mick held her gaze, and eventually, she looked away, lamely gesturing at the piano. “He kept my piano around. I wasn’t sure.”
Swallowing was becoming difficult. She should have been asking her to leave again, but the words wouldn’t come so easily this time. “Your piano.”
Sandy smiled vaguely, again attempting to meet Mick’s eyes. “My dad always told me I had my grandfather’s piano fingers, and not using them would be a waste.” She gave her fingers a delicate waggle. “Gave it a good college try, but I didn’t have any patience for the classical and ragtime they wanted to teach me so bad. If it wasn’t music you could really scream or dance to, I didn’t wanna know.”
Mick knew this story, if nothing else. That made it easier to harden herself again and cross her arms, the pitchers whacking at her sides. “Can you get a mask on, please?”
“Oh, right.”
As she watched Sandy bury her hand in her handbag to eventually retrieve a folded, pink fabric mask, Mick tried to think of anything to say. “What are you doing here?”
Sandy blinked innocently as she secured her mask. It seemed a little worn and kept trying to slip under her nose. “I heard there was a show. I love a movie.” She sighed when Mick continued to keep her face still. “I wanted to see you. Of course I wanted to see you. I feel terribly for how things went last time. I should never have let myself in like that.”
Mick glanced around briefly. No Katy, she was busy somewhere, but that was okay. Mick didn’t need an audience to tough this out. She’d been handling herself through difficult situations her whole life, and until recently, it had never fazed her. Her roommate wasn’t her security blanket, that wasn’t fair, another benefit Katy hadn’t agreed to go along with the friend package. “We, I, put your things in a box,” she said stiffly, a hand toward the basement door. She’d been told at some kind of training that it seemed more friendly and less hostile to outstretch the hand instead of pointing with it. It wasn’t her intention to seem hostile. Not yet. Not on Katy’s big day.
Apparently also keen to keep things sweet between them, Sandy followed her into the basement after giving Mick a moment to pass the pitchers on to someone else. “My dad always said he was going to do this place up, turn it into some kind of game or home theater room.”
“Why didn’t he?”
A pause, and Mick didn’t turn to see what her mother’s expression might or might not have been. “I’m not sure.”
She wasn’t here to know, which was probably half the reason, Mick translated. As Mick reached the bottom of the steps, she marched over to the boxes they’d marked with mean “crossing you out” Xs. Today, she was using her fast feet, as a supervisor had used to yell a decade ago, and she still heard in her head whenever she worked a long day now. Move fast and get it over with faster.
But apparently, her mom wanted to linger. “Did you take these?”
Mick turned. Instead of following her, Sandy had wandered to the side of the basement Mick had been using as a dark room. She’d been so busy with work and helping Katy organize the festival, she hadn’t had much of a chance to take any, so there was nothing fresh for her to disturb, but there was a large pile of photos. A few recent ones of Katy and Gene playing on a walk, a few older ones waiting patiently for her crows to pose in the way she was hoping for, some of her trip up to the falls outside of town, and a few from the town becoming deserted in the early weeks of lockdown.
“They’re beautiful.” She looked over at Mick, her eyes shining in admiration. It made Mick want to turn and leave. “You’re an artist.”
No one had ever dared accuse her of that in her life. But then, her mom had just met her. Who was she to know? “This is your box here,” Mick said meaningfully, standing her ground. “Take it with you, and if it looks like you’re missing anything, let me know.”
Placing the photo down with regret, her mom walked over to join her. “I used to take so many pictures of you as a baby. You were such a good subject. You always stayed still for me.”
Mick had only ever seen a handful of photos of herself as a baby. She wondered where they’d all gone or if this was one more lie from an expert in the art.
“It’s nice they’re doing this.” Sandy’s tone had shifted, as though she realized that focusing on the past would not get her far with Mick.
“This?”
“The LGBT festival,” she said carefully. “It never would have happened when I lived here.” She smiled brightly, reminding Mick painfully of Emma at her most insecure. “You must be great allies.”
“Mm. We’re both gay, you know that, right?”
Visibly shocked but not seeming repulsed, Sandy bent to look at the box, making no attempt to open it. “Oh. But you’re so pretty. Sorry. I know that’s not…Is Emma, I mean, does your dad know?”
“Everyone knows.”
“Okay. And that’s okay for you, you’re happy?”
“Two different questions,” Mick said before she could stop herself. In some strange way, she’d been awaiting this conversation her entire life, and now she had no idea what to do with this polite non-reaction that she should have, in retrospect, expected. “Emma’s gay too,” she blurted, compelled by some spiteful, irrepressible little sister urge. She wasn’t going to face this alone, even if she literally was. “Well, bi, but she lives with a woman now.”
“Oh. Great. Is, is she happy?”
Stop asking that, Mick wanted to snap at the crouching woman who had scarcely laid eyes on her in over two decades and knew absolutely nothing about her life. “Yeah,” Mick said eventually, on firmer if not even ground now. “She’s happy now. She still has your van.”
“She does?”
Disgusted, Mick started to walk away. Of course she cared about her rusting, band-sticker-covered abandoned vehicle more than her abandoned kids. “Just take the stuff with you when you leave,” Mick said coldly. “Enjoy the movies.”
“Hey,” Sandy said softly, her hand covering Mick’s on the banister. “I know you have no reason to want to talk to me. I know I haven’t been there for you, and I don’t know you or your life.” She paused, and Mick knew exactly what she was about to say, knew it wasn’t worth waiting to hear, but for some reason, she didn’t move. “But I’d like to. If you’ll let me.” There it was.
Mick took her hand away slowly. She could have, should have, snatched it back, but she couldn’t summon the attitude necessary to sell that rejection. And she wondered again about the question Emma would ask, what would make her want to ask it for herself.
“Even a coffee sometime. Whenever you’re free.”
Mick sighed. She even sounded like Emma. And maybe Mick hadn’t realized until exactly this moment, but she missed her sister horribly, somehow far worse than all the years they’d spent separate from each other. “Maybe.” Her throat felt dry, and she made herself start walking up the creaking stairs, feeling it was imperative to remove herself before her voice started to crack. “I’ll let you know.”
    
It was halfway through Female Trouble that Katy noticed something was wrong. At first, Mick was just shifting, looking unhappy in her chair as everyone else was laughing or in some cases cheering for one of Divine’s new outfits. Eventually, by the time the hair salon came into things, Mick got up.
Feeling certain that this wasn’t just a bathroom break, Katy followed, clapping a grateful hand on Meryl’s shoulder as she passed. It was thrilling seeing all their efforts actually work out and have this small spaced group of people enjoy a movie she’d programmed for them. She needed to remember that she didn’t do what she did to keep a building standing.
Coming in the back door after Mick, she grabbed a glass as she waited for Mick to fill her own water. “You good?”
“I’m good.” Mick smiled, but it didn’t quite reach her eyes. “I guess I prefer movie nights with just us. But it’s really cool to see what you’ve pulled off. Really. It’s amazing watching you do what you do best from nothing.”
“Thanks.” Katy took a sip, hearing laughter rise outside again. “I saw your mom come in.”
“Mm.”
“What do you think her ‘Cha-Cha Heels’ moment was?”
Mick gave her that bright, delicious smile that still made Katy’s stomach flip every time. “She just ran off to follow bands. At least, that’s the way I got the story.” Her smile changed, acquiring its more ordinary cynicism. “Though I’m starting to wonder about the story I have in my head.”
Impulsively, Katy took her hand. “We’ll get a movie night alone soon.”
Mick held on tight for a moment before letting go and breathing deeply. “Okay. I’m good. Really, thanks.”
Later, when the guests were filing out, Katy noticed Mick, her arms crossed, speaking to her mom. Though nothing in her expression or body language seemed to suggest she was opening up, Katy suspected she was giving up more of herself or her time than she’d planned to.
“We’re going to meet up for a coffee on Saturday,” Mick explained when everyone had finally gone, and she was helping Katy pack away the chairs they’d hired. “Neutral ground. We can talk about what she wants from the house, and I have a short shift at work later, so can’t stick around that long.”
“Oh, and a…after, do you want to come along to the late-night drive-in showing with me?”
Mick’s smile was radiant, like she’d finally shed most of what was holding her back from happiness. “Sure. What’s showing?”
“Escape from New York.”
“Nice, I’ve never seen it.”
But as the evening and the cleanup wore on, and probably the effect of the drinks wore off, Mick was sounding less optimistic about what she’d arranged, still obsessively turning it over in her mind and aloud for Katy to weigh in. “She probably won’t even show.”
“Mm,” Katy agreed, knowing by now Mick wasn’t actually expecting or wanting an answer, as she started boiling the noodles. After a day of movie snacks, they didn’t need anything heavy, but the cups from the themed punchbowls she’d been constantly refilling meant she needed something.
“That’s kind of her whole deal, even if she says she’s changed.”
“People can do that,” Katy said mildly.
“Emma’s going to be so mad when she hears I’m doing this. But I guess she might be jealous. She’s the one who held on to her van and her fucking cassette tapes. Like, sure, I have my issues with the woman, but they didn’t stop me leaving a marriage I needed out of or direct my taste in music.”
“Yeah.” Katy turned when Mick didn’t continue. She was leaning against the one spot of wall in the kitchen, a splayed hand to her chest. “You all right?”
Slowing her breathing as though she’d just been running a great distance, Mick nodded, staring at nothing. “Sorry, I’m just.” Her lip curled in obvious disgust at her own weakness. “Fuck. I thought I was, I thought I had this.”
Making the decision to put dinner on hold, Katy turned the stove off and moved to put a hand on Mick’s arm, stroking in a motion she hoped was comforting. “Breathing’s good, keep doing that.”
Mick nodded but still looked frustrated as she calmed.
“You wanna sit?”
“I want…” She gritted her teeth. “I want to be over this.”
“Since that’s not happening right this minute, do you want to sit with me?”
Closing her eyes briefly, Mick allowed herself to be led to the sofa. Dutifully, she continued to take deep breaths. “I’m sorry,” she said again, her body stiff under Katy’s hand.
Katy couldn’t help but remember when she’d forced Mick to relax completely, when she’d removed all the walls that were now back with force. “Don’t be sorry.”
“Just felt a bit much like drowning, thinking about seeing her again. Alone. I don’t know if I ever spoke to her alone, I don’t remember.”
“That’s okay.”
Mick opened her eyes again and smiled cynically. “It’s really not. Like I said, this is kinda the whole reason I had to leave my job, and it’s a shitty reason.”
“Would you be this hard on a patient if they were having th…this kind of issue?”
The laugh that escaped Mick didn’t sound like hers but strangled and a little cruel. “No, that’s kind of the whole thing. I would be that hard. I was. I’m a bitch and a horrible doctor. I’m that bad one they tell you about who thinks you should just man up about it.”
Katy’s hand slid carefully down Mick’s arm to take hold of her clammy hand, folding those piano player fingers safely inside her stubby ones. “I don’t think that’s true,” she said softly.
“It’s true, I am. I killed a man,” Mick said, suddenly calm. “I was busy, and I overlooked something. I thought he was just drunk, so I didn’t make him a priority.”
Gingerly, then more certainly, Katy tried rubbing circles over the back of Mick’s hand, trying to let her know she was still there. “That must feel awful. But it, it must happen all the time, right?”
Mick nodded. “Yeah. I’d been involved in much weirder, worse cases, and they tried telling me this wasn’t my fault, but it was. It wasn’t just that I didn’t see what was wrong. I really don’t think I tried hard enough to help him because he, he repulsed me. And that can’t ever be a factor in how you treat people in medicine, and I don’t think I…but I made him wait, and he was dead before he could be seen again, and all because he reminded me so much—” She cut herself off and rolled her eyes even as they started to water. “Anyway. Pathetic.”
“Not pathetic. I can’t imagine having that sit on me when I’m at work. If I try to make something more accessible and I’m told it isn’t enough, it cr…crushes me.” Katy tried for a smile, wishing Mick would meet her eyes.
“But the thing is, I have dealt with it. It never bothered me before, and well, then, I got this house.”
Katy blinked, not sure she followed and made an encouraging humming noise. That seemed to be enough for now.
“I just. I never, I always had to work.”
“Sure. We live under capitalism.”
She almost got a smile for that, proving Mick had a kindness to her even when she didn’t think she did. “I mean, I am a hard worker, that’s never been a lie on the resumé. I work until I figure something out. I don’t really have hobbies, and I always knew what I wanted to do. I wanted medicine, and I knew that would be difficult and expensive, but I could make it happen. And I did. I never failed at anything. I never burnt out. I never couldn’t make rent. I made my goals on schedule. And then, after I fucked up properly for the first real time in my life, I just get handed something from nowhere? Because of her?” She smiled thinly and leaned back. “Sorry. You did not sign up for this type A, gifted kid, poor me monologue. Especially when I nearly killed your dog.”
“Gene is fine. And, yes, I did.” Katy didn’t doubt herself, but she was now unsure of how to back up that certainty. “You’re my friend. You’re my partner in all of th…this. Hey, you just helped me run a movie marathon and make bank. Considerable bank! And if you hadn’t come to live here and have a breakdown, then I think I would have had one. So thank you.”
“You’re saying my bad brain has directly helped your brain stay more stable?”
“Sure.”
“I can live with that. I like your brain.” She swallowed. “I’m sorry for ruining your birthday.”
“Are you kidding? You helped make it happen. You’re helping me save the theater, and we’re still having a good time.”
Mick met her eyes again, something like a real smile finally plucking up the corners of her mouth. “Are we having a good time?”
Adding another hand to cover Mick’s, Katy nodded. “It’s not a good time in the world, and I’m still pretty sure I’m gonna lose my job soon. But most nights, I get to basically have a sleepover with my best friend and watch movies. I’m having a great time.” She frowned as Mick’s lovely eyes met hers. “I’m sorry, that w…was not, that was t…too cheesy.”
Mick added her right hand to the pile, her eyes damp but grateful. “Cheesy is good. Bestie.”
“Now sit here and let me make you noodles.”
“Okay. Then more burnt cake?”
“Then more of the best cake I’ve ever had.”
“Ha.”
    
The idea first came about, ashamedly predictably, from an article Katy had read that had asked what more she should or could be doing to change hearts and minds in this critical historical moment. This subsequently made her feel ashamed of the lack of Black-led movies they had lined up for what had been their intended repertory program for the year.
Officially working again at trying to make online screenings happen and preparing for their new provisional open day, Katy felt full of energy and ideas. The repertory side of the theater had finally, with no real big releases out in the year, become the sexy side of operations, and she needed to prove why they were keeping her in the job they were. Cheesy as it was, if the theater was open in any capacity, it had to be part of The Conversation, especially when the counter protests had been getting so ugly in the town.
It grew from that, from the disgust at the ugliness of real, actual conversation consuming the town she did love, despite everything. When the people she’d gone to middle school with were posting little thin blue line graphics all over social media, she felt desperate to prove, to her own sensibilities, to any Black people living in town, to Mick, quietly judging everything in the place she’d been trapped in against her will, that they were better than that. That they could be cultured, could be caring, could learn and grow just like every celebrity who’d ever issued an apology. They could play a goddamn Spike Lee movie.
So she worked fast, emailing contacts from nearby theaters looking at the same kind of reshuffle of their summer programs, both in form and topic, and she sent her proposal along to Sara within a fortnight of having the idea.
Then, she made a cup of coffee and watched Mick take photos of crows she’d coaxed lovingly to her kitchen windowsill, proud enough of herself to enjoy the view.
    
Mick had learned to narrate to herself after years on wards with easily alarmed patients. Understanding what she was about to do and why usually helped to keep them calm. But though this vocalizing helped to clarify things when sharing a workplace or apartment, it wasn’t always so appreciated in relationships. She’d learned the hard way. After several disastrous attempts to voice her exact honest reasons for ending things with sexual partners, she’d found most people preferred to receive lies she didn’t know how to give. Becoming what Zoe called a serial ghost was easier. The ideal situationship started with her going to their place, meeting a few times, and ended with them never knowing where she lived or worked or hung out. Starting something with Katy was a bad idea for so many reasons, but first and foremost, Katy knew exactly where she lived, worked, and the only place she was capable of hanging out.
But sometimes, she would stumble into the living room and see her upset and want to comfort her in ways that were not for platonic roommates. She wanted to hold her hand or stroke her hair or kiss her neck. But since she wasn’t allowing herself those options, she did what she could to be a good listener.
“She doesn’t want to risk losing our big backers,” Katy said, spitting out the last words as she spun the laptop around to let Mick view her email from Sara. “One of those backers is, of course, the wife of an ex-cop.” She laughed, a bitterness clinging to her tone that didn’t suit her, like an instrument out of tune.
“You are broke. I guess she’s worried,” Mick murmured, still not bothering to read it. She got the idea.
“You were right. Small towns! And only in Ohio. In the town whose most recent famous person is a murderer we might just exonerate because we hate Black people that much.” Katy clenched and straightened her fingers in what seemed to be an unstoppable motion. “You know how our town got its name?”
Still not sure she’d want to be part of an “our” statement for the town in question but not interested in arguing the point, Mick took a seat and finally glanced at the screen. “Just not realistic,” she read.
“I thought I wasn’t in a job that could hurt people, like you said. I’m getting less sure about that.”
“It sucks. Sorry, I know you worked hard on that.”
“I’m angry enough to want to quit, but I know I’m too much of a coward. It feels like a bad year to have no health insurance. And she is giving me some of what I proposed. Just not all and not under the name I had.”
Mick slowly closed the laptop’s lid, able to better see Katy again. “It’s bad, and it’s probably going to stay bad. But you’ve got good working legs, right?”
Katy stared at her, looking exhausted.
“There’s a march in Columbus today. I’m going, and you’re angry, so come with me. Get your sneakers on.”
“I’m supposed to be working.”
Mick didn’t dignify that with a response, making Katy sigh.
“What if nothing anyone does helps anything?”
Mick thought of how it felt to know a person she’d treated was dead because of her, then she thought about how it felt to know that she’d done something to help. She thought about how Katy telling her what movie to watch next had been a lifeline for a moment and that she wasn’t sure who she’d be now without it. “We’ll have been there anyway.”
“Okay.” Katy frowned, and Mick worried she was coming up with some other reason she needed to remain cross-legged on the couch for the afternoon. “Is it warm out there?”
“For now. Bring a hoodie.”
    
Assuming nothing went wrong, Katy was going to use the excuse of being in Columbus to take Mick along to see the Adena mound and maybe a bar she liked. Her mom had agreed to take Gene, and she’d abandoned work, so they had a free day to spend as they pleased.
Columbus for Katy had always felt like somewhere to pilgrimage to for gigs, for movie releases she couldn’t rely on releasing at home. For big shopping days. She had, vaguely, hoped to go around it with Mick since it still felt tangibly like hers and therefore something Mick should experience and understand.
Though the place was familiar, she hadn’t expected any people to be.
They were pausing just outside of the march when someone with short, dark, curly hair and a bandana for a facemask pulled themselves out as well at the sight of them. “Katy?” He pulled down his bandana, revealing a new lip piercing on what was still the friendliest smile Katy had ever known.
After making their way through the awkward, elbow-bumping motions of being glad to see each other, Katy turned a hand to Mick as the crowd continued to march past. Already, they seemed more hardened than they had the last time Mick and Katy had been able to make it to any of these. The weeks of Saturdays spent being brutalized had not treated anyone there kindly, and yet, here they were again.
“This is J…Jack, he’s my friend from Chicago.”
At a waggle of his head, Jack showed off an undercut grown shaggy. “More like they, now.”
“Sorry, they are my friend from Chicago.” As she said it, Katy worried about the word friend and whether Jack would still identify with that particular label. “It’s b…been a minute. How come you’re here?”
“I’m from around here too, remember?” They paused to scream along assent with the next chant. “Just moved back, got laid off, and my sister needed help with the kids when lockdown started.”
“Nice! S…sorry, not n…nice, but—”
“I get what you mean.” Even as they slipped their bandana back on, Katy was comforted to feel she knew what smile they’d be breaking into. “It’s good to see you, man. Kinda worried you didn’t want anything to do with us anymore.”
“Oh.” Feeling Mick’s eyes on her, Katy blushed. She’d never considered that the friends she’d cut herself off from would be upset by it. It had been a sacrifice, her leaving behind something she couldn’t keep: her cooler friends, her dream of belonging in a big city. “N…no I,” she bit her lip, grateful for her own mask. “I missed you. It just all got…”
Jack nodded. “I hear you. Proud of you for all this theater stuff, though.” They elbowed Katy’s side, fraternal warmth seeping through the hit. “I’ll have to come down and see something in it sometime. I’m driving again.”
“Nice. Yeah, that’d be cool. I’d love to see you.”
As they disappeared joyfully back into the chant, Katy watched them go with a wistfulness she’d thought she was over.
When they went to find the car to get home to Gene, she tried to explain it better to Mick. Before, it might have seemed desperately uncool to be talking about her ex to a girl she liked, but now, she was certain the girl in question would only ever see her as a friend, and she felt better about it.
“I thought it was mostly Tasha I missed. But seeing Jack there, I g…get it. I miss being all their friend. I miss having a group around me like that.” She shrugged and smiled, hoping she was coming off as self-effacing and not pathetic.
Mick kept her focus on the road. “That’s what always scared me most about relationships. It’s why I never would have made a move on Zoe, partly, at least. The fallout sounds fucked.”
“It is fucked. I miss my friends.”
“I miss mine too. I hope they remember me by the time I see them again.”
“I i…imagine you’re hard to forget.”
“Thanks. What are you going to do about the theater?”
“I mean, I can’t change Sara’s mind on this.”
“But you have all these movies. Don’t you own all the movies you wanted to show?”
Katy leaned her arm up on the car window, smiling. “Are you saying you want to do another backyard film festival with me?”
“It would be your festival.”
“But you’re suggesting it.”
“Fine. Yes I am.”
    
