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​Chapter 1: The Successful Partnership
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James gets in before the sun is even over the power lines, keys jangling, still half a step from sleep as he unlocks the double-thick glass. The air outside the store is dry and awake, echoing back the rattle of security grates. Inside, it’s all shadow and dust motes until he flips the lights and the entire place becomes a palette of clean, forgiving warmth.

The counter has two mismatched mugs: one from yesterday, half-drained and hopeful, one from three days ago with a crust of cream floating like a life raft. He lines them up, side by side, and moves to the front display.

It’s Monday, which means 'Local Makers' get the prime slot, according to the spreadsheet. James runs a hand along the table, sweeping for crumbs with the side of his palm. He places the tiny origami planters exactly three inches apart (he checked with a ruler, once, and never forgot the measurement), facing out toward the street. The way the morning light hits the paper makes them seem more fragile than they are, casting intricate shadows onto the plywood.

At 7:14 sharp, the bell above the door tinkles and Zoe strides in, hair in an artful riot and chin up like she’s in charge of every room she enters, which, to be fair, she usually is. She’s wearing the neon-pink “Shirts that Slap” tee from their own merch shelf, tucked into skinny jeans that barely pretend at professional, and there’s a lightning bolt sticker stuck to her laptop.

She’s on a FaceTime call, though James can’t tell if it’s business or just her mother again. “No, Mama, I promise I’m drinking enough water,” she says. “Look, here’s my boyfriend—alive and well!” She turns the phone camera to James, catching him mid-yawn, eyes glassy. He gives a finger wave, then pivots back to the planters.

Zoe’s presence always changes the air. She’s got a kinetic buzz, like she generates her own electricity. She drops her backpack with a thud, kisses James on the cheek—he tastes the coconut lip balm—and launches straight into the back office to boot up the point-of-sale system, still on the call.

The store smells like burnt espresso from the ancient corner machine and the new candles that Zoe insists on rotating every month. This month is “Morning Latte,” so everything is a blend of sugar and coffee and something James thinks is maybe cardamom. Zoe is responsible for the playlist, too, so the speakers are already crooning some indie pop with finger snaps and a baseline that’s warm and low, never distracting.

The two of them move through the store like they’ve been doing it for twenty years instead of barely one. James lines up the products by size, color, price. Zoe flips on the neon “Open” sign and runs a systems check on the register, humming under her breath.

“Did you do the chalkboard yet?” she asks, already knowing the answer.

James shakes his head, but he’s smiling. He grabs the board and the stubby set of colored chalk, starts outlining the day’s deals. Zoe appears beside him, correcting his cursive with an impish smirk and, as always, taking over the art part. She draws a crooked heart around the “15% OFF!” and then adds a tiny sunglasses emoji to the corner.

James frowns, pretending to be scandalized. “People want authenticity, Zoe. Not emojis.”

“Don’t start,” she says, tapping his shoulder. “We sell mugs with memes on them. That ship has sailed.”

Outside, traffic is getting loud, commuters honking in fits. A pair of joggers slow down to peer in through the window, the younger one doing a double-take at the display. Zoe opens the door and steps outside, arms open, inviting them in before they’ve even caught their breath. The way she talks—so familiar, so bold—makes everyone feel like an insider, even if they’re from four zip codes over.

James hangs back at the counter, rearranging the register tape and watching as Zoe fields the joggers’ questions. She’s talking up the handmade journals (“Locally sourced! Even the glue!”) and the ugly-cute line of water bottles with LA skyline doodles. The joggers leave with matching bottles and a referral punch card.

James logs the sale and updates their inventory spreadsheet, glancing at Zoe through the reflected glass of the pastry display. She catches him watching, sticks out her tongue, and then resumes updating the digital signage with an iPad from behind the counter.

“You got a little crush on me?” she teases, voice just above the playlist.

“Only since you improved my handwriting,” he replies, not looking up from the register.

Zoe’s laugh is quick and bright. “My mom says you make me too soft.”

“Your mom once said I look like a high school mathlete who never made it big,” James reminds her.