Mick wasn’t sure if it was the effect of leaving work early with good tips or feeling secure in meeting her mom that week or finally getting over the huge stress that had been having all those people in her house for the movie night—or maybe just that Katy had cooked a gorgeous Moroccan dish when she’d gotten home—but she felt more relaxed than she could remember feeling in a long time. Something had eased in her, some knot of doubt and a little of anxiety. Even knowing they would again fill the house with people wasn’t worrying her yet. She could feel herself becoming more fun to be around, a rare occurrence after a long shift in any job.
“What’s the weirdest thing anyone ever came into your ER with?” Katy asked, cleaning her plate with a finger, red sauce now staining the nail Mick had helped her paint pastel blue the week before.
Mick shrugged and put her own bowl on the coffee table. When she’d first moved in, she’d made an effort not to eat in this carpeted room in front of the TV, but now, it was her home, and someone cooked her meals every night and put her on an even stricter diet of movies. “Saw someone with a carrot up their ass once. I guess that was kinda weird. Food was gorgeous, by the way.”
“Thank you. Carrot in the ass.” Shaking her head, Katy smiled, eyes shining almost with aspirations. “I feel like I m…must have seen that in a fantasy gardening porn. Or maybe I dreamed that, not sure.”
Mick sat up, leaning an elbow on the couch arm. “You watch many fantasy gardening pornos?”
“You’d think there’d be more, really. Real undervalued niche. No one wants to spend money on practical effect unions anymore, whatever the genre.”
“You talk about it like it’s art.”
Katy stared like she was trying to get the joke. “Of course it’s art,” she said slowly. “What else would it be?” She smiled. “If art is about making you feel something, if pornography succeeds, it sure does have an effect. Like, it gets reactions.”
“Yeah, but.” Mick gave up and lay back. “Is this where you tell me we’re going to go through the old man’s porn?” On the television in front of them, the DVD menu for In the Mood for Love continued to mock them.
“Nah, he could be k…kinda a p…prude about this stuff. Got my own shelf, though. Hang on.”
It was fun, observing Katy switch abruptly into a confidence she seemed to be borrowing from someone else or revealing a hidden facet of herself she couldn’t usually be persuaded to let shine. She usually either doubted her own judgment or was terrified of offending anyone with it.
But with movies, she found her voice, her opinion mattered to herself, she believed in it. The Exorcist III was about the romance of old friends, superhero movies inherently flirted with fascism, and porn was art that should have been back in theaters and on Letterboxd. Mick loved hearing it and loved changing her own mind to agree with her. Like, maybe the animated Disney movies had become too high on their own postmodernism, and maybe she should bother to learn what postmodernism was anyway. And Letterboxd.
But she still had it in her to remain skeptical, even against the relentless assault of Katy’s cheerful taste. That was part of the fun. “Can it at least be lesbian porn first? Wouldn’t that make most sense? Like, I’m sorry, really, no offense, I’m sure it’s art, but what am I supposed to be getting out of leather guys fucking each other?”
“It might not get you the same way physically, but on a th…thematic level, it’s still gay and hot. I want to start you on a classic first. Wakefield Poole is essential. It’s like you not seeing a Scorsese before the other month.”
“Is it?”
Katy ignored her, too engrossed in her introduction. Mick could believe a whole theater full of a rapt audience sat around and behind her. “And while it’s on, I’m going to convince you about how the death of the porn theaters changed American entertainment forever.”
Mick smiled, helpless against such certainty and not finding it in her to mind. “I’m sure you will.”
    
Katy had been informed several times in her life that she should have had a keener sense of shame, something that seemed to surprise whoever was chastising her for it. She was awkward in speech and general demeanor and had never been good at hiding even the most embarrassing sides of herself. Nor had she been encouraged to see the point. She was clumsy; she dropped things. Sometimes, she couldn’t get a full sentence out, a big deal that wasn’t exactly something new. She might as well be open about the cramps she was suffering from or the political structures she had no hope of actually seeing crumble in her lifetime. All her favorite works of art showcased creators who put all of themselves embarrassingly, sincerely, and sometimes dangerously into what they did. Fear of candidness and enthusiasm wasn’t something she was prepared to adopt into her worldview.
Still, she had a strong enough grip on societal norms not to discuss her opinions on pornography preservation with most people. She had friends, colleagues really, who were literal experts in the topic and whom she could talk the ear off of if she had an opinion she desperately needed to share. But Mick had ceased to be most people months ago, if she ever really had been.
“This isn’t doing it for you? Not even a little?” Katy hadn’t noticed getting closer to Mick, but she was waking up and noticing how her own creeping over the couch had brought her close to being on top of her.
Mick’s lips were parted and remained so as she slowly started to smile. “Maybe a little,” she relented. “Ropes are hot.”
“Ropes, huh?” Katy held in a laugh. “Interesting.” It was interesting too that she hadn’t moved back yet, that Mick hadn’t made her. But Mick’s legs were still open, like her mouth, inviting her closer. And maybe the wine had gone to her head too fast again, or maybe Mick was right, and they’d forgotten what normal behaviour was, or maybe Mick was just very pretty, and they’d been watching people have exaggerated sex on screen for hours now. “And would y…you be the one being t…tied up or doing the tying?”
“I didn’t say I wanted to try it,” Mick said, blushing but not looking away. “But I think being restrained, feeling something press on you that someone cared enough to put there, well, to hold you still…that’s pretty hot.”
As Katy licked her lower lip, she knew this had gone too far. Whatever their history, whatever cinematic kinks they might appreciate together, they were supposed to be roommates. She didn’t have much experience of that on a platonic, non-familial level, but she was pretty sure that even in the modern cool queer culture, sleeping with a roommate was not a smart idea if she wanted to keep them as a friend. And she couldn’t lose Mick as a friend.
She leaned back, kneeling in front of Mick’s splayed legs in her corner of the old couch and trying to ignore the disappointment she imagined she saw in those eyes. “There’s no ropes in the next one, sorry.”
If Mick had something to recover from, it didn’t take her long. “Another one?”
“We’re doing an education. I…it’s important.”
“Four in a row, though?”
Katy grinned as she slid off the couch to her feet. “You’re not busy.”
Leaning her head back dramatically on the couch like she felt trapped, Mick didn’t look all that unhappy. But then, as she’d just admitted, she liked the idea of being held in place at someone’s mercy, didn’t she?
“I’ll put on some tea,” Katy said firmly and walked out of the room, putting a calming hand to her chest the moment she was out of sight in a futile attempt to slow her heart rate. She’d thought Mick an ice queen once. Now she’d watched her blush, practically underneath her, as they’d talked about other people fucking.
And Mick had let her pick the film. For some dumb reason, that meant something.
When she put the kettle on, Katy almost yelled a question about what tea Mick felt like that night when she heard Mick speaking. Not in her normal voice. No, this was Mick attempting baby-talk or rather, dog-talk, as Katy had never heard her stoop to before.
“You are. You’re a very good boy. You’ve got a silly name for a dog, but that’s not your fault, is it, buddy?”
There was a pause, and a light thumping of a wagging tail against fabric, in which Katy suspected Mick was scratching Gene behind the ears just the way he liked, the way Mick had learned to do almost from day one. She thought of herself as awkward and standoffish, Katy knew, but she was always considerate. Though she worried about how to show it, she cared. She just worried because caring had never gotten her anywhere before.
“I’m glad you came to live with me. And I’m sorry you got hurt. I’m sorry I let you get hurt. You didn’t deserve that, did you, baby?” Her voice got even quieter, and Katy had to move even farther into the hall to hear her. “I’m not such a great person, really. No one ever really manages the do-no-harm thing, and I really haven’t. But I’m not gonna let your mommy get hurt, okay? She’s really cool, and I think she saved my life. So you guys are safe here as long as you need.”
Katy breathed in deeply, slowly, letting the air fill her lungs very deliberately so that it almost felt like the reason her smile tugged at her lips. Maybe she didn’t need Mick’s answer to know what she wanted to drink. She had a pretty good idea of her now. And for whatever reason, Mick seemed to trust her choices.




CHAPTER NINE
    
Ohio in June and the weather was as changeable as it was in every other month, but it was at least dependably warmer. Finally, Mick had the opportunity to actually use the majority of the wardrobe she’d brought with her and wasn’t simply wearing every item of clothing she owned. This delighted her, and she mentioned the fact to Katy almost every morning.
The two of them had also started to raid a few of Tom’s old things as they slowly began taking the majority to thrift stores. Currently, Mick had decided to try out being a vest person and was wearing an old one of his that had swirled silk patterns on the inside over only a bra. Over it, she wore a baggy denim jacket that she’d picked up on the same thrift shop visit. It was a very hot look, and Katy had struggled to find a way of telling her that without incriminating herself.
Out of sheer need to escape the house and do something with Mick that didn’t involve making flyers for new events, Katy had decided to force her into experiencing the wider area as a tourist. Mick had already seen the town and been inside the theater for her fair share. There wasn’t much else to show her that didn’t require hiking boots. So they were wearing boots, or grubby sneakers in Mick’s case, and taking the dog up Scott’s Creek to Death Hole. “It always sounded like somewhere someone should be getting demon sacrificed, like in Jennifer’s Body, but I think it’s just a really strong current that pulls people under.”
“I guess they wouldn’t announce it if anyone was doing any sacrificing.”
“They sure wouldn’t have t…told me. I was simply not cool enough to be whisked off in a creepy van. Do you like it up here?” she asked as Mick’s gaze wandered again to the water and it’s aforementioned strong, unstoppable current. When Gene brought her back his slobbering tennis ball, she tossed it ahead for him again.
“It’s pretty. There’s this poem,” Mick added unexpectedly. “About walking in the woods, about what you point out being so personal. That if I went into the woods with you, I must love you very much.” She smiled, apparently unaware or at least unconcerned by the words that Katy was trying so desperately not to seem affected by. “But sure. I guess it’s nice for a bit. That tree looks like a hag. See the fingers?”
“Oh yeah.”
Mick turned, momentarily walking backward. She’d let her hair down, and it whipped around her face, making a painting of her as the camera around her neck whacked lightly against her chest. “Do the kids all come up here to drink or whatever?”
“Wouldn’t really know. Cannot stress how few cool friends I k…kept into high school. I spent my wild youth watching movies with my grandma.” At the flash of Mick’s elusive Julia Roberts smile, Katy turned away. It was a hard thing to look at directly.
“My mom probably came up here for that sort of thing. She was wild, the way my dad told it.”
“Yeah?” Katy kept her face from turning back. Somewhere over the last couple of days, Mick’s cynicism around meeting her mom on purpose had fallen away into hopeful anticipation. It worried Katy. Mick sounded young when she talked about her, like she might have sounded when her mom had first left her: sweetly certain it would all work out. And though Mick had complained some, especially this week, about her sister and dad never talking about it, Katy found herself sympathizing with them now. She couldn’t imagine trying to turn to that face, that smile, and explain that people might let her down.
“Ran away from home. Bought a van and followed some bands around on her own. Fell in love with a trailer park boy, started driving him around the country too, until she got pregnant. And even then, she wouldn’t stop moving.” Katy had heard this before, but there was something close to admiration in the confusion in Mick’s voice now. And she was not finishing the story, perhaps because she was reserving judgment on what finished it or why.
“Did you ever have a wild phase?” Katy asked as she threw Gene’s ball once more. She figured she had the answer already but was determined to change the subject.
“God, no. It was all very: if I study, I get out of this town. If I study, I can be a doctor and pay off my debts.” She shrugged and grinned again. “You’re probably seeing me at the most relaxed and wild I’ve ever been in my life.”
You’re having panic attacks, and you work over forty hours a week, Katy didn’t say. “I’m honored.”
Mick laughed, and Katy hoped and hoped and hoped that nothing would stop her joy this month. Wild and relaxed as she claimed to be, she still laughed rarely, and Katy missed it the moment she stopped. But at least she seemed to have sobered for a legitimate reason and not simply a change in mood.
“Is Gene limping?”
Katy blinked and focused on her dog. At her whistle, he wandered back slowly, tongue out and front paw held slightly up. “Hey, buddy, c’mere.”
“Let me have a look,” Mick said, suddenly grave.
Certain it was nothing serious, Katy let her examine the paw, amused. Though Gene grumbled softly about this, he seemed resigned and maybe a little flattered to have such attention from his favorite human. “Hmm. There doesn’t seem to be anything stuck here. No grazes. Maybe it’s what you were saying about his hair getting overgrown around his paws? Maybe we should get that trimmed whenever we’re home.”
When she put the paw down, she patted him on the head and gave him a treat from her pocket. As she stood, she froze at the sight of Katy’s smile. “What?”
“You love him.”
“He’s a nice dog. I like dogs.”
“You like my dog. You want to look after him.”
“Hey, I’ve never been that heartless. I would never have not.”
“But you were not a dog person.”
“I’m still not.” Despite what seemed to be her best efforts to fight it, that blinding smile took over her face. “But I don’t know. Maybe I’m a Gene person. That’s my buddy.”
“He never knows when to stop,” Katy said, shaking her head. “Gimme the ball, he’s had enough.”
As Gene stared up at her, still patiently waiting on more chances to chase the ball, his tongue draped lopsidedly over his chin, Mick stared at him for a little too long before finally passing Katy the ball. “Overworks himself,” she murmured. “It’s relatable.”
“Is that what you did? Burn out?”
“I don’t know about that.”
As Katy leashed Gene up again, she risked a glance at Mick, who didn’t seem upset by the question, so she decided to try for some more. “How are you feeling about meeting your mom?”
“At least I’ve had a few runs at it.” She let out a long breath. “She’s not the devil. But I don’t know what to say to her. It doesn’t feel like I’ve misunderstood everything and that she would have been a great if only several tragic things had never happened to her.” She paused and looked back again, her long hair hiding her eyes. “But I guess I wanna hear what she thinks she has to say to me.”
    
Mick had picked a café near work. She’d considered doing this at work where she could escape behind the bar and hide in the kitchen if she needed to or beg to have a shot of something added to her coffee if things went really badly. But the idea of being on show for her colleagues and claiming a discount for a lunch date with her mom was mortifying, so she couldn’t bring herself to suggest it. Besides, she spent enough time at work, and maybe she didn’t want her mom to find out her job title had amounted to “server” after all that student debt.
Because she was nervous and wanted to feel like she had some measure of control over the situation, Mick arrived ten minutes earlier than she’d told her mom to arrive and took a seat in the sun, giving her a good excuse to wear sunglasses. Thanks to the absurdly large iced coffee she’d just bought, she wouldn’t be able to justify staying masked, and she needed to keep some level of cover. She’d been trying to cut caffeine to help with her anxiety, but at least today, she felt owed whatever substance might help her get from moment to moment.
Though they hadn’t exchanged numbers, she had agreed to a mutual Facebook follow in order to use messenger and set this up. She barely used the platform, so it hardly felt like a sacrifice. If she had to delete her account, it wouldn’t be the end of the world. And maybe she was curious. Her mom’s photo screamed trying too hard, being a cropped, tastefully candid photo of her being wide-eyed in a side profile as she held a drink in low lighting, her makeup perfect. It seemed to be Sandy Andrews’s one and only photo since opening the account in 2018. Was this one in a long line of made and deleted accounts, or had she only just heard of social networking?
Mick knew she’d gotten in contact with their dad a few years back, maybe through this, maybe by stranger means. She’d been looking to come back into their lives on some level, even after everything. Mick hadn’t thought there’d be anything she could hear that would make her want to give her mom a chance, but all it had taken had been getting asked in person, by having her mom take hold of her and ask. That in itself still felt unbelievable enough to warrant an unbelievable response.
She hadn’t told Emma. She should have. Maybe it was about jealously clinging to an experience with their mom that for once, Emma wouldn’t share or have more to say about; maybe she felt bad for outing her without talking that through with her first; maybe she didn’t want her to worry. Maybe she was tired enough from shouldering her own expectations and worries without taking on Emma’s and being her mouthpiece.
Besides. Their mom might not turn up.
Despite keeping that open as a possibility, Mick hadn’t really considered it. Too much of her energy in the days leading up to this had been all about what she planned to say to her now that they were finally sitting down together, the adult, once abandoned, now able to calmly advocate for the child she had been. There was so much she wanted to know about her mom’s life: before, with Tom; after, when she’d left them behind for a presumably easier life. But that didn’t mean Mick knew how to ask these things or how she’d react depending on the answers she got.
Maybe she should ask Emma’s question about the gun. Would it be appropriate to mention their dad was still single? Would he prefer she kept that quiet or make him up a beautiful, wild life lived without her?
But as she reached the bottom of her plastic cup and started using her straw to play with the ice cubes melting there, it was becoming clearer that she might not need to worry about what to ask or how to phrase those questions. She might have arrived early, but it was ten past the hour now, and there’d been no buzz from the phone on the table indicating this was something her mom was apologetic about or possibly even aware of.
Mick was mean and judgmental, though, that was her problem. And she had been early. She could wait a little longer. Just until twenty past. If it got that far and Sandy hadn’t said anything, then Mick didn’t even want to wait for her.
At twenty-five past, she had their chat open, the three messages they’d exchanged out for scrutiny. As far as she could see, there was no chance anyone with basic literacy skills could misconstrue either the time or the place. And though Sandy had not actually responded to the message in which Mick had confirmed these things, she had hearted it, implying if not agreement, than certainly acknowledgement.
Mick was not someone who waited around for people. She was usually, in her normal life, busy. No friend, no date, no family member was worth derailing her plans, certainly not if they didn’t apologize for it. But it was almost forty minutes since she’d arrived at the café, and she’d heard nothing to suggest anyone was desperately on their way. And messaging first was unthinkable.
A thought occurred that something had happened, and maybe Sandy was dead. But that, Mick realized as she drank the milky remnants of her melted ice, was falling into the same trap that her dad and maybe Emma had stuck themselves in for all those years. She’d taken the gun, and who knew what she’d done with it? But Mick knew now there was no reason to ask about that. She’d seen her alive, smiling, asking for things with no intention of giving ground, whatever she claimed. If she’d felt bad, then it hadn’t been bad enough to matter.
Fifty minutes past and the barista came out with a tray. “Can I take that?” she asked, gesturing at Mick’s cup with a bright smile. Nodding, Mick delved into a pocket, finding her wallet for a tip: a good one to make up for the bad manners of taking the one sunny table and ordering a total of one drink.
“I was just leaving,” she said, but her voice sounded hoarse and not exactly connected to her.
As she was on her way to arrive early to work, smoking now as she hadn’t allowed herself to when waiting on her mom, having worried that the smell of smoke might only remind her of her dad, she got a message from Katy asking how it was going and if her mom had showed. Mick couldn’t bring herself to open it yet, maybe because she always hated to admit defeat, or maybe because she was, despite it all, just a chip off the old block. She was lucky enough to have people to care for her, but not good enough to handle that.
    
Katy didn’t need to hear Mick say anything aloud to know that she wasn’t in the mood to go anywhere. By all accounts, work had gone smoothly enough, but working her shift after focusing her whole week around meeting her estranged mother, only for said estranged mother not to turn up, was too much for anyone to smile their way through.
It made Katy unreasonably angry, but since Mick didn’t want to talk about it yet, she wasn’t saying anything either. Only weeks ago, she’d accused her own mom of acting like a child in their relationship, but Mick’s mom, who had since texted a very lame excuse about forgetting what day it was, was in a category all her own. She had hurt Mick so badly that the laughing forest walker with her hair down who’d played with the dog had gone again, leaving Katy with an understandably moody and quiet roommate.
“I just don’t get why it’s worth the drive when we literally have the movie at home.”
“Community film experiences are kinda my whole deal, and I can’t d…do them a…any other way right now. Also, the programmer is a k…kind of a friend, this was a big get for her, and I’m supporting her.” It didn’t need to be their little date-not-date night thing, but since Mick had said she’d be happy to join her, it would hurt if Mick abandoned it. But they both shut the car doors, so Mick didn’t seem to be getting out just yet.
“You really d…don’t need to come if you don’t want to. I’m good having a movie night out alone.” It would be nowhere near as fun, but she didn’t want to give the ground yet, especially when she did want to see this movie and didn’t really want a half hour car ride with Mick in this bad a mood.
As though sensing the tension, Gene gave a whine, no doubt unsure why they weren’t moving yet. “Is this about your mom not showing up?”
“What? Of course not.” But the wounded tone made Katy certain she’d hit her target.
Turning off the car, she turned in her seat to face Mick down. “It’s okay if it is. Th…There’s a l…lot there that can fuck a person up. You don’t need to hold it in w…with me.”
Mick’s expression softened an inch, and Katy prayed it wasn’t just because of the stammer rising. “I mean, it didn’t make my day.”
“Okay.”
Mick froze as though unsure what she was expected to say next. “And I’m sorry if I’ve been a dick.”
Katy started the car again and had to smile. “That’s why I love you, so don’t stress.” As she heard the fateful words leave her mouth, she became still more focused on facing the road, hoping Mick somehow hadn’t noticed or at least wouldn’t take it seriously. “Do you wanna talk about it?” Maybe more questions would bury the lede, she reasoned as she steered the car out of the driveway.
Mercifully, Mick seemed prepared to ignore it too, and after a long pause, she said, “Not really.” Then, “It’s not a surprise, right? Not like she showed up for anything in my life, why would this be any different?”
“You asked her to this time.”
Mick snorted. “Right.”
“I used to write to my dad,” Katy admitted.
“Like letters? That’s sweet.”
“I guess. I’d tell him I wished he’d come over here and marry my mom, that actually Ohio was really nice if he’d just give it a chance.”
“Take it he never came through?”
“Absolutely not. Parents are gonna let you down. But like I don’t th…think that’s all bad, y’know? They’re just people. And speaking personally, it would have sucked if my dad got together with my mom. C…Considering how annoying I still get about her and men.”
“True. You are weird about that.”
At Katy’s quick glance, Mick rolled her eyes and looked out the window. She still seemed a little moody, but she’d at least partially recovered her normal humor. “I mean, sure. I was weird about Emma when she first got together with Jordan. But I was right to be weird about that. He treated her like shit.” She glanced over, seemingly worried she was about to go too far. “But this guy of your mom’s, he seems okay.”
“L…Love that th…that’s the conclusion you’ve got from m…my descriptions.”
“They’ve been in the restaurant. He tips well.”
Ignoring this for now, Katy shook her head. “And you’re happy, really, doing this? Being a waitress after all that training to be something else?”
Mick crossed her arms, adorably pushing her breasts up. She seemed a little betrayed but hadn’t yet been pushed back into annoyance. “I didn’t say I was happy.”
“Okay.”
“I wanted to go be a doctor. I am a doctor. I just don’t think I can go back to that job.”
“Do you want a job here?” Mick narrowed her eyes, and Katy lifted her hands off the steering wheel. “Look, I’m just s…saying, everywhere n…needs doctors. And you’re living here.”
“Yeah, but I shouldn’t.”
“Why not?”
“If I work here in a real job, then it’s like I live here for real.” She tightened her arms as though trying to squeeze out the answers that disgusted her. “What are you even going to do when I leave? Are you going to move back in with your mom and her new guy? Are you going back to Chicago?”
Katy pouted. “First, I see if I still even have a job, I guess.”
“Okay, say you do. Say the theater survives. Where do you want to be?”
With you, it occurred to Katy to say, no doubt from the same voice that had just made her tell Mick she loved her. “I…I guess I can accept my m…mom’s being looked after now, even if I don’t g…get it. But I don’t wanna leave the theater high and dry either. I put a lot into that place. If it all just f…falls apart because I left, I’d feel awful.”
“Yeah, but ignoring that, where would you want to be?”
“I can’t just ignore that. I’m not like you. Other factors, other p…people are always going to matter.”
“People matter to me too,” Mick said. She didn’t really sound hurt, but her voice had gotten a lot quieter.
“I just mean, you don’t factor them in the same way.”
“Well, why would people want me around? It fucks people up when you leave them. I don’t have that effect on people.” She smiled grimly and finally released her grip on herself but still didn’t seem to be relaxing. “When I left for college, I thought I should feel bad about leaving Emma, then she goes and gets married and never calls me. Hell, I feel bad leaving Zoe because we’ve kept each other sane this last decade, but she hasn’t called me much either. People don’t need me around.”
“That’s such a self-centered way of thinking.”
“Self-centered?”
“Speaking for myself, I can’t imagine. I mean, I wouldn’t want to l…lose you. If you stopped calling when I was maybe going through something too m…much to call first, then that would make me really fucking sad.”
Mick met her eyes, and something in her finally seemed to give. “Okay. If I ever get around to moving again, I promise, I’ll call. If you promise you’re not lying, and you’d really always want me to call.”
It had never been so easy to promise something. “I’ll always want you to call.”
“Okay, then.” Mick smiled as though they’d settled some serious matter they could finally leave behind them. “Tell me about this movie.”
Letting her gaze wander out the window, Katy was struck by what a beautiful night it was. The setting sun was about to hit her eyes, and Mick was smiling at her again. And she was about to see a movie in an audience again at last. “It’s one of my favorites.”
“You always say that.”
“I always mean it.”
    
When Katy told Sara about throwing another backyard film night, she was quiet, and after a few days of quiet, Katy decided Sara might be jealous. A week after Katy had told her Mick had helped put a poster campaign in full swing locally and online, Sara called her with a compromise.
“Look, you can play one more. Like, if you see it fitting in with what we have, we could open with, say, The Watermelon Woman.”
“Not just online.”
“Not just online. Obviously, if you have copies of these available, then we’d be lucky to play them all in time.”
Grateful that Sara had called her on Tom’s old house phone, Katy coiled a finger around the dangling cord. Mick had just wandered into the kitchen and was watching her think. Under her gaze, Katy felt her chin harden. “Sure. But it’s still going to play in my yard first.”
“That’s, that’s fine.”
“Are you coming? We’re raising money for a bail fund.”
Sara did come. Lots of people came, though there was minimal crossover from the last event. Sandy Andrews did not appear, and had she tried, Katy would have taken her money and sent her packing.
They didn’t fill as many seats as they had for the Pride festival, since it wasn’t Katy’s birthday anymore, more things were open to occupy them, and it wasn’t so sunny a day. But people came and from farther afield. Their closing film especially was difficult to find anywhere else and made Katy wonder why Tom had never mentioned it before. Owning a copy of A Raisin in the Sun felt like something worth bringing up, especially when he knew how much she loved Sydney Poitier as an actor, but there’d been so many of the films Tom owned she’d never be able to ask about, most of which he’d never shown.
“I don’t want to just sit on them,” Katy said when everyone had gone, and it was only Mick left helping her with the dishes. “I want to keep using them to h…help people, even if it’s just to help people who haven’t s…seen the movie before. It was intimidating getting a whole lot of these, but now I think…I don’t need to hold t…tight to everything he left me, if that makes sense.”
“That makes sense.” Letting her lovely head of hair spill down the wall, Mick looked pensive. “How much do we still need? For the fund.”
Katy looked up suspiciously from the draining soapy water, causing Mick to glance away.
“I always told myself I was only ever stingy about giving money to fundraisers because I didn’t have any. Pretty sure I really can’t use that excuse anymore.”
Doing her best to look pained as she dried her hands, Katy sighed. “Are you sure?”
Mick nodded.
“Ten dollars, please.”
Her dark eyes widening, Mick burst out laughing and hit her with the dishcloth. “So you did it?”
“We did it, babe. You helped me stack chairs, that w…was huge.”
    
Technology outside of vehicles had never been any of the McVeys’ purview, so it was amazing that it only took them ten minutes of wrangling to get them all with their video and audio working with little screens in different corners of Mick’s perpetually overheating college laptop.
“Hey,” Emma said, hand raised in a wave that briefly glitched and froze. Their dad, face angled too low in the screen to be fully viewed, smiled.
It was very strange. Even living on opposite sides of the country for all of Mick’s adult life, they had never organized to all speak over a video call. Now it had become a semi-regular occurrence. They asked how one another was, complained about the news, then actually answered how they all were one by one, sometimes pausing to interrogate or tease about pieces of that information. Occasionally, Lucy would poke her head in but not often or for long. From what Mick understood, her first and only meeting with their dad hadn’t gone well. She’d also introduced Katy once, at the urging of the others. Today, though, Katy was walking the dog alone, so Mick doubted she would have anyone around to interrupt.
They’d gone through Emma’s job, about a feud with her upstairs neighbor who wouldn’t stop partying, and this had led to their dad sharing everything that was wrong with his closest neighbor with the overgrown tree. He seemed to be so enraged about how this woman had wronged him that he started coughing loudly, which gave Mick time to think about what she wanted to offer about her own week that wasn’t just explaining again how great Katy was.
She was also trying not to work in something about their mom. It felt wrong not to say anything, and yet, why would she? They’d never spoken of her much growing up, and what was there to report but a non-event that would only upset everyone and worry them? But still, she considered it. Something about their separation made her long to force them to share in what had been, whether she liked it or not, one of the most affecting things to happen to her in months, and only they would care about it in the same way.
“They’re saying it’s ruder to cough than fart now,” Emma said without much feeling as the coughing continued.
Mick leaned forward. “You got the ’Rona, Dad?” she asked when it seemed Emma wouldn’t.
“Probably,” he said mildly as he finally stopped talking. They gaped at him.
“Dad?”
“Have you tested?”
“Yeah, I tested. It said probably yeah, so probably yeah.” He seemed mostly irritated but possibly somewhat flattered by the concern. He’d been getting better, like Mick, at admitting more of his feelings and real happenings in his life beyond one sentence answers, even if those feelings and happenings weren’t always something Mick or Emma wanted to hear. Meanwhile, Mick just wished she could stop her heart beating so fast and that she wasn’t alone in the house. In her head, she couldn’t stop replaying Katy’s question: didn’t it worry her, not living anywhere near her family? What if something happened?
“How are you feeling?” Mick didn’t feel so connected to her voice. This was what she was supposed to say as the person she was with the training she had, so she was saying it.
“Bad, honestly. But been worse. Hey, you seen your mom around?”
Mick ignored him. “Temperature? Have you got a fever?”
“Don’t think so.”
“How sick are you?”
“Ah, can’t complain.”
“Dad,” Emma said, more feeling in her voice now. “C’mon.”
He gave a long sigh. “I couldn’t get out of bed easy this morning. Might not go work tomorrow.”
They gaped at him again.
“You always go to work.”
“You drove when we all got food poisoning.”
“You drove when Emma was in hospital.”
“It was just a concussion,” Emma snipped before turning her attention back to their dad. “Dad, maybe you need to see a doctor.”
A smile twitched at his lips. “I am.”
“I can’t do shit if you don’t tell me more about your symptoms,” Mick said flatly, her heart still racing. He was a two day drive away; she’d checked in a few of her lonelier moments before Katy.
And though she did her best to put it out of her mind throughout the day, she couldn’t stop thinking about that drive even hours after the phone call.
“He’s all alone. He’s sick, and that man does not have a healthy lifestyle. He keeps to himself, he hates his neighbors. I should be—” Mick cut herself off with a snarl as she walked in and out of the kitchen where Katy was making falafel. “We’re way over a million deaths now. What if he turns into one of them, and I never even…” She clicked her tongue. “You were right. I’m an ungrateful bitch, I leave people, I don’t factor them in, or whatever.”
“That’s not what I said,” Katy said mildly.
“I know, I know, you’re nicer about it than that. I shouldn’t just be sitting here, though.”
“He might be fine, just like you were, and you’ll have spread it. You know this.” Katy turned apologetically. “I kn…know that doesn’t make this s…suck less.”
“No, it really doesn’t.” She twisted her face up, thinking again about the day her work had started souring for her. “The guy I killed—”
“That’s not what happened.”
“It’s what it feels like. I didn’t take him seriously because he was drunk, he was talking up what he felt, and he kept lying about little things that didn’t matter. And I thought, this is just like my dad. I’ve met this guy before. He can wait a little. But he couldn’t, and I did that, and now—”
Katy turned the stove off with a definite little click and stretched to put her hands on Mick’s shoulders. “Hey.”
Feeling less alone and comforted, Mick let herself be moved, swaying a little.
“You didn’t kill anyone. And your dad most likely will be fine, and you being there won’t help much.”
“What would you do?”
Mick watched Katy hesitate with a kind of savage glee. “I wouldn’t have left in the f…first place, you know that. But I hope if I was standing here with you and things were fl…flipped, you’d be reminding me to look after myself.”
“I would.”
“Okay, then. Learn to listen to yourself. You give good advice.”
    
Mick was a pessimist, the kind who was self-aware to call herself one and not just claim to be a realist. But sometimes, even her deep sense of dread and lack of faith were not overreactions.
Four days after the Zoom call, her dad was taken to the hospital, and she knew that because his neighbor, the one whose tree had made him so angry—but who seemed to be on fond terms with him anyway—called to tell her that. “It’s mainly his breathing,” she told Mick, sounding tired. “But you see it all the time, these ventilators. You’re the doctor, right?”
“I’m not practicing now,” Mick said, her voice small as she curled up on her porch steps, watching the sunset. Her mom had tried to text again earlier that day, but she still wasn’t ready to open the message, even with the best intentions in the world of saying something cutting and shutting her down and safely out of Mick’s life once more. What if she got sick next? She didn’t seem to wear a mask, much like the rest of the people Mick saw around these days. It was like no one seemed to care or understand just how bad things were and would continue to be. Reality had become too much for the optimistic brain to hold on to, maybe.
“It’s the smoking. I’ve been telling him for years, it’s gonna get you eventually.”
Mick hummed ascent as she twirled a cigarette between two fingers. How had she become so removed from her dad’s life that she could have no clear idea of who this woman was who had brought him to hospital and apparently regularly nagged him about his health? “I could come down.”
“He wouldn’t want you to, just like I just told your sister. Hospital won’t want more visitors anyway.”
Mick breathed out. If she was a good daughter, she’d already have left. Just like if she was a good doctor who cared about helping people, she’d probably be working in a hospital in California right now, not sitting on a porch in Ohio.
    
Some days were kind and running a section herself felt like a thoughtless breeze. Mick could come in, forget her dad was hospitalized, and just focus on work that was mostly about looking busy. On others, the card machine consistently lost Wi-Fi, and every single table decided they wanted to order their meals and ask for their check in mechanically synchronized, unsympathetic tandem. Since she was in the middle of the latter kind of day, Mick was exhausted by the time someone let her know she was relieved for a half hour break, which meant she was sitting at the bar, begging for the good hot sauce that was used in the Bloody Marys for her burger when she heard the scream.
Whipping around on the aging barstool, the seat of which shouldn’t have allowed her to spin so easily, Mick pulled her mask back up over her nose and moved to the source. She was not the first helper there. The supervisor on duty, Angela, had only recently gotten her first aid certificates required for being left alone on a shift, and she looked like she was regretting it all now.
At her feet was a woman maybe in her eighties who was moaning quietly and holding her ankle. Along with Angela, a middle-aged woman who had sent her food back three times for being too cold crouched beside her. “Is it your hip? Mom, don’t move, don’t move it.”
The old woman’s eyes fluttered closed, as though this specific conversation bothered her far more than embarrassment or pain. “It’s not my hip. Rolled over on my ankle, that’s all.”
“She’s broken her ankle. Her ankle.” The woman rounded on Angela, who froze in fright. “That trip step I have pointed out on multiple occasions has injured my arthritic mother. Any hospital expenses will be on your head, I swear it.” Her wagging finger seemed tempted to reach a little farther and tap Angela on her head in the interest of making her point better.
“Not broken. And I don’t need an ambulance. Sit down.” The old woman spoke very clearly, almost as though she hoped it would make her words harder to misconstrue. Since no one was listening to her, this did not seem to be having an effect.
“Can I have a look?” Mick moved through the other gawking customers and crouched.
The woman’s daughter looked as though she wanted to swat her away as casually as Mick had seen her click her fingers for more water. “Get away from her.”
“I’m a doctor,” Mick said and ignored all further interruptions to concentrate. Her heart was pounding, but she hadn’t felt so certain about introducing herself that way in an age. She was a doctor, and she helped people, and this woman needed help. Though her daughter still sounded skeptical and annoyed, the old woman was smiling encouragingly as Mick gingerly rolled back the trouser leg, revealing the quickly swelling ankle beneath. “Can you get some ice?” Mick asked no one in particular but heard someone running to the bar. “Have you injured this ankle before?” she asked quietly.
The woman nodded, clearly in pain but no longer willing to show it. “It’s been sprained before.” She flashed a toothy smile. “Broken once in my wild youth. I don’t think it’s that this time.”
“Can you move it?”
A deep breath in preceded a slow roll of the ankle.
Mick smiled. “Good, okay, that’s good.”
“Ice.”
Taking the bundle of ice wrapped carefully in a bar rag, Mick carefully set the foot down so that the ankle rested on it. Though the woman winced at the cold, she continued smiling. “I think you’re right. I don’t think it’s a break. The way the swelling is coming up, I think it’s probably a sprain, but if you have the insurance, I’d recommend getting an X-ray to confirm that, especially if you have arthritis.”
The woman nodded. “But no need for sirens, eh?”
“I don’t think so.”
The woman’s daughter spoke up again. “You can’t tell me what my mother needs. And why should I believe you’re a doctor worth listening to if this is where you’re working?”
“Amy. Leave it.” The old woman’s tone was ice. “Go get the car. And meet me at the entrance. This young woman’s going to help me to the door.”
“I can help—”
The old lady shot a glance that definitely would have earned her an ice queen title of her own, and Amy went back to spluttering at Angela.
“If your establishment had any decent parking, I wouldn’t need to be leaving like this—”
As Angela promised to comp her meal if she would only leave, Mick concentrated on her patient. “What’s your name, ma’am?”
“Helen. Please don’t ma’am me, it makes me feel old.”
“Are you ready to try standing, or would you like a glass of water first? Maybe some sugar for the shock?”
She pouted, considering. “I wouldn’t be against one of those White Russians I know you do very well here.”
Grinning, Mick met Angela’s eyes who, still locked in conversation with Amy, gave her a thumbs-up. “I’m sure that’s no problem.”
“I could get used to treatment like this.”
“If it is a sprain, they’ll be putting you on bed rest for a while, so I hope you’re spoiled through that.”
She snorted. “Unlikely. But if I have time to watch my shows, that might be a nice change.” Her green eyes focused on Mick’s face as though she’d only just noticed her. “What luck you were here.”
“You didn’t need a doctor to figure out ice might help swelling.”
“I did to bully that one into believing an ambulance wasn’t necessary.” She laughed. “We can’t afford that.” Someone arrived with her drink, and she took a long sip, the chocolate powder clinging to her whiskered lip. “No, I was lucky today. Thank God you’re not wasting your skills in some hospital.”
Mick laughed. “It’s one way of looking at it.”
“What’s your name, Doctor?”
“I’m Mick. Mick McVey.”
“Mm, I like that, I like a good alliterative name.” She smiled and tilted her head. “Shortened for Michaela?”
“That’s right.”
“You’re not Thomas Andrews’s granddaughter, are you? I heard a Michaela took the old place.”
As Helen finished her drink with the relish of someone who hadn’t been permitted one in a long while Mick smiled. “That’s me. Did you know him?”
“I was close with his wife. Used to run the Sunday school together.” She gazed a little closer at Mick’s face. “There’s something about her in you. I think it’s the brow. Very serious brow.”
Mick couldn’t help but laugh, delighting Helen.
“Ah, but what a smile. You must be breaking hearts all over town with that smile.”
“If you say so. We ready to try walking?”
“She might have found the car by now.” As Helen nodded, Mick carefully put an arm around her slim back.
“Now, you lean on me.”
“I can do that.” As they walked slowly, Helen continued talking, sounding more pensive. “Yes, me and Sally were close, but as you can see, maybe didn’t make the best of mothers.”
“I would not comment on that.”
“That’s because someone raised you with manners,” Helen said firmly, wincing a little as they reached a few stairs up to the rest of the restaurant. “A shame it wasn’t Sandy.”
    