“She’s not wrong.” Zoe leans against the back counter, scrolling through the sign templates. The screens overhead shift from a generic brand loop to Zoe’s own digital flyer, an animated parade of happy faces and discount stickers, pixelated hearts trailing every announcement.

James likes this routine. The easy back-and-forth, the steadiness of their mornings. Even when they argue about stock orders or whether to go with the eco-friendly paper bags (Zoe: absolutely; James: maybe next quarter), it feels like play. Like they’re co-conspirators in some small, beautiful rebellion against the world outside.

A woman in workout clothes comes in, waving at Zoe like they’re old friends. “Z! Did you get the energy bars yet?”

“They’re right by the window, front and center,” Zoe says. “James, can you ring up a double pack for Leena?”

James obliges, glancing over at the regular. “You ever sleep?” he asks, teasing but genuine.

“Not since 2014,” Leena grins. “You two look awake, though. Must be nice.”

“Smoke and mirrors,” Zoe replies, twirling a strand of hair around her finger.

The rhythm of the store picks up. People come in for quick gifts or to kill time before work, and the flow is steady but never overwhelming. Zoe knows all the regulars by name, sometimes by pet, occasionally by favorite scone flavor. James handles the behind-the-scenes questions: special orders, returns, complaints. His calm is disarming, like a Midwest blizzard made human, soothing even the prickliest customers.

At 8:45, there’s a lull. Zoe comes over, balancing two refilled mugs in one hand and a sample cookie in the other.

“Taste test,” she says, feeding James a quartered snickerdoodle. She watches his reaction, head tilted.

He chews thoughtfully, then nods. “Not too sweet. Good cinnamon.”

Zoe beams. “You’re like the Simon Cowell of cookies, you know that?”

She brushes a crumb off his cheek and lingers a second too long, thumb tracing his jawline. James’s face goes pink; Zoe pretends not to notice, but her grin gets wider.

Another customer enters, and James slips behind the register, composing himself. Zoe floats over to the newcomer, instantly in character. They never had a conversation about splitting the work; it just happened, a silent arrangement that fit from day one.

Sometimes, in the slower stretches, James catches Zoe watching him as he scans barcodes or straightens the sticker displays. She never says anything, but her eyes are all sparkle and challenge. He gets the sense she’s measuring him, but not to find him lacking. More like she’s constantly recalibrating, making sure he’s still keeping up.

At the door, a mother and her young son stand debating the merits of dinosaur puzzles versus robots. James lets Zoe handle it—she’s great with kids, knows how to make the options sound like secret treasures. By the time they leave, the boy is clutching both boxes and the mother’s rolling her eyes in amusement.

As the morning slips toward ten, Zoe brings over the iPad again, this time holding up a meme she’s created of James, immortalized in a dead-serious pose, next to a mug captioned, “Monday is a construct.”

James stares at the screen. “Did you just make a meme of me for store promo?”

She nods, eyes bright with mischief. “It’s scheduled to go out at noon.”

“You’re incorrigible.”

She sidles up next to him, hip bumping his. “And you like it.”

He can’t argue with that. The store is full of light, and outside, the traffic is relentless. But in here, it’s quiet, just the two of them and the hum of old pop and coffee and the promise of another day. James breathes it in and wonders how long they can keep the rhythm going, how many more mornings like this they’ll get before something—expansion, disaster, some wild idea of Zoe’s—reshapes it all.

He hopes it’s a lot.

By noon, the line stretches from the checkout to the wall of secondhand books. James doesn’t have to check his watch; he can tell by the way Zoe ditches her shoes behind the counter, the way her laugh turns up in volume and frequency, and the jitter in the air as customers get more caffeinated and, sometimes, more impatient.

The playlist, now three albums deep, switches to lo-fi beats, bass vibrations syncing with the tremor in the card reader whenever a credit card gets swiped too fast. Zoe has positioned herself as crowd captain, bouncing between customers like she’s on skates. There’s a new crowd every fifteen minutes: a pod of scruffy college kids, a pair of mothers orchestrating a toddler playdate, three guys in matching polos from the start-up across the street.