Perspective was difficult to find while living with Mick, who was going through the worst kind of pain Katy remembered all too well. It made her own complaints sound ridiculously trivial, but hopefully, it was at least distracting.
“I just know it’s not right to be reopening now. But I need and want us to make money, and if we open in this window before the big releases come back, then this is my dream repertory cinema moment.” She shrugged, knowing Mick wasn’t listening much but not blaming her for that. “We raised some money from the online stuff and the garden party, but ultimately, we need to be open, or we’ll close.” She flopped back on the sofa. “Unless the government decides to give us money to stay alive, but that’s not happening.” As Mick continued to stare at her phone, Katy glanced at her in concern. Mick had asked what she’d do in her position, and the truth was, she still didn’t know, couldn’t know. “You wanna watch another Ghibli movie or something?” She risked a smile at Mick’s almost imperceptible nod.
Katy stood. “I’ll make some tea.” The moment she left the couch, Gene hopped confidently onto it, curling up into her space. As Mick thoughtlessly buried a hand in the soft fur at his head, Katy sighed at them both. “He never used to do this at my mom’s. Y…you’re making him worse.”
“He just likes to be included,” Mick said indulgently. Gene met Katy’s eyes as though pleading for her not to ruin this for him.
“Uh-huh.” Wandering back to the kitchen, Katy guiltily let herself dream a little about what this first week back at real work would look like. She would have a lot of emails to send tomorrow to make sure she had a chance of securing what she wanted, but she was good at soldiering on through rejections. And that was particularly good since she had another idea for a Halloween season that neither Sara nor anyone else would want her to do.
She’d wondered if it wasn’t just sentimentality over her ties to Tom at first, but now, she could admit that Jessop’s movies really did stick in her mind like she couldn’t remember anything doing in years. They lingered, uncomfortable in their messages and stories, their implications becoming plainer and stranger with time.
Even without asking anyone, she doubted any of their usual distributors would be able to get them a copy of any of his films, and she knew already that a DCP did not seem to exist for any of the most recent, and honestly least interesting, titles, and they did not yet exist on streaming. But the director himself might own a copy he’d be willing to part with.
The noise of the kettle boiling almost covered Mick’s footsteps as she rushed into the room. Gene was at her heels, panting happily as he looked for answers on what the fuss could possibly be about. “He’s okay! He’s going home.”
“That’s amazing,” Katy managed to get out before Mick smothered her in a tight hug. “How did you—”
But before she could form her question, Mick cut her off with a kiss, holding her chin tight between two flat hands, piano-playing fingers curling possessively in her hair. Katy couldn’t have resisted had she wanted to. She’d thought she remembered how it felt to kiss Mick. She’d replayed it often enough in her head. The heat, the intensity, feeling Mick smile as their lips pressed hungrily together.
But that had been kissing a Mick tense and frustrated, a Mick desperate for a release of tension, for a distraction. This was a Mick filled with joy and letting that spill out of her, electric, special, and immediately overwhelming. Hardly able to think or breathe, Katy pulled her in closer by the waist, directed by some inexorable instinct. Mick was here, kissing her; she should have been in her arms, or something was wrong with the world, a world that had become so devastatingly right.
Then, Mick pulled back, her teeth grazing Katy’s lower lip one last time as though she couldn’t help herself from stealing one more taste. When Katy had the presence of mind to focus on her face, she saw that Mick seemed shocked, scared.
Katy switched into emergency mode. “Hey,” she said softly, raising her hands with some regret from Mick’s waist to her arms. Much as she knew Mick craved touch, she just as often couldn’t bear it. It felt overwhelming after all that solitude. “That’s so good about your dad. When’s he home?”
“She says she’s taking him home tomorrow.”
“That’s so, so good. You m…must be thrilled.”
Mick, appropriately thrilled, nodded. “His neighbor’s bringing him home. The one he said he didn’t like.”
“Community and mutual aid in action, I guess.”
Mick smiled, and Katy felt like she’d almost pulled off the dumbass gambit of pretending the kiss had never happened.
“Lemme go get some champagne outta the cellar,” she said, thinking fast now. “We should be celebrating.”
“Sure, thanks, and uh, well, I’m sorry for the whole…” Mick waved her hands, but they disappeared into her sleeves as she took a long step back like some invisible partner was waltzing her away.
“Kiss?” Katy tried to summon, if not a Julia Roberts smile, then at least a Cameron Diaz one. “Hey. We’ve kissed a lot more places upstairs. What’s one more kiss between friends?” She turned and left, terrified of Mick responding with a sincere answer to that desperate question.




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.
    
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.
    
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.”
    
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 the friends she knew well and toward Zoe’s family. Their mutual friends knew too much. Even now, she still struggled to answer the sympathetic, well-meaning questions from people who, as they’d last heard it, knew her as someone who’d been unable to leave her bed for a week until her job had been forced into giving her time off that had turned into no job.
“What’s it like going back to waitressing?”
“Have you seen much of your mom since you moved? It was her dad that left you the house, right?”
“Are you planning on coming back?”
“Are you retraining?”
At least Zoe’s family was less likely to ask those questions to her face or were more likely to ask them in good humor. They seemed considerably less worried that the wrong question would send her back to another week in bed and much more interested in fondly teasing her lack of rhythm when she danced.
She wasn’t sure what Amber was trying to tease her about when she wandered over while Mick was holding a drink in conversation with Zoe’s first cousin and said, “It’s so nice to meet you properly, Michaela.”
Mick laughed, uncertain. “You’ve met me lots of times.”
Amber waved, her impeccable gold nails almost but not quite coming for Mick’s cheek. “Not the same. You’re always on your way out or back in. You’re a busy, busy lady.” She tilted her head. “You’re not busy tonight. It’s nice to see.”
“This is my vacation.” Mick smiled and took a sip. “I’m a lady of leisure tonight.”
“Hmm.” Giving her curled straw a swirl, Amber’s painted smile widened carefully. “She used to have a bit of a thing for you,” she said, watching carefully for Mick’s reaction.
Feeling like she wasn’t disappointing, Mick nearly spat out her drink, then settled for choking on it.
After waiting a few kind beats for her to recover, Amber laid a hand on her arm. “You didn’t know?”
“No, I…sorry, when was this?”
Amber shrugged one shoulder. She really was going to make the most stunning maid of honor; though she looked very like Zoe, she took their natural good looks to their most glam goddess potential. Gold eyeshadow made for pretty halos above her eyes as she batted them slowly. “She wouldn’t shut up about you back at the start, when you first moved in together. That you were so cool and smart and doing most of the same courses and that you were so easy to live with. Like family, she kept saying, but I know how she acts with me, her actual sister, so I wasn’t buying that because it has never been the same.” Her eyes twinkled, but she didn’t seem to be trying to inflame her. “She hadn’t met so many gay people at that point, and everything’s exciting when you start college.” She released her grip. “But hey, what do I know? Not like she ever outright said it. But I know she’s grateful you’re still coming through for her.”
Mick didn’t know what to say. “She’s always going to be one of the best people I know. I love her to pieces.” And more than any regret or frustration or suspicion or elation at hearing Amber’s theories, she was desperate to tell Katy about this. Since she’d gotten there, it had felt wonderful to be out and in a different environment, especially one with views she longed to spend time capturing with her camera the next day, but it was overwhelming too. She was enjoying herself but ultimately couldn’t wait to get home and tell Katy all about it, to go over every detail with her. The way she once had loved to do with Zoe.
What did that say about her?
It said she had a pattern she was struggling to break out of, but she was still smiling when Amber passed her a shot glass. “To the bride,” she cried.
Zoe, radiant in silver sequins, raised her own glass high about her head, knees bending low as she did so. “I’m getting married,” she screamed for the hundredth time that night. As she straightened, she downed the shot, setting it down forcefully on the table behind her as she winced. She hated vodka because of the night she’d had far too much of it in their early twenties, when Mick had had to hold her hair back to keep it out of the toilet. She knew so much about Zoe, but she’d thought she’d known that Zoe hadn’t liked her like that, and maybe she’d been wrong.
It wasn’t hurting anyone, she’d told Katy, curled up away from her on the couch, keeping that deniable distance between them at all costs, but maybe she’d been wrong about that. Maybe she’d been wrong about everything.
Luckily, she didn’t have time to wallow in that because they were playing the Rihanna song they’d danced to all through college, and Zoe was outstretching a bangled arm in invitation. Since it was her night, Mick was finally prepared to deny her nothing.
    
Despite how long David had worked there, Katy had never been a regular in Celino’s. But then, there used to be more options of ways to spend her nights. Not wanting to eat alone for a second night in a row, she’d taken herself out for a meal, eating at the bar so she could bother David as he worked. When the restaurant started closing, he kept refilling her glass and didn’t indicate she should be going, even after the chefs made their way home, and she quickly stopped worrying about it.
“It’s just nice to have someone to come home to every night,” she was trying to explain. “It’s not that I can’t l…live on my own or I’m av…voiding it, it’s just it doesn’t feel like my home when she’s not in it.”
David put a hand on hers across the bar and forced her to look up at him. “That’s kinda the most romantic shit I’ve ever heard. You’re basically married now, you get that, right?”
“It’s not even romantic.” She groaned, slumping back so dramatically, she almost toppled off the stool. Maybe she should have stopped allowing her glass to be refilled.
“So, what, you’re just gonna be BFFs forever?” He shrugged his bar cloth back onto his shoulder. “I mean, that’s allowed. Like a queer-platonic thing.”
“Who told you about queer-platonic things?”
He looked suspiciously smug as he shrugged. “I’m an ally. I work with the youth. Anyway, I’m pretty sure I remember you bragging about the sex being good.”
“Some things matter more than good sex. And don’t say that sounds like something someone who ain’t having good sex would say.”
Grinning, he picked up two bottles and poured two colored liquors into a high glass of ice. “Yeah, but sometimes, why pick?” With a flourish, he topped it off with soda and a strawberry and pushed it toward her.
Frowning, she found the straw with her teeth and moments later, released a quiet moan. “This is good.”
“I had this idea,” he admitted. “I wanna try theming some cocktails to the Halloween movies you’ll be showing. You think Sara’d go for it?”
“It’s a good idea. No harm in asking. I don’t think she could stop you.”
He clicked his fingers at her and marched away again. “That’s the spirit. Now tell her how you feel.”
“Tell who what?” Rounding the corner of the bar was Mick’s little friend Jess. Fantastic.
“Nothing,” Katy said meaningfully.
David ignored her. “Katy has a crush,” he said, not a trace of shame on his face.
“Is it Mick? Our Mick?”
“No.”
“Sure is, how many Micks do you know?”
“Why are we in high school suddenly?” Katy asked, slapping both hands on the sticky bar, regret clinging to her as grimly as the old beer and sugar now on her hands. “And I don’t have a crush. Because that’s something five-year-olds have. Mick is my friend and roommate.”
“You’re gonna pay for your free drink in gossip, and we need to get you the authentic educational experience you never had.”
Jess leaned back against the door frame into the kitchen. “And friend and roommate can still be lover. I’ve seen a movie.”
“I think lover’s w…worse than crush, thank you. And actually, I h…had the authentic school experience, and I left because it sucked, and I got bullied.”
David shook his head at her, disappointed. “In what world is that an own?”
“I think she likes you too.”
“All right, stop this.” She narrowed her eyes at Jess, belatedly focusing on her words. “How come?”
A shrug. “She talks about you all the time. And really soft. And she doesn’t sound soft about anything.”
“We’re good friends.” But the words sounded less believable now, and she knew it.
Jess rolled her eyes. “Quit acting high school if you want to stop talking high school. She talks about your dog like it’s her child. She doesn’t even like dogs.”
Shaking her head, Katy uncertainly slipped off the barstool and onto the ground, nearly toppling tables that had been stacked around her as she did. It really was long past closing time. “Thank you, I have a ch…charming dog. And I should get going, I am supposed to be doing s…some kind of emailing tomorrow. You sure I can’t pay you anything?”
David flicked a bar cloth in her direction. “Register’s long closed, loser.”
Beside him, Jess stepped forward to lean on her side of the bar. “Oh hey, that young programmers program? Are you still planning on running it?”
“If we ever open for real again, sure, I want to run everything I said I wanted to, sure.” She considered Jess again. David didn’t work closes with people he couldn’t stand, Mick liked her, she seemed like someone who hadn’t had an easy time in high school either, and she claimed to have seen at least one movie. All assets. “You want in?”
“I’d love to.”
“Okay, cool. ’Cause we’re eventually going to need more people.”
“Yeah, ’cause everyone got fired.”
“How would you feel about projectionist work?”
“I mean, I obviously can’t do it.”
“No, but would you want to learn?” She thought about her conversation with Norman, about the thrill of mattering to someone senior to her. “We’re going to need young blood for it, and we should be teaching them where we are.”
The way Jess’s face brightened at that was heartening if nothing else and made the evening of drowning some of her sorrows feel worth it. “I’ve got lots of young blood.”
    
Since she was keeping herself as sober as she could for her long drive in the morning, Mick was the last one left up after most of Zoe’s guests had made their way inside to find oblivion. The house that Amber had found on some rental website had a large balcony at the top, and after making themselves tea, Zoe and Mick sat there staring at the stars. Though nowhere they’d ever lived together had been blessed with a balcony, it felt temptingly like old times.
“Everyone had fun, right?” Zoe asked, her leg still bouncing to the music no one had turned off yet.
“Not sure I’m the best person to ask, but sure. Nothing lulled, nobody caused drama, everyone seemed to get along.”
“I’m sure you’re the best to ask. You’re the best person to ask about everything.”
Mick smiled slowly. “You drank vodka.”
Leaning her head in her hands, Zoe’s whole frame seemed to droop in the relief of taking the party off her back, of being understood as too drunk to handle anything more. “I drank so much vodka.”
As she reached to take her hand, Mick leaned back in her chair, wondering how long it would be until she could again be this casually close to Zoe. And it warmed her all over, but the ache it always caused was more a memory now. The bothering of an open wound had become the light stroke of a scar. “Did you have fun? That’s kinda the most important part.”
“Tonight was beautiful. I haven’t seen so many people I love in one place in a long time. I felt like a princess.” She sat up a little. “But I miss my man. Sorry. Simp behavior.”
“You are allowed. You are literally marrying him.”
“I am. I never thought I’d find this and definitely not with a guy, you know?”
“I know.”
“He’s just, he’s so good.”
“I’m glad he treats you right.”
Zoe frowned, seeming to finally notice who was speaking to you. “I want that for you.”
“What, a good man to straighten me out?”
“No, I want you to trust someone to look after you.” She smiled faintly. “Part of me…I guess I wish it could have been me.”
Every vein in Mick’s body seemed to turn to ice. “Zoe—”
Waving her away, Zoe shook her head. “But you didn’t even trust me to do the vacuuming right.”
Mick felt some tension release. “You never move anything. You can’t just go around every object when you clean.”
“All I mean is, I worry about you. This girl you’re living with, is she okay to live with?”
“She vacuums fine.”
“Ha ha. Are you holding up okay out there in the middle of nowhere?” She frowned. “Because you know you always have my couch, right? I know you like your own space, but we’d make some.”
“It’s not so bad. I’m helping save a movie theater.” Leaning away a little, Mick fished into her shirt pocket for her cigarettes and lighter. “And I started taking pictures again.”
“You know, most serial killers are from the Midwest.”
“Where’d you hear that?”
“Podcasts. So, wait, the theater your roommate works in?”
“Yeah.” Her thumb clicking with the effort, Mick made her old lighter light up. “Not really a big enough town for two.”
“So you’re out there, living in the old man’s place, watching his movies, being all cute and depressed, and getting paid way less than you’re worth now.” As Mick tried to interrupt with her issues on perceived worth under capitalism, partly inspired from late-night talks with a very impassioned Katy, Zoe continued, “But you’re staying for her, right?”
“No.”
“No?”
“I think I’m…” She paused. “I think it’s more, like, I’m still here because of her.”
“In a contemplating ideation type way?” She waved her hand lightly, but her eyes were filled with flattering concern. “Speaking clinically.”
“Not really. In an I’m not sure how I would have made it through all this,” she said, gesturing at the world at large, making her cigarette trail smoke through the warm night air. The music blasting inside switched to something louder, and she had a sudden sense of belonging to the world again. That even if she wasn’t ready for it—and it wasn’t and maybe wouldn’t ever be back to normal—the door was open to it now. She had sat with her best friend on a balcony that didn’t belong to them and listened to someone else’s playlist mingle with the night air. “Not without her with me.”
“So you feel like you owe it to her to help save her theater.”
“Not owe. Just, the world’s knocked her down so many times the last few years, and she goes around like she’s this ray of fucking sunshine, acting like she doesn’t even notice. She deserves a win.”
“Are you the win?”
Mick dropped her hand. “Ha ha.”
Zoe knocked a shoulder into her arm, playful now. “Well, I’m glad you’ve got someone.” Her eyes turned wicked as they regarded Mick side on. “Have you slept with her?”
“Oh, well, not since we moved in together.”
If it bothered Zoe that Mick hadn’t mentioned it without prompting, she didn’t show it. “Like, it was bad, or it was important?”
Mick wet her lips, letting herself remember for a moment the way Katy had looked at her before starting to fuck her slow: like she wasn’t even sure she was real. “Not like it was bad.”
“Well, just don’t let your mom being around get in your head, okay?”
“I didn’t tell you she was around.”
“Yeah, and you don’t have to tell me shit. I know you.” She smiled, the low light from next door’s porch being kind to her failing makeup, her shaky expression. “Even if you think you’re some strange mysterious being no one could ever work out.”
“Bitch.”
“Ouch.”
“No, I was,” Mick started to smile, throwing her head back to try to look for the stars. “I was just thinking.”
    
The morning after, Mick woke before anyone, feeling mercifully fresh. Zoe got up just as she started moving, and together, they cleaned the place up a little over coffee before Mick gave her a heartfelt hug good-bye and slipped out the door.
She got in a lot of miles before making herself stop for breakfast. And it was funny to think of it that way, but the more the day wore on without having a chance at a shower or the hangover cure she could get her bartender friend to make for her or a chance to tell Katy in person how her night had gone, the more she felt like her smile and skin fit her wrong, like she was fading at the edges. Home would help, and driving aimlessly never had been for her the way she suspected it had been for Emma, at least not at the moment.
Emma certainly sounded wistful about it when she called; that was becoming a habit on long drives. “It sounds like you’re doing good,” she pronounced after Mick’s summary of recent events.
“What, so you’re proud I’ve found my calling back in the loving arms of the hospitality industry?”
“Have you?”
“What? No.”
“You seem chilled out. And you’ve literally never seemed like that in your life, so I’m taking it as a win. You have your roommate and your horrible little town, and you work in your local restaurant and have drinks with your colleagues. I’d watch that sitcom.”
“You’d watch anything. You don’t have any taste, Em.”
“True. I’m just saying, I think you’re maybe having fun for, like, the first time in your life.”
“Hey, I’ve had fun before. And it’s not exactly been an easy time waiting for our mother to come along and jump scare me every few months.”
“No more word from her?”
“Nothing.”
Mick could almost hear the way Emma was pursing her lips and turning away. She’d been nine when their mom had left. Her ghost was always going to be more tangible to her. “Why didn’t you tell me about meeting her?”
It was the question Mick had been dreading, the one she’d been so grateful Emma hadn’t asked her yet. “I think,” she said slowly, not finding the energy to avoid answering, “I think I wanted her to myself for a moment. Even if what I got wasn’t a good experience. I just, I never felt like she belonged to me the way she did to you and dad. And then, she was there to see me on my own. But I guess she wasn’t.”
For a moment, Mick worried she’d lost signal. “She’s a coward,” Emma said eventually. “She runs. And if we can’t learn what to do from our parents, we can learn what not to do. Meaning, this is your sign not to run from what you want.”
“I’m telling you now, I don’t want the Florida of the Midwest.” Mick looked out her window. Mountains had been nice to exist around for a moment. Flat farmland stretched out endlessly before her again, mocking how badly she wanted to get home to a place just like it. “You know the Midwest puts out more serial killers than anywhere in the country?”
“That sounds made up. But if you don’t want to be there, why go back? Why not sell the house? We’re locked down but not like we were before, better or worse. You could just do that now.”
“I’ll let you know when I know.” Mick picked up the drink she’d gotten at the last gas station, though coffee, after all she’d consumed the night before, still felt like a bad decision. She was getting too old to bounce back and push through after a night out, especially with so many more miles still to drive. Though she recognized she’d have to, she hadn’t quite accepted that she wouldn’t make it home that night, and she was still weighing interacting with more people in a motel, and if going to the effort of finding one was a lesser evil than the more Covid-safe scenario of sleeping in her car again. A year ago, she would have planned this trip to a T before leaving, but she wasn’t who she’d been a year ago. “I’ve still got to figure out where I’m going, and I don’t want to run.”
So not running away from it yet, she was driving home, Emma’s last words as they’d said good-bye still echoing in her head: “It doesn’t have to be to me, and I’m not saying it should be me. But I hope you open up to someone soon, baby girl.”
In the end, she gave in and pitched her tent—less clumsily than she had on the way there—at a campsite not far outside of St. Louis. Katy texted her photos of Gene up on the sofa in her normal spot looking sorry for himself. We’re missing you, the message said.
Mick wasn’t sure she could remember ever getting a similar message from anyone. Before she responded, she let herself have a little moment since no one was around and kicked her feet in the old sleeping bag, very grateful she hadn’t gotten rid of all of Tom’s old camping equipment. Maybe she’d hang on to some of it.
    
Since she wasn’t due back at work until the next day, Mick took her time and ended up with a few photos of her own, glad of her late decision to take the camera. Now she not only had photos to bring out for Zoe’s wedding of her nearest and dearest girls looking happy and drunk but photos for herself. She strayed a little into the national forest, and the light dappling gently through the green above was so charming, it made her stray farther.
Only a week before that, Katy had made her revisit the 2005 Pride and Prejudice, and that image of Keira Knightly overlooking all the natural world in her brief time away from society and suitors had stuck with Mick almost more than all the romance. Self-sufficiency had lost its aspirational charm; she wanted to be missed, and she enjoyed being looked after. Sometimes, though, there was something perfect in being away from everyone, even if only to remember what she wanted to come home to.
She hoped the pictures would turn out well. She wanted badly to show them to Katy.
Katy was making dinner when she got home, and though she must have heard the delighted racket Gene made to greet her, she was too absorbed in stirring pasta sauce to move from the kitchen herself.
“There’s no garlic bread today. I f…forgot to pick it up. The oven’s on because the cheese melts better with hot plates,” she explained sternly, and Mick had the strange but desperate urge to cross the room and kiss her. What had she done in her life or this wild little weekend to deserve to come home to a soft butch waving a wooden spoon, aimlessly dripping red sauce on the floor?
“Hey,” Mick said and was rewarded with a bright but almost shy smile.
“Hey. How was it?”
“I partied.”
“Were the other girls nice to you?”
“Everyone was nice.” Deciding to compete with Gene, who was staring so hopefully up at the spoon, Mick took the initiative to lead with her head and lick at the hovering spoon. As she’d hoped, this gave her a needed purpose for her mouth and made Katy laugh. “How was the weekend here? Did the phantom burglar return?”
“Actually, yes, but not to burgle. I’ll t…tell you about it over food.”
Since this didn’t seem to be a distressing update, Mick smiled and left to put her bags down, her whole body relaxing with the high of being Home at Last. Surprisingly romantic as tent life had briefly been, she was so ready to be in her own bed.
    
Katy was right as she always was: the cheese she grated carefully melted better on hot plates.
“I thought I would start getting sick of pasta, working where I do.”
“It’s just that good?”
“Yours is that much better.”
Katy snorted, blushing a little. “Do n…not tell David’s mom that.”
Later, when Katy had explained all about getting to come face-to-face with their former burglar and Tom’s former lover, Mick was about to clear their plates away—on the table for once and not in bowls on the couch in front of something—when her phone started buzzing with a message from Jess.
Hey, can you come meet me? I’m at the swing park.
Without thought, Mick liked the message and pulled her coat back on again. “Hey, I’m really sorry. I’ve got to go.”
“Is she okay?”
“She wouldn’t reach out for no reason, so I’ll go find out.” Realizing this all sounded very serious, Mick tried for a smile. “Be back soon.”
The night was warm enough for her not to have needed a jacket, but she’d learned not to trust what the weather seemed to be here. Nothing ever lasted long. She drove because she wasn’t sure what she’d find or how needed haste was, but when she found Jess, it didn’t seem to have been that necessary.
Jess was sitting on the swing, both hands tightly holding the chains and her feet loosely grazing the sand as she swayed back and forth a little forlornly. At the sound of Mick pulling the squeaking gate open, she looked up and smiled, but it seemed a little wobbly. “Hey,” she said as Mick took a seat on the swing beside her.
“You are doing good?”
“I’m doing.” She laughed, and though it wasn’t hysterical, it seemed like she might be more awake or energized. “Sorry. I shouldn’t have said anything. I’m mostly fine now.” She looked up apologetically, angling her swing toward Mick. “Took something earlier I don’t want my mom grilling me about but wanted someone better at adulting than me around.”
“Oh. That’s really not…”
“You can doctor, though.”
“Sure. Are you hurt?”
Jess took a long breath in and out. “I thought I was going to die for a minute there, but I looked it up, and I think I was having a panic attack. You breathe through those, right?”
“That’s what I try to do.”
“You get these?”
“Tell me your symptoms first.”
Responding to the firm tone, Jess dutifully kept swinging and reeled off a good chunk of Mick’s checklist.
“That sounds like a panic attack. And, yeah, I get them sometimes.”
“But you’re so capable.”
Mick laughed. “Kate told me that too the first night I really met her. Not sure how I’m pulling that off. You get that I couldn’t hack my real job, and that’s why I’m here, right? I’m a mess.”
“Well, you seem like you’ve got your shit together. I don’t think anyone’s ever gonna think that about me.”
“Don’t be ridiculous.” Mick leaned hard to her right so their arms were touching on the swings. “You’ve got something better, you’re cool.”
Snorting, Jess gave her a sidelong glance approaching embarrassment.
“No, really. I’m not saying you seem like you were popular in high school, I’m saying you’ve got that thing people are going to spend their whole lives envying: you have opinions, a point of view, style, things you care about. And people like you. Hey, you’ve even helped change my mind. I thought all sorts of idiot things when I started living here about people who’d never really left their small towns, and you proved I’m an idiot who knows nothing. Leave if you want to. But stay forever if that’s what you want too. And there’s no time limit. Change your mind as many times as you like.”
“I’m not sure I know what that’s all about, but thanks.” She smiled, only a little sheepish. “And thanks for coming out here in the middle of the night.”
“It’s not that late. I pretty much got home, put my bags at Katy’s feet, and left to come here.”
“She was in at work the other night.”
“Complaining about her deadbeat roommate?” At Jess’s loud silence, Mick frowned.
“I don’t think I should talk about it.”
“I’m not going to make you.”
“But she’s, like, into you, man.”
“What, she said that?”
“She like likes you.”
Mick tightened her grip slightly on the metal chain of the swing.
“You don’t seem too shocked.”
“I guess I’m not, really. She has a lot of feelings. I just assumed that if they were there, she’d let them cool off.”
“What are you gonna do now you know for sure?”
“Usually, I’d say nothing. There’s no need to drag her into my whole messy deal.” Fingers only shaking a little, she fished out a cigarette and worked on lighting it. “But this weekend was weird. Realized maybe I should think about how me thinking I know how people are going to act isn’t always true.”
“So you’re not going to say nothing?”
“Not going to say anything, you mean,” Mick said and was pleased to see watch this drag the first real smile she’d seen yet out of Jess.
“C’mon. Are you gonna tell her tonight? Tell her you like her back? Wait, do you?”
Wetting her lips Mick stared at the sand at her feet. “I’ve been trying not to think about it.”
“In a good way?”
“What’s the good way?”
“Now you’re being dumb on purpose.”
“Fine, I’ve never felt how I feel with her with anyone else. Or I have, maybe, and I let it get away. I don’t want to do that again. But she’s kind of everything to me at the moment. And I’m not staying, and I fuck things up. You know the longest relationship I’ve ever had lasted, like, three months?”
“Wow. I’ve done better than that.”
“Most normal people have.” She took a bigger swing and enjoyed watching her legs stretch toward the sky. “I always wanted to feel normal. I think that was why I chased medicine: it was such a normal job. Like, oh, she’s a doctor now, that’s the biggest win a normal person gets.”
“Or a lawyer.”
“They have to like writing and persuading and lying. I can’t really do any of those things.” As her swing settled again, she crossed her arms over the chains. “But you know where you stand with math and chemistry.”
“I can tell you right now where Katy stands: she likes you.”
“Hmm.”
“And if you like her back, you should go home and tell her tonight. Figure the rest out later.”
“I’m not telling her anything tonight.”
“Why not?”
“Because.” Mick opened her mouth and realized she had no reason. “She’ll probably be in bed by the time I get home. It’ll be a whole thing to wake her up.”
“That sounds like an excuse.”
It was an excuse, but Mick didn’t want to give her that. “I’m building up to it,” she said instead, then swung closer to Jess again. “Has hearing about my sad adult life made you feel any better about yours?”
“Kinda.”
“Want me to walk you home?”
“Nah. Could we sit here a little bit longer, though?”
Mick smiled. She wasn’t used to being asked to stay. “Sure. We can do whatever you like.”
When she eventually did make it home, Katy was sitting up on the couch, a mug of probably cocoa in her hands, looking up from her paused movie. “How’s she doing?”
“She’s not bad. Just needed a friend to sit with her.”
Katy smiled and turned the movie off, then stretched her legs the way Gene would after a nap. “Glad you could be there for her. She seems like a nice kid.” She blinked and laughed at herself. “God, I sound like my grandma.”
“Sounds like there’s worse people out there to sound like.” This could be the moment, Mick realized. They had nowhere to be, they were both awake and smiling at each other, and it would be so easy to say if she was the sort of person who knew how to charm people: I heard you came by the restaurant the other night. But she also wasn’t sure she trusted Jess’s assessment that Katy really did like her Like That. And maybe she wasn’t ready to open up all the way.
She would have loved to be the kind of person bold enough, romantic enough, spontaneous enough to cross the room and ruin this beautiful moment with a friend. She wondered what Katy would look like if Mick could surprise her in a good way, if her bright eyes would darken with something she wanted so close in sight, if her soft lips would part in relief. Like when she’d surprised Katy with the kiss after her dad had gotten out of hospital. But maybe she would look on with confusion or hurt or even disgust. They might have had fun once, she might even want more of it, but for Mick to force it? As the person basically giving Katy a place to stay?
But maybe Mick was overthinking again. “Kate.”
“Yeah?”
Mick swallowed. “What were you watching?”
As Katy launched into an explanation of what she’d been watching and why it had gone on to inspire something more interesting, Mick couldn’t help but stay staring at her, captivated by the way her lips moved when she was certain about what she wanted to say.
Mick longed for that certainty. Perhaps there was a time limit on this the way she’d told Jess there didn’t need to be, but for now, she wanted to wait until she knew what the right words were. If there was ever something worth having them for, it was this. She could live with Katy a little out of reach forever, but to reach for her and be rejected or not be understood wasn’t something she was sure she’d recovered enough of herself to bear yet.




CHAPTER ELEVEN
    
After seeing Zoe in person, it felt like a dam had broken in Mick’s head. Zoe was still one of her closest friends in the world, even if that world was dragging them farther apart with age. A long talk with her always helped Mick feel better, so when looking at potential career choices made her want to spend her precious day off screaming, she suggested a video call. Miraculously, it was Zoe’s day off too, and she was going through her day-off rituals of unloading her dishwasher to some kind of cult documentary when Mick called her. Although watching the familiar routine while Zoe wore an oversized T-shirt of a band they’d once seen together made her fond, it no longer made her sad.
She was trying to focus her own productivity into her laptop. To Gene’s delight, this involved a lot less movement. As he rested his head on her lap in full view of the camera, Zoe cackled at her, finally focusing on the screen. “Aw, look at you. A tamed dog person.”
“Am not. I just like this one. He’s polite.”
“You wouldn’t even let Kyle get that bird he wanted, remember?”
“We didn’t know if it was going to be loud. We worked night shift at the time.”
“I remember, I remember.” Shaking her head with a teasing fondness, Zoe leaned forward. “So are the meds helping?”
Mick had finally caved to external pressure and signed herself up with a local doctor and sat through the unthinkable: taking medical advice from someone else.
“Early to tell. I think they make me feel weird at work, so I might be selective with how I use them.”
“For sure. Don’t want to kill the sex drive.”
“Thank you for your concern. Can we talk about my career, not my nonexistent sex life?”
“Hit me with the options again.”
“Back into the hospitals back home, maybe even ask for my job back.”
“What you were doing when you couldn’t anymore.”
“Retraining as a family doctor. Maybe gynecology.”
“Long but different. Different kind of stress. Could be more chill.”
“That’s what I was thinking. Sounds bad, but I wouldn’t mind finding out what a Dolly Parton shift pattern looks like.”
“That’s valid. That’s totally valid. You gonna apply first, then get here?”
“Still working that out. How’s wedding planning?”
Zoe groaned. “Right. So he has literally never met his second cousins. Not since he was, like, ten or something, right?”
“Right.”
“But now, apparently, if they don’t come, there’ll be a family feud, and I’ll be the witch who ruined everything.”
“I see.”
“When you get married, elope, I’m telling you.”
“What makes you think I’m getting married ever?”
“You love to do things properly, and you know it. Besides…” She looked coy. “Maybe you should be looking at whoever turned you into such a dog lover.”
“Thank you for your contribution.”
“I mean it. She looks cute in these photos you keep taking. Not your type but cute. You’re both single. You’re absolutely going to miss her when you go.”
“She’s been thinking of moving on too.”
“Well, perfect.”
“You’re being pushy. Stop matchmaking.”


    
Katy’s grandma had been very firm on the no eavesdropping thing. Though Minnie Levin had been a woman who’d delighted in knowing things, she had never been a gossip and had done her best not to raise any. Other people’s business belonged to them and was not for the review of others. She would have been disappointed to learn of Katy opening a sealed letter not addressed to her and even more so to know she listened in doorways to private phone calls.
But what was private between her and Mick anymore?
This, maybe.
“No, I mean it,” Mick said, laughing a little but firm, decided. “I just…I needed a friend. I still need one. She’s become the most important thing to me.”
Katy risked pressing her ear a little closer to the door frame.
“Nothing is worth putting that friendship at risk. It’s too important to me. I’d never do it.”
Trying hard not to breathe. Katy took an uneasy step back, hoping the floorboards under Tom’s soft blue carpet, new from only a few years ago, would not betray her. Was that the answer she’d been looking for? Maybe. She’d told herself she’d respect whatever Mick wanted, whenever Mick could admit to what that was. But it wasn’t what she wanted to hear. She might respect it, but it still cut.
    
As someone who’d fallen in love with horror late in life, Katy was sympathetic to Mick wanting to dip her toe in rarely and slowly. But when it came to October, her understanding ran dry. As fall approached, they watched dozens of horror movies. Mostly older ones with Vincent Price and Boris Karloff taking centerstage. Then, it was vampire movies, and then Katy lost patience and dialed things up several notches. It was, after all, her favorite time of year. Besides, Mick didn’t seem too upset by the increase in scares, and Katy selfishly enjoyed having her creep closer on the couch, clutching Katy’s arm or burying her face in her shoulder when something shocked her.
If Katy didn’t have more to think about, she would have obsessed over it more. The aloof Mick had become so much more tactile and clung to her for comfort where she’d once stayed decidedly on her end of the couch. She seemed grateful that Katy was living with her since she couldn’t have watched any of these alone.
But as a friend. Still, and apparently always, as a friend.
But Katy had more to think about with Halloween season upon her at the theater too, so she tried not to obsess much. The centerpiece of her screenings was, of course, her midnight double bill of Werewolf in Outer Space and The Rocky Horror Picture Show and her conversation with Norman that would precede it.
Usually, interviews were much more of a source of dread to her than introductions. Introductions she could plan for, she could memorize, and in normal years, she was doing three of them a week. Interviews, if they sounded natural, were like a normal conversation but with added stress.
But even after only meeting Norman once in person, she knew he was easy to be at ease around. Despite his original reluctance, he’d been keen to talk over her plans for the series, for her questions, to hear her thoughts on what he’d like her to say. This meant something to him, even if she’d had to talk him into it. His movie also hadn’t screened anywhere in a decade and never in his hometown. She suspected that too meant a lot.
With the discussion dissected already, most of what Katy was worried about was keeping the call working on the speakers they’d brought in for it. The theater didn’t always get the best signal, and they didn’t want to have to create unnecessary friction between the very different forms of media involved.
“If it starts to crackle or fade out, it’ll add to the ambience,” Jess assured Katy the morning of. She’d been drafted as emergency tech support, pulled from her trial of helping Meryl in the projectionist booth. The two of them already got along cartoonishly well, seeming like they might have been partners in crime for all of Jess’s life.
“I’m okay with the audience being cr…creeped out, but I do want them to hear what he’s s…saying.”
“It’ll all work out fine, honey,” Meryl called from on high. “Now get home and dressed for your night.”
“It’s not my night.” Rolling her eyes, Katy picked up her bag and gave Jess a smile. “You’re okay staying? You’re sure?”
“If you’re sure you’ll pay me eventually, sure I am.”
“I’m almost sure we’ll pay you eventually. If tonight goes well, we could be looking at actually getting contracts together for the people we lost if they want to come back. But hiring new people is definitely something we’ll need too.”
Jess dutifully stuck around, smoking outside the door when Katy returned with Mick. They’d made the mildest late-stage attempt at a joint costume with Mick being Columbia and Katy throwing together an Eddie costume. She felt daft in it, but Mick had told her she looked cool and was far more self-conscious about her own look, so Katy was trying to hold on to the idea of cool, which faded as they greeted Jess, whose knowing eyes scanned them up and down.
“Couple’s costume, is it?”
“Fuck off,” Mick told her, walking a little unsteadily in her heels. “I can be fun.”
“I’m not sure there are any real couples in Rocky Horror,” Katy said, eager to change the subject. “They’re all kinda end up in big toxic polycule thing.”
“Do they have any toxic polyamory in Werewolf in Outer Space?”
“Oh, lots.”
“Cool.”
“Bit more subtextual, though.”
“Oh. So it’s, like, highbrow?”
Katy laughed. “I wouldn’t say that.”
What she did have to say to a room that was spaced, masked, and with every third person dressed up was a little more complex. “Before I introduce our guest tonight, I want to talk a little about his body of work and why I chose Werewolf in Outer Space to pair with Rocky Horror. One from the seventies, one the eighties, both with a nebulous r…relationship to genre, wearing plenty of different hats. But where Rocky Horror began life as a stage show, Werewolf is very much a movie’s movie. It found its audience in video stores around the country, gaining infamy for being banned in several others. And I believe that audience is much the same as the one keeping Rocky Horror one of the most screened films of all time.”
For the poster for this event, Mick had gone into the empty theater with her and taken a photo of Katy with devil horns pressed over her loosely spiked hair and a mask over her face. In the seat behind her, they’d posed a skeleton they’d stolen from her grandma’s old teaching supplies. It was good to see the place looking less than deathly empty now, even if it felt strange inviting people into a room that had for an hour belonged to only them.
“For those who haven’t seen it before, it’s a kind of a love story that’s also a journey of discovery and transformation and takes place across the universe. It’s also grimy and gory and obscene and feels, at least to me, as joyously queer as Rocky Horror.” She caught Sara’s eye. Despite all the mixed feelings toward her this year had inspired, Sara was still her friend and mentor. Knowing that she thought this a perfect double bill—introducing the audience to something new or forgotten through the lens of something they already loved and were sure to show for—felt good. It meant something to make her proud. “As you might expect from the title, it’s about a werewolf, depressed and dissatisfied by his place, a drifter and an outcast in Reagan’s America, who is beamed up by a civilization of humanoids beyond the stars. They believe he’s a form of higher being and want his help in subjugating the earth. Much like in Rocky Horror, there is no great moral justice to survive, no one escapes without being revealed as some kind of monster, but luckily, there’s also a lot of fun to be had on this alien spaceship circling the world too.”
Looking farther up and seeing her mom and Alan in Magenta and Riff-Raff costumes also made her smile. Sure, they had a way to go yet before things felt normal again between them, but maybe now was a good time for normal to be gone. Alan really seemed to be sticking by her, and Katy might be moving and had Mick, whose big doe eyes were staring at her, rapt, as she kept a steadying arm around Jess. Katy had Mick. For now, at least for tonight, that could be a certainty.
“I’d like to introduce the auteur responsible for Werewolf in Outer Space and so many other beloved cult movies. Our own homegrown Norman Jessop.”
Katy held her breath, but the multimedia system sparked obediently to life, showing Norman’s lined face peering into the screen. His glasses were slipping down his nose, and he looked a little harried but perked up magnificently as Katy reintroduced him. Usually, she preferred handling interviews after a film had played, but with the double bill structure and a reluctance to keep an old man hanging around by a computer screen all night, they’d moved things around.
It wasn’t easy to get people out to Logan for a film screening, and until recently, a video call interview would have been unheard of, so Katy hadn’t had a lot of practice interviewing any big names in front of an audience in recent years. But Norman made it feel easy. He had hazy recollections of how they’d managed to make the special effects work, some very ridiculous anecdotes about where most of the costumes had come from, and some thoughts on the scenes they’d been forced to cut to allow for wide distribution. Eventually, Katy stood back and let him introduce his film for the first time in more than thirty years.
For a moment, it looked like he’d forgotten what he wanted to say or that he’d forgotten how painful it would be to say it. Then, he spoke, finally leaning back from the camera as he did so. “The last time I was in this old place in person, I was barely twenty and definitely still what I’d now call a kid, though I would have decked anyone for accusing me of being one then. Despite that being some hundred odd years ago, the place is looking about the same.” The audience gave an obliging chuckle as he nodded to himself, then spun the chair he sat in. Though as far as Katy knew, he’d never been in front of the cameras, performance seemed to come easily to him. He wore attention lightly and with confidence, booming out what seemed to be unrelated and unplanned thoughts with aplomb.
“I first watched The Rocky Horror Picture Show here with a good friend of mine. I rarely went to the theater alone in those days, and when I did, I never felt alone. The movies I wound up making, I made for a crowd to enjoy. I think it’s important that some filmmakers make film that can be enjoyed alone. I’ve been hungering for those lately, as I’m sure many of you have, the quieter movies capable of speaking to us privately. And this year has seen some masterpieces from Lee Isaac Chung and Channing Godfrey Peoples and Eliza Hittman and so many others that have almost done all the better for not being lost in the noise of a screen release.”
He turned his gaze thoughtfully to the middle distance behind the audience. “For me, anyway. But maybe I’m not all that intellectual a filmmaker, or maybe I think there’s something beautiful in hearing everyone else love something at the same time as you. Now, I’m not expecting anything I’ve made to make it to Rocky Horror level of love and devotion—there’s a theater in Portland, Oregon that kept it playing weekly, even all through lockdown—but if they can both be shown on the same night, in the same place, kept alive by one of the most incredible projectionist and programmer teams in the country…” Katy raised an appreciative hand and waved at the audience as he gathered himself. “Anyway, it means something, I think. A new friend told me I make movies about loneliness. I think that’s true, and I think that’s a little of what O’Brien and Sharman were making a movie about too, even with all the dancing and debauchery. Even smiling makes my face ache, after all.”
He paused as though to mentally consult his notes. Perhaps this was the end of them. “This theater saved my life once. I’m not saying I make masterpieces, but from what I can tell, they’ve found a lot of the people they were meant for, and the movies I made wouldn’t be here without this place and the people who started it and kept it going. If we want to keep saving lives and the culture and keep inspiring the filmmakers of tomorrow, then we need independent theaters just like this one.” Emotion shook his old voice, and Katy found herself desperately moved. “We need to do better. And I know a lot of you here today could be giving a lot more money than you are. So dig deep, be better, and enjoy the movies.”
To Katy’s great relief, they seemed to. It felt a little like playing a support act for a touring band: everyone was dressed up for the one they knew all the words to, but here was something new to warm them up first. And they did warm up. When the werewolf was introduced to the reality of alien biology forty minutes in, the goofy zoom-in on his face made everyone laugh. There was an appreciative hush for the envy the alien emperor felt when he looked at the young pair of interspecies lovers.
In the interval before Rocky Horror, Jess approached Katy with her phone, asking for recommendations from the rest of Norman’s filmography and informed her it would inspire her Halloween costume for the following year. “I’m going to be the Sexy Alien Executioner,” she said, and Katy couldn’t wait to let Norman know. His movie had found one more person who needed it.
    
Katy wasn’t much of a Thanksgiving person. Outside of being a holiday she didn’t much agree with, it hadn’t felt the same since her gran had died. Katy had enjoyed several Thanksgivings with her big loving group in Chicago, who’d since left her behind, or maybe she’d left them behind.
They’d made a sweet one of it the year before. Tom had seemed a little recovered and had come for dinner with her mom’s older sister. Katy had done most of the cooking, and her auntie had criticized the need for the vegan food.
This year was going to be different again. Though Katy wasn’t sure how she felt about it, it did seem like they’d folded Alan and her mom into their bubble enough to justify it. And it felt hypocritical to argue it when they’d already sat in an indoor theater with them and many other people. As she said good-bye to her mom at the end of their weekly dog walk, her main intention was finding out if anyone else was joining them this time too.
“I can bake the pie, at least,” her mom offered, leaning back in her seat on the porch steps.
Katy frowned. “Um, don’t worry. I think we can handle that too. Mick’s never made one and w…wants to try.”
“You have to let us make something.”
Trying hard not to look rattled by the “us,” Katy conjured a strained smile. “You’re on sides, then. Anyway, y…you have to deal with the cleanup, so I don’t want to leave you with too much.”
“You don’t want to eat my cooking, you mean.”
“I didn’t say that.”
“No, you’re much more polite than your grandma, even if you did inherit her food snobbery.”
Shuffling her feet against the frosted stones, Katy smiled. “So how many am I cooking for?”
“He’s bringing his mom over. She’s nice, you’ll like her. And you’re bringing Mick, right?”
“Right.”
“How is she doing? Any talk of her leaving recently?”
“Why, are you in a hurry for me to m…move home?”
Her mom laughed, and Katy felt something in her soften. Two Thanksgivings ago, she’d taken over the cooking role from her grandma, knowing she could never live up to that and feeling a deep sense of dread that it could be the last time she ever got to celebrate it with her mom. Some things were better, despite everything in the world. But it had been a while since she’d heard the sound of her mom’s laughter, longer still since she’d caused it.
“You’re sure you wouldn’t rather leave with her?” Her smile widened. “Hard to imagine the two of you apart at this point.”
“Okay, leave it alone. We’re friends.”
“And when was the last time you looked up old pictures of you and Tasha?”
Maybe the week Mick had arrived. “Look, not in a while because I k…kinda got b…bigger problems.”
“Okay, okay. I’ll let you get back to your very good friend.”
Feeling the need to defend herself against this teasing, Katy frowned. “Anyway, we d…don’t see each other like that. She’s never going to see me that way.” She’d heard Mick on the phone; she needed to keep things the way they were. How could Katy take that friendship away from her if it was all she was depending on?
Her mom stood and came down the rest of the steps to take Katy in her arms.
“Distancing,” Katy said weakly as her mom hugged her.
“You’ll be in my house sharing my air in a matter of days.”
Reluctantly, Katy allowed herself to relax into the embrace. Maybe she didn’t get enough of this anymore. Though she got most everything she needed from Mick, it was hard when touching each other still felt like too much, like they wouldn’t be able to stop where they went from there.
“Any daughter of mine, any granddaughter of Minnie Levin, can make anyone see her however she wants them to. So how do you want her to look?”
Katy knew exactly the look she wanted. She’d seen it on Julie Andrews’s face when she danced outside the party with Christopher Plummer, like she hoped he’d take her hand and hoped he wouldn’t and barely believed he was even real. She’d seen it on Hugh Grant’s face in Notting Hill and on Clare Higgins’s in Hellraiser and on Robert Downey Jr.’s all through the criminally underappreciated Only You, and she’d seen it for a moment in Mick’s eyes the night they’d taken each other to bed, before such a casual idea had become unthinkable, and Katy was only sure she’d seen it because she still hadn’t recovered from the force of it. A heady mix of admiration and desire pouring out of the eyes of a body not big enough to hold it, when she’d seemed hung on Katy’s every motion. She could have lived in that moment her entire life and never grown tired of it. Of course she wanted to see it again.
“Everybody’s let her down,” Katy said, feeling an odd urge to explain herself. “Her mom left. Her dad was never what either of them w…wanted him to be. Her sister b…basically raised her, but that was never going to work. She got stuck in an abusive relationship on the other side of the country.” She knew her grandma would be disappointed in her if she knew how fully Katy was telling somebody else’s business, but context and a full picture felt necessary here. “She was always doing it all herself. She was her own role model, the one pushing herself forward. She’s got friends, g…good friends, important friends, but they come and go, and right now she’d be living alone if she went back there, and she’s not ready for that yet.” She sighed out a long breath. “Look, I know it’s not my responsibility or anything, but I just don’t want to be the next person who winds up leaving or letting her down. I…” She swallowed. “I want her to feel safe with me.”
“I’m glad you’ve found someone to make you feel like a bit of an idiot.”
“You’re never gonna let me live that down, huh?”
“That you tried to make me feel like one? Not anytime soon.” She smiled weakly, and Katy felt like the most ungrateful child who’d ever lived. “Do you really feel like you had to parent me?”
“Of course not.”
Her mom raised an eyebrow, an ability Katy had always been jealous of.
“I mean, I guess I knew a lot of people who got a lot more of the normal setup, with the nuclear paternalistic family. But I’m never gonna be sad we d…didn’t do that. We did our own thing.”
“And it was a good own thing, right?”
Katy clung to her hands, giving them a tight squeeze. “The best.”
“And you’re not just saying that?”
“I’m not just saying that. You’re the best mom anyone could ask for. I’m just sorry if I’ve been a shitty kid this year.”
Enveloped in another hug, Katy had to laugh as her mom said, “Hey, no talking about my kid like that.”
Katy rested her chin comfortably on her mom’s collarbone. “He makes you happy? Really?”
“He makes me very happy.”
“He’s not just nice?”
“Not just nice. There’s a lot to him. I think you’d like him, really.” Katy was treated to a patient smile as her mom held her at arm’s length again. “Give him a chance tomorrow, for me?”
“Of course. I m…mean it, really.” She tried for a smile but wasn’t sure it was working for her. “I’m sorry I’ve kinda been acting like a child about it. I was j…just, I guess I had you all to myself for a minute there, and I didn’t trust anyone else to care as much about keeping you safe.”
“Not even me?”
“Especially not you.”
    
Thanksgiving in the McVey family had traditionally been a sorry affair. By the time Mick was old enough to become embarrassed by it, Emma was getting bored of attempting to make a full turkey by herself, and they’d never had more family around to include or who would invite them away from their own. Depending on the contract their dad was working, it was hard to get him to stay home when a paycheck could suddenly double. She’d spent her adult life working, following this same inarguable logic. Now she was calling her dad as soon as she was up and getting dressed for an honest-to-God family Thanksgiving as the sort of plus one. She could have worked a lucrative shift and had instead said no, she’d be spending it with Katy’s family. David had smiled at this and said nothing.
Katy was different around her mom. She tried being bossier, for one. It both did and didn’t suit her. Mick found herself doing a lot of sitting with Alan at the table he’d set, commenting on the Stones album he’d put on, while Katy, her mom, and Alan’s mom fussed around the kitchen.
“I had a friend named Mick once,” he offered while his mom, who though sweet, was berating the Levins on the best way to roast carrots. This looked to be uniting them both wordlessly against her.
“Yeah?” Mick was a little distracted by Katy in her short kilt she’d dug up with her long apron. It showed off the large colorful Reanimator tattoo she had emblazoned on the back of her calf.
“Mm. More of a colleague, really, but a good guy. Kept exotic fish, if I remember right.”
Katy turned, one hand on her hip, and met Mick’s eyes briefly. For some reason, it made Mick want to start giggling and never stop.
This was the most domestic family holiday she’d ever had, and Katy had made it happen through sheer force of will. It made Mick’s mind wander again to her own parents and the different worlds they’d come from to create new traditions. It hadn’t worked out for them, but Mick could still remember a few of the traditions, at least as Emma had passed them down to her. They’d put a little Santa toy on top of the tree, something that had bothered Mick as she grew old enough to know that wasn’t normal.
What would it have been like to run away from an even bigger home than this, from a probably more formal setup for days like this, and carve her own way, and then fail? Her mom had come from the height of privilege. Unlike her own father, she briefly hadn’t taken the easy way out.
Torn again between wondering if she’d been too hard or too forgiving, Mick decided that if she was going to text her mom, she would ask Emma about it first. She wanted a second opinion, and she didn’t want to repeat family mistakes by cutting off the few people she had in her corner when she was backed into one.
“Hey,” Katy called, interrupting Mick’s reveries. “How much are you guys gravy people?”
Outside of Katy’s meals, Mick had never eaten much gravy. But now she’d had enough to know Katy made it well. “As much as you’ll give me,” she said and took another sip of wine.
Wine was her one real contribution to the day, emptying out the last of Tom’s once impressive wine cellar. “I can’t exactly take it all home with me,” she pointed out to Katy’s mom later in the evening while Alan’s mom slept, and Katy and Alan talked through what kind of good Thanksgiving movie they should put on and whether there was such a thing that didn’t star John Candy.
Katy’s mom turned to her, a little sleepy-looking after all the food and wine and seemed indulgent. She had a very similar face to Katy’s; Mick hadn’t had much occasion to notice before. She’d rarely seen her up close and unmasked.
“It was still a generous contribution,” she assured Mick. Then, she patted Mick’s leg fondly. “We’re lucky to have you here with us. I’m so glad you were able to be here with her.”
For some reason, this choked Mick up. Maybe she’d also had too much of the good wine. “She was the one there for me. I don’t know what I would have been like without her.”
“Mm.” Carefully, she took Mick’s hand. Once, Mick might have found this too much, but it didn’t bother her anymore or at least not today. “My little girl is good at looking after people. She’s certainly always tried to look after me, though I like to think I never made her. But you’ve been looking after her too, and I want you to know I see that, and there’s nothing in the world I appreciate more.” She met Mick’s eyes with Katy’s bright blue ones as her voice lowered. “I know you’re not someone who has had the best of luck with mothers, and as someone who regularly threatened to strangle mine right up until she died, I sympathize.”
Mick gave an obliging chuckle, partly from having no words left.
“But I want you to know,” Lisa continued, squeezing tight, “you’ve eaten at my table, and you’ve been there for Katy, so you’re family if you ever need more of it. Okay?”
Still lost for words, Mick held tight until Lisa let go.
When Planes, Trains and Automobiles was abandoned in favor of An American Tail, Mick found herself crying within the first ten minutes. Though she said nothing, Katy looked over at her, smiling, and Mick had no choice but to fling her eyes high in embarrassed admission. It had taken months, but Katy had turned her into someone who cried at children’s movies.
    
“I’ve been talking to the Realtor again,” Mick confirmed.
Katy, who was only just in the door from her evening walk and soaked from the rain, nodded as she removed Gene’s sodden leash. She’d expected this. If the conversation could have arrived when she wasn’t drenched to the bone and working in the morning, that might have been nice, but moments were hard to find.
“It’s looking good for a sale soon. First-time buyers, don’t ask me how they’ll be affording that, they want to make it a big family home.” She shrugged. “Looking likely, but we’re still figuring things out. We’ll see.”
“You’re about to be a rich lady. Are you going to get a place b…back in Oakland?”
Mick looked thoughtful as she curled her feet up on the sofa. “How much does the theater need? Like, really, to stay saved.”
Katy laughed nervously. “Oh no, you don’t. That’s your inheritance, and I know you have debt to pay off. You’re not that made.”
Crossing her legs, Mick sighed and started scratching behind Gene’s ears. “I’ve been thinking about what Jessop said and how I’ve needed it to keep me going this year. And I can help more than I have been when this goes through.”
“And is this for me because you can’t imagine me leaving?” Katy bit her lip. “Because I might soon.”
Mick held her stare. “Really?”
“Maybe take Norman up on his offer, chase Hollywood lights. Or something like that.”
Starting to smile, Mick sat back in her chair. “They’d be lucky to have you. Your mom?”
“I trust her a bit better to tell me if she needs me, I think.” Katy thought about watching Alan clear the plates without being asked, about watching him blush when her mom had planted a kiss on his cheek, making no moves to wipe away the stain of her red lips. “I have to.”
“To answer you, yes, I am doing it for you, but it won’t matter to me if you leave it. I know it’ll always have your heart a little, so it’ll always have mine.” And she smiled and stood like she’d said something casual and not earth-shattering.
As Katy draped her rain jacket over the heating vent, she repeated it in her head over and over, like a worn-out shock scene in an old VHS tape rewound too many times. It’ll always have my heart, that was what she was saying. Katy knew she shouldn’t be hearing that garbled into, you’ll always have my heart, but as she smoothed the wet jacket, the words continued to loop.
She knew that wasn’t the point. The point was, the theater might be saved, her whole purpose for this year might have meant something, and together, they, and Tom to an extent, had made the kind of difference in this town that could last generations.
But it felt like the start of a good-bye, so it was hard to summon any sense of celebration.
How much money did the theater need? How much could she ask or expect Mick to give? She had some idea of figures from a recent report Sara had looped her into the email chain for, so she went up to the desk in Mick’s room and switched her old laptop on. It grumbled slowly to life as Katy regarded the desk.
They’d been so confident that they’d done most of the clearing out by now, but knowing the end of their time in the house might be coming, everywhere Katy looked seemed to reveal a new mess, a new pile of things still needing to be sorted or trashed or donated. As her laptop fought through its second loading screen, she had a flash of inspiration to look through the desk drawers. Sandwiched between two different folders was a pile of letters tied with a green ribbon.
Gingerly, she took it from its bed, thrilled she could finally send Norman what looked to be good news. But her heart felt heavy even so. It felt like she was holding some kind of awful omen. When they moved out and went their separate ways, there wouldn’t be any proof of how she’d let herself feel for Mick all these months hiding in the house. Even knowing how futile those feelings were, it felt wrong they didn’t have their own way of manifesting physically.
    
A week into December, the heater refused to start.
“Of all the things you paid to have fixed up.” Katy shook her head while bundled in two different hats on top of each other, her snug beanie underneath the disheveled old monkey hat that didn’t fit her well. But Katy was bad at parting with the things she loved, Mick had learned, and so the sight of the grubby, moth-eaten thing warmed her.
Unfortunately, nothing else was warm, as Katy would not stop reminding her.
“How was I supposed to know that it was going to break?”
Katy laughed, clutching the large cup of coffee she’d just made. “Usually, you just know. You always seem to know the right thing.”
“Take that back. I’m working on being much more interesting than that.”
“I for one find it very interesting that you’re this competent. U…useful too, sure, but always interesting.” Katy smiled, and Mick hoped she’d keep looking at her like that, smiling forever, but she turned away.
Mick should have told her, she knew that. If anyone deserved a big romantic speech of truth and devotion, it was Katy. She, who had never had anyone pledge themselves truly to her, who’d never believed she was worth anyone making a fuss over for any reason, she surely deserved it.
But even if it logically seemed likely that Katy could like her back, especially since she’d shrugged off the idea of temporarily moving out until the heater was fixed, entertaining the possibility still felt ridiculous, at least without seeing some evidence. And it was hard finding the evidence in Katy, who was kind and sweet and flirtatious with everyone. Was everyone interesting to her? It was hard to be certain when Mick only ever saw her interact with herself, alone, unconcerned, and disconnected from the rest of the world.
“We’ll call someone in the morning,” Katy said as though that was what Mick was looking for reassurance on.
Though they did call someone in the morning, it seemed they were not alone in their demand, and it was another few days before they had someone come look. “You need a new part,” he told them, and then went on to explain which part.
“How long will it take to arrive?” Mick dared to ask to an immediate shake of the head from the repairman.
“Oh no, you don’t want to just replace the part.”
Mick met Katy’s eyes, who shrugged as she attempted to hide her amusement. “Why not?”
“Oh, it’ll cost you just the same to get a whole new furnace.”
“Okay.” Mick waited a beat, but it seemed that was the end of David’s friend of a friend’s contribution. “So how soon until we can get the new one installed?”
“Another week, for sure.”
“Great.” They could do a week. It’d be a miserable week, but at least it wasn’t all that cold yet.
She said as much to Katy, and only a couple of days later, lived to bitterly regret it.
“At least this might mean a w…white Christmas,” Katy pointed out as the snow came, and then the chill and the ice that made walks with Gene a delicate and terrifying tightrope walk. They were looking out at the snow beginning again for the third time in two days. Between them, Gene watched, hopeful as ever to explore and enjoy any seasonal changes to the fullest as long as it would still bring with it the chance to chase a ball.
“Hmm.”
“What were your plans for Christmas?”
“Bit far away, isn’t it?”
“Not really now.”
Mick, who had spent the night before looking up appropriate sweaters based on movies she knew that Katy liked pretended to think on this. “As you know, I’ve not made any immediate plans to leave.”
“Sure.”
“Maybe I finalize things before Christmas.” She smiled tentatively. “But since that’s unlikely, did you have any plans?”
“Not really. I had a few showings I’m hoping to run.”
“Yeah?”
“Mm. Muppet’s Christmas Carol, Wonderful Life. Carol. Eyes Wide Shut.”
“Really?”
“No, S…Sara said no to the last. Or she said it would be tricky from the distributor, but I know for a fact that one of the Columbus theatres had it recently.” Katy smiled wider. “I make a mean fruitcake too.”
“Do fruitcakes need to be mean?”
“They do as I make ’em.”
“Then I’d love to stay and watch movies and eat fruitcake with you if you and your mom’ll have me.”
“And her man again. And his mom again.” But for once, these additions didn’t seem to bother Katy. If anything, she seemed fond. He’d won her over, at least a little at Thanksgiving, and the way he’d cleared plates and squeezed her mom’s arm when she’d started to stress. It had certainly won Mick over. Emma often accused her of not trusting men generally, and it was often true, but Alan seemed genuine and kind and interested in what Katy had to say without being cloying. It was a hard needle to thread, but over the course of the day, she’d watched Katy soften little by little.
“Do you have any Christmas traditions I should know about?”
“Oh, It’s a Wonderful Life, always. Usually Christmas sp…specials.”
“We were more of a Die Hard and Lethal Weapon household.”
“Emma again?”
Mick smiled. “She always tried at Christmas, always. Dad would usually be home. Sometimes tried to drag us to church if he was in the mood for it. I do worry about him,” she added. “But he’s spending Christmas with that neighbor who helped him, the one he said he hates.”
“People can be surprising.”
“He’s sure surprised me.” She hugged her knees a bit tighter. “It’s not exactly that I think I was too hard on him. But I do think he’s trying. And I love him. And I’ve been missing him more than I thought I would, more than makes sense. I mean, I went ages sometimes without seeing him. This isn’t even that long for us.”
“You used to be busier.”
“I guess so.” She took a deep breath, thinking about his tone when she’d called earlier. “He says he’s quitting drinking. He’s getting some help.”
“You believe him?”
She hesitated but only for a moment. “I believe he’s gonna try. And I wanna help him with it.”
“Have you forgiven yourself yet? F…for everything with the hospital?”
Mick frowned thoughtfully, but her answer was quick. “No. I should have been better. I had a duty of care to be better. But I believe I’m going to try to be better too, and maybe that’s enough until I find out if it is or not. There was talk,” she continued, “of the hospital, of me, being sued over it. That I should be ready for that. So I got ready, I tried reading into precedents. But nobody cared enough on his behalf to sue me, so that just made me feel even worse.” Her voice lowered to a mumble. “I’m worried I’ll be that person again. But I think, maybe I should be worried. I never want to have that arrogance back that made me think I couldn’t get it wrong.”
Katy cleared her throat. “I really hated B…Busby Berkeley movies until Tom made me revisit them. I th…thought they were twee. Sorry, I know that’s not the same thing at all, but yeah. It’s important to remember we don’t know everything.”
“Very wise.”
“Shut up.”
    
They’d been a week handling the cold with no dignity, covered at all times in robes and electric blankets, coaxing the dog to lie on their feet wherever possible when they were told the new furnace would be there the next day. Katy, who’d been considering breaking her only real rule with Gene and allowing him to not only sleep in the bedroom, maybe even her bed, was pathetically relieved.
“I feel like we’ve been living in the last five minutes of The Thing for a week.”
“And you’re Kurt Russell?”
“I’m Kurt Russell. You’re obviously Keith David.”
Mick smiled faintly at her certainty but could be coaxed into saying little else the rest of the night. Maybe it was all becoming a little too real, especially now she’d spoken to David about giving her notice soon. Katy sympathized. With the heater fixed and the house in the process of being sold, little was keeping them from the inevitability of moving day. Katy had privately reached out to Norman, once again thanking him for speaking and politely enquiring about his previous offer and whether it still might stand. Maybe it wasn’t a case of seeing when she was ready but finding what was worth moving and changing for.
Katy was trying to sleep when she heard a knock at the door. It’s not a ghost, she reminded herself firmly as she shouted, “Hello?”
Slowly, Mick swung the door open. “It’s so goddamn cold.” She was in a college hoodie, clinging to her own blanket and looking sheepish.
Her heart beating like there really was a ghost in front of her, Katy patted the empty side of the bed beside her. “You wanna get in?”
Nodding, Mick quickly crossed the wooden floor like it was made of hot coals and pulled up the covers. “Oh, it’s cold here too,” she hissed.
Katy smiled into her pillow where she faced safely away from Mick, feeling a sure sense of inevitability creep in. “C’mon, cuddle in already.”
Surprisingly, Mick did as she was asked, and moments later, Katy felt the soft weight of her arm encasing her. Mick was shivering a little. “I used to do this with Emma when we were small. Not for cold much, though.”
“What for, then?”
“I used to get bad dreams,” Mick murmured, her voice tickling the back of Katy’s neck. If she moved forward any more, her nose would be squishing into Katy’s hair. Katy longed to take hold of the hand Mick had draped over her side, but somehow, alone in the dark, that felt even more dangerously intimate than Mick’s leg pushed up between hers or the knowledge that in the next room, they’d fucked once a few months or a few hundred years ago.
“It doesn’t seem like it was ever her room,” Mick said softly. “This is your room now.”
Curling tighter in on herself, Katy breathed out softly. “God, I hate the winter.”
“I thought I would.”
“You telling me this is nice for you?”
“The heater dying sure wasn’t something I wanted, but it’s a novelty for sure.”
Katy breathed out a laugh of disbelief. “Novelty.”
“Summer heat’s still harder to escape. Always easier to warm up than cool down. Summer makes me want to push people away.”
“You hold people close in the cold.”
Mick gave her a grateful squeeze, and Katy felt like all the air in her lungs was escaping her. “Sure.”
She doesn’t want you like that, Katy desperately tried reminding herself. We had fun with it once when it was casual, but now it would be anything but. This would be the least casual thing in the world. David’s right, we’re practically married. Married people can’t have sex.
What am I saying?
“Kate?”
At the sound of Mick’s breathing, more ragged and uncertain than her voice ever became, Katy found it hard to remember to keep breathing herself. “Yeah?”
“I’m gonna, I want to say something. And I think I need to say it while it’s dark, and you’re not looking at me.”
Carefully, not wanting to move too fast and frighten her, Katy clasped Mick’s hands over her own desperately thudding heart. “Sure.” You can tell me anything, she wanted to add but didn’t trust her voice to get beyond a syllable.
“I like holding you. I’ve missed it. Sorry. That’s not what I meant to…I can say this better.”
Only Mick’s request to not look at her kept Katy resolutely facing the window. As Mick took a deep breath, her breasts swelled up against Katy’s back.
“I don’t want to move out. Or I do but not if you don’t come with me.”
“Because we make good roommates?” Katy smiled to herself. “You’ll m…miss my cooking?”
“No. I, I don’t want to be roommates anymore. I mean, I do, but…Sorry, I’ve never done this before, and you mean everything.”
Unable to bear it anymore, Katy slowly rolled over so she was facing Mick and holding her. The night seemed to hush, no more sounds of cars or wind at the window floated in to interrupt; this was their moment. Reality was being held in stasis, and a new one would be formed in whatever happened next. “You want me to come with you? To keep living with you?”
“Yeah.”
“Tell me why.” She asked the question softly, but it was a command, and Mick responded immediately, her eyes closed.
“I can’t lose you. This year with you, I don’t even feel like I found myself again after everything. You helped me find a new self. And it was fun. I like myself most of the time now, and it’s because you introduced me to her, to the me I am or that I can be.”
And there it was, the look, there in the darkness, with only the moonlight draping them through the skylight. Mick softly opened her eyes, and they glowed with love, with unbearable want and tenderness as she lay down on her in the dark.
“You are doing a lot better,” Katy offered, unable to look away. “But you’re tough, right? You were always going to f…find your way back to yourself.” Under the covers, her hand found Mick’s and squeezed it tightly.
“Tough,” Mick repeated, as though the word was new to her. “You’re right. But I don’t think I want to be tough anymore,” she said, her voice breaking a little, but her gaze still refusing to waver. “And I’m just so tired of pretending I don’t want you.” Her voice struggled with the word want, like that one particularly was important to get out but was also the most painful. “Because I want you real bad.”
“Because it’ll w…warm you up?”
Abandoning Katy’s hands now, Mick pulled her in closer. “Because I like you so much. I like the way you say my name. I love how you get excited about everything you care about, even if you’ve seen it a hundred times. You want people to share in what you love, and you’d rather be kind and put yourself out there to help, even if it hurts you because you’d hate anyone to think you didn’t want them around. You care more than anyone I’ve ever known. And for some reason, you care about me.” Her voice wobbled again. “Even when I tried not to let you. Even though I’m not like you. I’m not friendly, I complain all the time, I don’t bring anything artistic or interesting to the table, and I—”
“Can I kiss you? You’re saying horrible things about yourself, I think”—the think was because she wasn’t sure of anything Mick had said after I like you so much—“but lovely things about me, and you’re in my bed, and I th…think I’m in love with you.”
Mick crumpled from the shoulders like Katy had just said something awful. “Why? Why do you love me? This is what I’ve been trying to work out. Every time you look at me and—”
“I’m definitely going to kiss you.” And as Katy sat up to do just that, Mick’s long dark eyelashes fluttered gently closed in relief. She softly let Katy kiss her for a few moments, lips pliantly moving where Katy wanted before she took what she wanted too, keeping a certain but tender grip on the back of Katy’s neck as she drew her even closer. It was with terrible effort that Katy pulled away, planting kisses down Mick’s neck, chasing the reactions she’d remembered every night since being without them. “I love the way you watch a new movie like a child who’s never seen any movie before.” Kiss. “I love the way you write yourself a list every morning.” Kiss. “I love how you don’t think you’re good with people, and you don’t like most of them most of the time, but you always want to help them.” Kiss. “I love that when you’re doing laundry, you ask if I have anything I want to throw in.”
“What?”
“There’s romance in the small things too. Especially when you’re the person I live with, and you’ve never once been hard to live with.” Katy grinned. “Except when you take a bath in the afternoon, and I’m trying to work, and I can hear you in there, and it’s all I can think about.”
“What’s all you can think about?” There was a soft laugh begging to be released in Mick’s voice now.
Katy’s cheeks burnt. “You naked in the tub, obviously.”
“You can’t deal with me taking a bath, but you can sit me down to watch all those pornos?”
“Hey,” Katy said, “that reminds me, I’m pretty sure someone said something about wanting to be tied up.”
Mick blinked in pleased surprise. “You want to tie me up?”
“I want to do so many awful things to you.”
Starting to smile, Mick laid her head lightly on the pillow. “Then do them.”
It crossed Katy’s mind that since they had yet to take all of Tom’s clothes to Goodwill, they could use a couple of his ties, but she dismissed that immediately as she ran to her own drawers to find her belts. “Okay.”
When Katy came back with what she needed, Mick was already naked. Mesmerized by the sight, like this was the first naked woman she’d ever seen, Katy flung her T-shirt over her head without ceremony. “I’ve not really tried anything like this in years.” She summoned a smile. “Hell, I n…never would have suggested trying this with Tasha. She would have laughed at me.” And some things needed to feel serious, even in play. As Mick continued to smile at her, sitting up in the middle of the bed, her long slim arms taking up most of it, Katy climbed back on top of her. “I think you’re the only person who’s ever really taken me s…seriously, and it’s because you take everything seriously. You treat everyone like they’re important. I really wanted you to think I was im…important.”
Mick’s eyes, burnished warm and gold in the lamplight, bored into her, unflinching as she promised, “I’m not laughing.”
“Okay, then.”
Mick leaned up expectantly for a kiss. “Okay.”
    
It had often been said that Mick had trust issues, and unlike so many accusations her therapist had thrown at her, this one made sense. She didn’t trust men because much as she loved him, she didn’t believe her dad had ever looked after them right. She’d worked too long in some form of customer-facing role to trust the good nature of the general population, and she didn’t trust Zoe to vacuum right, and she didn’t trust just about any of Emma’s decisions anymore, knowing how many of them had leaned toward self-destructive in the past. She didn’t trust her bosses to care about patients over the profit that could be made from them. But she trusted Katy. Maybe not with everything, maybe she would never trust any one person with everything, but with her body and with her heart. Those things she would give up to Katy again and again with no reservations.
As Katy tied the belts loosely into place around her wrists, she thought, yes, Katy could take whatever she wanted, and that would be fine with her. “Will you come with me?”
Katy smirked and sat up a bit straighter. Her hair had grown out, but the top of her head still held the most of it. She looked a little nervous as she took Mick’s hand. “I got an offer with Norman. It’s pretty exciting.” She put her head to one side and squeezed tight.
Mick felt like it was her heart she was squeezing. Maybe after everything, Katy just needed to value herself, focus on herself for once in her life, and go where the jobs were. Maybe that would have to mean leaving Mick behind, and as her friend, as someone who loved her, Mick would have to want that for her.
“So do you want to come w…with me?”
It wasn’t hard to decide. The trust really stretched that far. “Of course. Now can you kiss me?”
Katy’s eyes flicked to her slowly. A good director would shoot this through something, framing that beautiful eye in the center of the empty shot: teasing, loving, effortlessly communicating everything her mouth would never need to. Wordlessly, she bent and kissed Mick’s neck, once soft, then again harder, then thirdly with the light pulling of teeth.
Mick groaned, not even caring about the noise. “Please,” she said, her eyes closing as her lips were so lightly pressed down on before they were abandoned, as her breasts were tenderly massaged. Katy’s thick, beautiful thighs were a comforting weight holding her as secure and certain as the belts at her wrists. No more running away from or denying what she wanted. How could she, when all of her was laid so vulnerably bare for Katy to pick apart and tease and work on, remaking her into a new creature?
Mick’s eyes opened wide without permission when Katy’s careful fingers moved lower. “Kate.”
A grin and an increase in pressure. “I love you calling me that.”
“Kate. Kate,” She gasped as Katy’s fingers slipped lower, the friction disappearing as her body did everything to welcome her inside. “Kate,” she said, then started laughing quietly. “Sorry, I feel stupid. Don’t mind it, though.”
“We’re not very good at taking this seriously, are we?” Katy said. “Maybe I should just start tickling you.”
“Then I’d have to use the safe word.”
“We don’t have one,” Katy reminded her before freezing. “Oh. We should have one. Sorry.”
Had her hands been free, Mick would have guided Katy’s wandering gaze back to her own face. “Hey. I’m trusting you to not take it too wild tonight, so I don’t think I need one. And I promise, I’m taking things seriously. But if you don’t fuck me soon, I’ll die here.”
“Is that your medical opinion, Doctor?” Katy leaned forward, apparently reading Mick’s mind and cupping her face to nuzzle at her nose.
Though she still wanted to die, or felt like she might, Mick knew she was safe, and she’d maybe never felt so happy in all her life. The clenching fist of anxiety always curled over her insides wasn’t gone, but it wasn’t painful anymore; it had loosened its grip. Maybe this was what living in the moment felt like. Maybe with Katy to focus on, she could live there for the rest of her life.
It was so impossibly strange being back in bed with Katy after all those months of wanting, knowing that they had done this before, that this was nothing new to either of them, and yet, they were different people now, changed by one of the strangest years the world had ever seen, changed irrevocably by each other. And though it was the longest dry spell she’d had since first coming out, this one felt earned, with only Katy and all the ways she hadn’t been ready before on her mind. And now she was and comfortable in this house, this bed, just as she was ready to leave it and rejoin some of what she’d left behind.
“Would you like a blindfold?”
Katy’s voice arrived soft but sure. Licking her lips, Mick found herself nodding. It was good to be understood. She hated faking any part of herself. Anything that would help her forget she was on show and just be in the moment was a gift.
As Katy tenderly wrapped a dark scarf around her head, Mick tipped her chin up, hoping for a kiss and knowing she could do nothing to make one come to her any faster. It was exhilarating. There was nothing she could control about this situation, nothing to be better at than she already was. Katy was choosing her as she was, and all she could do now was lie back and marvel at the wonder of that. As Katy’s lips pressed a line of kisses down her stomach, she realized it did feel a little like the separation of watching sex on screen. Though she had all the sensations and couldn’t see them unfolding, she had nothing to do with how anything happened next.
She thought she’d regret that they’d fucked before knowing what they’d mean to each other, if they ever figured their shit out, or if she was ever brave enough to work things through and just tell Katy how she felt. But now, in the moment of returning to each other, she was grateful. She didn’t just trust Katy as a friend or roommate; she trusted her as a lover, as someone who knew exactly how to play with her body and make her moan, gasp, sing. Even not being able to see her, she could guess how soft and focused Katy’s expression was as she spread Mick’s legs, calmly running a hand over her thighs as though marveling at their softness. Briefly, her thumb moved back and forth over what Mick suspected were stretch marks before it joined her other fingers in holding Mick’s folds open wide for Katy’s mouth, her tongue, to find its prize.
Mick had messed around with blindfolds before. She didn’t remember having such a dramatic reaction, a gasp leaving her involuntarily as her back arched away from the bed she was tied to, but maybe Katy was just really good at this. And revisiting partners wasn’t usually something she indulged in; it always got messy. But messy threatened to be worth it if it really was going to get better each time. Maybe they had their whole lives to keep learning each other, loving each other, in whatever changing forms they were both able to become. Maybe forever was something in reach, something she could offer.
When Katy briefly pulled away and returned only to the soft stroking of her thighs, Mick nearly whined at the denial. “You’re lovely.”
Mick was glad her eyes could have privacy for that. If they were watering, if they were overcome with feeling, she didn’t need Katy to see that yet. But she suspected she knew.
“And I won’t fuck you till you’ve come twice. If that sounds okay, nod for me, baby.”
It was diabolical that in this moment, Katy could be so smooth, so certain with her words, even as she made Mick speechless. She nodded. Immediately, the welcome heat of Katy’s mouth returned to her, her tongue so intensely gentle and quick that Mick almost cried out.
Just as she always found it hot when Katy told her she would love a movie or a meal and turned out to be right, it was thrilling to be at her mercy in this confident statement too. Katy knew her well enough to know what would bring her joy and how to give it and wanted to focus on nothing but that. It was almost frightening too, in a good way. Under the scarf, they could be anywhere, Katy could be anyone, anything.
But Mick was so happy that the tongue insistently making itself a point to torment and delight her in an ever-increasing rhythm belonged to Katy. When she came the first time, it was thoughts of Katy’s grinning face, correctly certain she was right, that filled her mind’s eye as clearly as if she was seeing it, the image becoming almost magical in its clarity, its timing. Pleasure had her in its undeniable grip, and though she couldn’t see a thing, Katy’s face was clear.
Katy’s soothing, encouraging hand stroking her right thigh let her know she’d noticed, but there was no pause, no other indication she recognized where she’d brought Mick. Relentlessly, her pace slowed for only a moment, only long enough for her to change her motions, now languorously moving across instead of up and down. Mick could feel her thighs begin to shake, heard herself let out a soft moan she hadn’t meant to, and knew she was no longer in control. Katy had become the director of this little scene, posing Mick as she wished. In the service of art and love, Mick would cede all control.
A thumb slipped inside her without warning, causing Mick to gasp and grip her thighs around Katy’s neck, pulling her closer. For a moment, nothing mattered but the fact that she needed what was happening to continue to its new end. Knowing that even that end would not mean Katy’s efforts would stop brought her to light laughter as she came again, relieved, delighted, and unable to believe she’d done anything to deserve this worship.
For years, she believed she’d know when the right time for a long-term relationship was, that she’d know when she had reached that right age. She’d deserve it by then, whenever that nebulous then was, because she would have achieved something at work. She’d feel secure there, she’d feel secure financially, and she’d have figured out how she wanted to present herself personally. She would feel like a good person. But as she lay blindfolded, panting as if an animal had just finished mauling her, it occurred that maybe she didn’t need to do anything special to deserve this kind of love. She had it, and it would go easier for both of them if she could accept that.
Low street light through the window hit her suddenly as the scarf was pulled from her face.
“I missed your eyes,” Katy said and kissed her.
Mick accepted everything. The kiss, Katy softly untying her wrists, then the vibrator soon whirring at her swollen, dripping clit until she came a third time before Katy finally had mercy and dressed herself in her strap. “I haven’t done this in a while,” she admitted as she climbed back on the bed, straddling Mick and stroking a finger absently from her neck to her naval.
“We don’t have to,” Mick said, mesmerized by it. “I’ve clearly been having a good time already.”
“Believe me,” Katy said to a groan from Mick as she opened her up with her fingers, “I’ve been dreaming of this.”
As she pushed inside, Mick found herself gasping for a second time that night as her newly freed hands splayed desperately over Katy’s back, her legs curled in just as insistently as Katy gave her everything she hadn’t known she’d still needed.
How could it be possible to be this happy, this filled, this cared for? “Kate,” she heard herself say, to a low moan from Katy this time. Her mouth inched around the side of Katy’s neck, branding her with kisses, with bites, that from Katy’s reactions, seemed like they might be undoing her right then and there.
When Katy’s patient thrusts brought her to a peak for a fourth time, Mick’s entire body felt barely solid, but her mind was still determined to see that undoing.
She used her fingers first, those fingers Katy had done her best to help her learn how to stretch around a different instrument, mostly so she could continue lying exactly as she was, staring into those eyes fluttering closed. “You’re gorgeous,” she whispered. She wished she had something more original to say to such a critic, but Katy didn’t seem to need original tonight, and only another kiss along with a slight increase in speed brought her to exactly where Mick needed to find her.
When Katy spoke, her eyes recovered and focused on Mick again, she sounded hoarse, like she’d just been screaming. “I’ve been dreaming of that too.”
“Mmm.” Mick leaned her whole body around to curl around Katy like a blanket, caressing her soft belly, toying with her nipple. “Careful with the finalities. I’ve not even eaten you out yet.”
Katy’s head hit the pillow. “Workaholic in everything.”
“I’m just trying to match the high standards you just set.”
    
With the scarf pushed away from her eyes and holding her hair back from her face, Mick was transformed. The bangs Katy had helped trim were maybe a little wilder than they’d been when she’d first met Mick, especially now, but that felt appropriate.
“Have you been thinking about this? The whole time?” Katy murmured, wondering aloud as her breath slowly returned to her. Mick had just had the chance to prove just how incredible she still was with her mouth, even after months of no practice.
Though Mick looked like she wanted to cringe away, her stare continued, a solid and unbreakable thing that Katy knew would follow her wherever she went now. Mick didn’t lie, and neither did her eyes. She only did things with her whole self, which was what made her so reluctant to commit. Once she had, she gave herself over completely. “Of course,” she said simply, like they could really enjoy this every day. She swallowed. “And you?”
“Constantly. You out-of-town, movie-star type.”
“No way am I a movie-star type.”
“Okay, like an o…older star type. When women were allowed to be tall and terrifying in the movies. The ball-buster brigade.”
Happily not taking this badly, Mick smiled. “All right, I can be your Joan Crawford or whatever.”
“Mm. I was thinking more Ava Gardner.”
“Which one was she?”
Katy groaned. “We’re watching The Barefoot Contessa tomorrow.”
Mick took her hand and kissed it lightly. “Whatever you want.”
“And you mean that? You haven’t been just watching things I like to try to, like, impress me, have you?”
As Mick giggled, shaking her head, Katy decided that some laughter in the bedroom was always going to be necessary. She’d certainly always be happy to hear it from Mick.




CHAPTER TWELVE
    
Mick still wasn’t sure how she felt about video calls, even after all these months of accepting them as the norm. But occasionally, introductions became necessary, and those were easier to manage with visuals.
“Dad, this is Katy.”
“The roommate.”
Mick hesitated but only for a moment. She had done this before, introduced someone to her dad like this, but that had been a whole world of time ago. The awkward manner with which he’d handled it had been enough to put her off ever going through the experience again, not unless something was really worth it. And nothing had been, probably because of that. Though he wasn’t always present, a lot of that had been her fault, and she realized now that the idea of distancing herself from what had, for a long time, been her only family left had been existentially terrifying.
“Girlfriend now, actually. I’m going to move with her to LA.”
“Humph. La La Land, is it now?”
Beside her, Katy let out a slow breath.
“Yeah.”
He nodded thoughtfully. “Never been. Always wanted to go on one of those studio tours.”
“You’ll have to come visit soon.”
He seemed cheered by this and better, waited until Katy was away to say, “Sorry. Thought you’d said roommate.”
“She was.”
“Hmm. Not the normal way around.” He smiled grimly. “But you’ve always managed things in your own way.”
“I saw Mom,” Mick blurted just as Katy returned with drinks. For a moment, the screen seemed to glitch, or maybe he really didn’t blink.
“How is she? Did she talk to you?”
“She talked.” Katy put a warm hand on her thigh, helping Mick feel a little braver. “She asked me to coffee and didn’t show.”
He stayed quiet but kept his big eyes on her, focused for once, focused on her. “I’m sorry, we’re so good at letting you down. I think she would have wanted to be there.”
“Yeah?”
“I didn’t say it enough when you were young. I don’t know. You were both so smart and seemed to know everything you needed to, and Emma took over so much. I shouldn’t have let her do that.” This last sounded planned, like maybe his new neighbor friend had been coaxing him through this speech or helping him come to this conclusion. “But your mom left because of her own issues. And because I wasn’t supporting her like she needed. None of that means you or Emma could have done anything to stop her leaving. Just like I’m sure her not coming to meet you had nothing to do with you, either.”
Mick felt a tear trail down her cheek, belatedly recognizing she’d started crying. “What if she talked to me and just asked to see me again to be nice?”
“Baby,” Katy murmured beside her.
Her dad spoke over her flatly as Mick let Katy squeeze her hand. “She never did anything just to be nice. And if she’s really let her chance to know you go by, then she’s a bigger idiot than I ever would have thought.”
It surprised Mick how relieving it was to hear him say that, but she wasn’t sure she agreed. He had to say that.
“Are you going to be a doctor again when you move?”
“I will. But technically, I never stopped.”
He grinned. “Dr. McVey. It sounds real good. Suits you. I’m sure LA will too.”
She hoped so, but thinking about where she was going took firm second in her priorities. Closing up her life here, which had become significant despite her best efforts, was much more distracting.
Jess wanted to throw her a leaving party. Unsure of what this would entail, Mick was cautious as she left the house for her last shift. She’d just received a worrying text from David asking for confirmation of her favorite spirit when she looked behind and saw her standing there, still looking like Emma but older and smaller now too, with her hands clasped in front of her, and her shoulders hunched anxiously. She wore a very pretty sundress.
Right. Because a job and a house wasn’t all Mick was leaving behind in Ohio.
She remembered to breathe and keep doing it. Though her issues with anxiety would perhaps never leave her, she was getting better as accepting it as a force in her life to work with.
“I’m sorry,” her mom said.
Mick look a big sharp breath in, deciding fast. “You can walk me to work,” she said.
“Something really did come up that day, I mean I really did just forget and—”
Mick cut her off. “It’s okay.” She softened an inch, allowing herself that much. “What did you want to say?”
“Just that I love you. That I’m so proud of how beautiful and tough you’ve grown up.”
Mick laughed, looking straight ahead. She had two parents who’d been working very hard on their lines recently. “I’m not tough.”
“Well, I know I can’t take any credit and have no place to know, but you seem like it to me, baby.”
Mick increased her speed slightly, and her mom had to struggle in her little heeled boots to keep up.
“I heard you’re leaving soon.”
“I am.”
“Do you think, would it be all right to call you sometimes? When you’re back in California? Would Emma like that?”
“I’m not sure.” She focused more on her steps, on her breathing. “Why the gun?”
“What?”
Mick swallowed. Maybe she hadn’t planned to ask, but she was here now; she might as well. “When you left. You took Dad’s gun.”
“I…I did,” she agreed slowly, as though remembering something that had happened to someone else. “It just seemed, well, I hitchhiked away, did you know that? It seemed like not a bad idea to have with me as a woman on her own.”
It sounded like a lie, but Mick was happy enough to let it go without further examination. Ultimately, what could it be to her whatever the answer was? Besides, her mom probably didn’t even remember. She’d spent her whole life riding the high of creating her own myth, and this might not fit into any of them.
But to Mick’s surprise, she kept talking. “I woke up one day and realized I didn’t know how to handle my life. And there was no one I could ask for help in the way I needed it.”
This was why Mick hadn’t wanted this conversation. She didn’t need to know that they had the same piano fingers, that they’d had the same anxiety ruling the ways they’d changed their lives, that they’d never known how to forgive their fathers for being normal guys. She didn’t need to feel that squirm of recognition and didn’t plan to tell her mom it was how she felt. Didn’t need to see how she’d react to the reminder that when Mick had been her daughter, she’d wanted to be a farmer. Didn’t need to ask if she’d ever have sought Mick out if she hadn’t arrived to bump into. “Was it worth it? Walking away?”
“Nothing could be. But I just”—she took a breath—“I don’t think I knew how to stay. I knew you weren’t something I deserved.”
It wasn’t a good enough answer, but Mick realized she had long since given up on hearing one from this woman. For now, hearing any answer at all felt if not healing, then necessary.
“I never thought I’d want to meet you,” Mick said. “But it’s fine, I think, that I did.” She didn’t walk to work often, and she was surprised to find out how close she was already. Arriving to her last day with her mom at her side wasn’t something she planned to factor in. “I’m turning up this way now,” she announced, stopping. “If you message again, I’ll read it.”
Then, she coaxed her mom through an awkward elbow tap and walked off in the other direction. She didn’t look back, and the farther away she got, the lighter her steps felt.
    
“You think I should have been nice to her?” Mick asked, reframing the same question she’d been asking all day.
Katy, who was glad to have no doubts about her answer and charmed that Mick was now someone who would ask that, pulled her close and said, “No. Setting boundaries. All that th…therapy speak.”
Mick didn’t look convinced. “I don’t know. Maybe I do want a relationship with her.”
“But you don’t need one this second. She’s said she’ll be there if you want, so you can see how you feel. How d…do you feel?”
“It shouldn’t hurt. I haven’t thought about her in years. I have based everything around not being someone she’d want to have around.”
Carefully, Katy hooked her thumbs into Mick’s belt loops. “Do you want to be distracted?”
As Mick laughed, her long lovely neck tipped back, leaving it open and vulnerable for Katy to reach up and kiss, ravish with her mouth, her teeth. “Ropes tonight?” When Mick asked for something she really wanted, there was almost something girlish about it. She became shy, sweet.
“Anything you want.”
Katy had done this only once and had spent a lot of her last few days at work watching tutorials on the best way to manage it, keeping her phone volume down as low as possible. “I’ll get the ropes.”
Mick sat prettily on the bed. “That sounds like a great start. Hey, did anyone ever buy your feet pics?”
“No! You know what, they didn’t. Which is r…rude since they’re nice feet.”
“They are lovely feet. Just like the rest of you.”
“Ha. I’m not the one to focus on here.” Not with her prize unwrapping in front of her. Katy could feel her whole body heating as she approached the sight. After a diet of Katy’s meals for nearly a year, Mick’s slim frame had revealed itself as directly linked to the microwave diet and all-consuming hospital work and now gave Katy infinitely more to hold and tease.
As though sensing where Katy’s thoughts were going, Mick said, “Mm, I do think my boobs have gotten bigger lately.” To make her point, she bounced one absently.
“We’ll need to get them some attention, then. Soothe the growing pains.” As Katy put her teeth around the areolas that really were more gloriously stretched than she remembered, Mick made a noise somewhere between a grown and a giggle.
“It’s all your big meals. These stretch marks are all your fault.”
Forgetting the ropes for now, Katy lowered her hand to stroke reverently over Mick’s smooth thigh. “Good. I love them.”
It wasn’t that Mick smiled like Julia Roberts, she decided firmly, more that Julia Roberts’s smile sometimes came close to the one now lighting Mick’s face as Katy slowly got up again. Ropes, right.
“Thanks for teaching me how to stay.” Mick’s voice came so low and soft, Katy almost wondered if she’d imagined it until she turned to see the strange expression on Mick’s face.
“What, you mean you wanna stay in Logan?”
“What? Fuck, no. I mean, like, emotionally. And what if I lose weight again?”
Katy shrugged, feeling like she was fast losing track of the conversation. “Then, you lose weight again. Hopefully not because you eat b…bad and forget to half the t…time. But I did also think you were hot before, as you know.”
Smiling, Mick held her hands and the ropes she’d bought. “I’m going to be different when I get back. I’ve chilled out now, but I get back into this work, and I might turn into someone you don’t like. Maybe don’t put all your bets on me just yet.”
Katy fondly pushed Mick’s hair off her face. “I’ve seen a lot more sides to you now than I had when we first met, and I said you seemed intimidating. The illusion’s dead now, babe, you can’t get that back.”
Mick raised her eyebrows, giving her best flinty expression. “Are you sure about that?”
“Now I know I can make you cry at Don Bluth movies.”
“Hey.”
“And that you talk to dogs. And crows. So, no, I’m n…not going to believe the ice queen act again. And if you do turn icy, I’ll just melt you again. Just keep letting me.”
Though she seemed amused and warmed by this, there was still something unsure about how Mick’s lips were trying to maintain a smile. Katy kept going:
“I think I’ve seen enough sides of you now to know I’m not gonna be thrown. I love you stressed. I love you calm. I’m pretty sure I’ll love all the versions of you.”
Mick’s smile fell completely as her eyes glowed with hope. “You love me?”
“Is that okay?”
Mick’s eyes creased closed as she laughed, low and sultry. She nodded slowly, as though measuring it up. “It’s okay. It’s very okay.” Her eyes finally flicked open. “I love you back.” There was almost a question buried in her voice, like even at this point, she wouldn’t be surprised if Katy still wanted to reject her.
Slowly, Katy slinked down, leaning an elbow just by Mick’s ear so she could play with her hair with her other hand. “You choose me?”
“I choose you.” Mick smiled wider. “And I don’t think I got a choice. You were perfect from the start, and I think I spent the whole time convincing myself perfect wouldn’t work for me. But you’re just it. I’m sorry, I’m not so good with the words.”
“No, you’re good. I like your words.”
“Yeah, you love me.”
“I do.”
Mick snorted. “I’ve heard it before, you know.”
“Oh, n…now the ice comes back.”
Mick turned her head to stare directly into Katy’s eyes. “I’ve never said it back.”
Katy pressed her nose close into Mick’s. “Happy to be your first.”
“Tie me up already.”
Stealing one last long kiss, Katy grinned. “Anything, of course.”
    
On their last morning before loading their things into the moving van, there were more crows than usual. “I feel terrible,” Mick said, hugging her baggy sweater tight against the chill as she looked wistfully at the top of the house where they perched. “Could you ask your mom to throw some food for them every now and then? I know they’re fine, but they got so used to the extra food.”
There was a lot they’d asked Katy’s mom to handle for them, but she didn’t seem to mind. The new year seemed to fill her with great optimism, and not even the weather or her sadness to see Katy go was shaking it. She was officially done with all important checkups, and Alan had sold his old place to move in with her. Though Katy was a little sad she wasn’t there to see them off that morning, she was happy she was too busy to and really seemed healthy enough to sustain that level of busy.
She knew they were going to miss each other badly, but at least this year had gotten them better at video calls.
Katy took a firm grip of Mick’s arms. “They are wild animals. They will be fine. Now, are we getting this photo or what?”
Smiling indulgently, Mick lifted the camera from where it dangled around her neck on its strap.
“Remember, you have to be in it.”
“I remember. I figured out the timer setting.”
“Good girl.”
Mick slapped her hands away, her eyes narrowing even as they sparkled. “Enough of that. Get over there by the porch.”
“On the step?”
Looking up from her camera and unbelievably sexy as she focused, Mick nodded. She’d gotten so good. Katy only hoped she’d keep going with it, that she remembered she was still allowed to be a person with hobbies, even when she had her normal job back.
Katy didn’t notice the crow at Mick’s feet until she gave a little, “Oh,” and held up something shiny. On the ground, the crow hopped closer and then away. Katy was glad Gene was already in the car, or he might have frightened it.
It didn’t seem too bothered by Katy coming closer, intent as it seemed to be on watching how Mick received its prize. It was a button.
“I’d heard they do this,” Mick said, turning it over reverently. “Do you think they knew I was going today?”
“They are smart. But I think they usually give presents to people they’re glad are staying, r…right?”
Putting her hands over Mick’s, Katy felt a drop of liquid on her hand. To her amazement, Mick was crying. “This is so stupid, but do you think they’ll miss me?”
Laughing now, Katy pulled her into a tight hug as below them, the crow cawed hopefully.
“I don’t even have anything to give them,” Mick blubbered into Katy’s shoulder.
“How did you become the crybaby in the relationship? I r…really must have rubbed off on you.”
“I’m not a crybaby,” Mick insisted through tears.
“Disney princess, then. We can make more crow friends where we’re going.”
“Mmm.” She did not sound convinced.
As they turned away from the house, preparing to take the long journey Tom never had, Katy spared a few thoughts for him and the book she was going to write for him with Norman. If he had gone, maybe he would have been happier, maybe he would have made the kind of movies that Katy would go on to write about. But then, there’d have been no Mick and no chance to be his friend. And Katy was so glad she’d gotten to be his friend, even if there’d been a part of himself he’d never been ready to share with her or anyone.
“You okay?” Mick asked, winding a long arm supportively around her back.
“I really am. Just emo we’re at the end of the movie.”
“Dumbass. This is the start of the movie. Mick and Kate Go to Vista Del Mar or whatever.”
“Whatever being driving in the opposite d…direction.”
“Sure. You wanna get started?”
Katy leaned against Mick, staring at the house that had been shelter and hideaway and makeshift theater, remembering how her heart had been in her mouth the day she’d brought Mick groceries, not even sure that was who she was buying for. Would they have ever spoken again if Mick hadn’t gotten sick? If the world hadn’t shut down, stranding them with each other?
“Let’s blow this town.”
“That’s the spirit.”
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Close to Home by Allisa Bahney. Eli Thomas has to decide if avoiding her hometown forever is worth losing the people who used to mean the most to her, especially Aracely Hernandez, the girl who got away. (978-1-63679-661-1)
Golden Girl by Julie Tizard. In 1993, “Don’t ask, don’t tell” forces everyone to lie, but Air Force nurse Lt. Sofia Sanchez and injured instructor pilot Lt. Gillian Guthman have to risk telling each other the truth in order to fly and survive. (978-1-63679-751-9)
Innis Harbor by Patricia Evans. When Amir Farzaneh meets and falls in love with Loch, a dark secret lurking in her past reappears, threatening the happiness she’d just started to believe could be hers. (978-1-63679-781-6)
The Blessed by Anne Shade. Layla and Suri are brought together by fate to defeat the darkness threatening to tear their world apart. What they don’t expect to discover is a love that might set them free. (978-1-63679-715-1)
The Guardians by Sheri Lewis Wohl. Dogs, devotion, and determination are all that stand between darkness and light. (978-1-63679-681-9)
The Mogul Meets Her Match by Julia Underwood. When CEO Claire Beauchamp goes undercover as a customer of Abby Pita’s café to help seal a deal that will solidify her career, she doesn’t expect to be so drawn to her. When the truth is revealed, will she break Abby’s heart? (978-1-63679-784-7)
Trial Run by Carsen Taite. When Reggie Knoll and Brooke Dawson wind up serving on a jury together, their one task—reaching a unanimous verdict—is derailed by the fiery clash of their personalities, the intensity of their attraction, and a secret that could threaten Brooke’s life. (978-1-63555-865-4)
Waterlogged by Nance Sparks. When conservation warden Jordan Pearce discovers a body floating in the flowage, the serenity of the Northwoods is rocked. (978-1-63679-699-4)
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