James is in his domain, every sticker gun, extra roll of receipt paper, and backup sharpie exactly where he needs them. His half of the counter is so neatly divided from Zoe’s that it’s almost funny. His: all order and efficiency, product displays at precise angles, an army of point-of-sale receipts fanned out like soldiers. Hers: a rainbow sprawl of stickers, promo flyers, and two tablets—one for POS, one for social. There’s an unfinished doodle of a cat riding a unicycle on her notepad and a half-eaten donut balanced atop a pack of wholesale greeting cards.

Zoe flirts with chaos, and James quietly polices the border.

The crowd peaks at 12:07. A man in a Patagonia vest slides a stack of expensive print art books across the counter, phone pressed to his ear as he mouths prices to someone on the other end.

“Just rung up five limited editions for your client,” Zoe narrates, hand cupping the mouthpiece of the phone. “Shipping, or gift wrap?”

The man lifts a finger, still locked into his call. “Yeah, yeah, both.”

Zoe’s eyes flick over to James. She mouths, Wow, and winks.

James wraps the books in recycled tissue, careful to line up the logo on the bag so the print faces out, then calculates the bulk shipping in his head. Zoe already has the address and a gift note ready to copy-paste. They meet at the register like a pit crew at the final lap, moving so close their elbows touch.

The card reader, however, has had enough. It beeps, stutters, and throws a digital fit: Payment Declined. The man on the phone sighs dramatically, turning to the customers in line as if to say, See what I have to deal with?

James’s hands move faster than his words. He troubleshoots in silence, unplugging the reader, running a diagnostic on the iPad. He mutters, “It was working five minutes ago,” mostly to himself, but Zoe is already reading the room.

She leans into the counter, chin in her palm, flashing her customer the kind of smile that could melt parking tickets. “Happens at least once a week when we’re super busy. It’s like the machines get stage fright.”

The man tries to smirk, but he’s not built for it. “Is this going to take long?”

“We’ll have you out of here before your conference call switches to a Zoom.” Zoe winks, then turns her smile to the waiting line. “Free stickers for everyone in line! And we’ll throw in a loyalty punch for your patience.”

A murmur of approval rolls through the queue. A woman near the back says, “That’s better than Starbucks,” and James hears a subtle but genuine softening in the mood.

He’s halfway into the settings menu when Zoe slides over, balancing a ceramic mug in her palm. “You want the secret fix? It’s unplug-replug, with a twist.” She unplugs the reader, taps the counter three times (a habit born from some half-joking superstition), and plugs it in. The light blinks green.

James raises an eyebrow. “That’s not the documented procedure.”

“It’s LA magic,” Zoe stage-whispers. “Works every time.”

The man in the vest tries his card again. Success. Zoe lifts her arms like a gymnast finishing a routine, and the line breaks into light applause, half-ironic but half-real.

“See?” Zoe says, handing over the gift-wrapped books with a flourish. “Easy as sunshine in July.”

The man, vanquished, smiles despite himself and tips five bucks into the jar before hustling out.

The line churns forward. Zoe’s got a rhythm now: greeting each new customer by name if she knows it, guessing if she doesn’t, always dropping a reference to their last visit or a trending meme. James rings up a girl in a UCLA hoodie who came in for one notebook and walks out with four (“I’m weak for cute stationery,” she confides, and Zoe dubs her ‘Paper Queen’).

Halfway through the rush, a family from Minnesota steps up, the youngest daughter looking at the ice cream fridge like it’s forbidden treasure. James recognizes the accent and smiles; he grew up in Minneapolis, and there’s no mistaking that northern lilt.

“Three cones,” the dad says, “and a coffee for me. Black. We’re trying to escape the weather back home.”

Zoe chimes in before James can. “Where in Minnesota?”

“St. Paul!” the dad beams, “How’d you know?”

“Lucky guess,” Zoe says, but nudges James. “This one’s a Minneapolis guy. Has he told you about the winters yet?”

James flushes. “Not everyone from Minnesota talks about the weather.”

“You literally told me on our first date that the only two seasons in the Midwest are snow and construction.”

James glances at the daughter, who giggles. “Well, she’s not wrong.”

Zoe slips behind the ice cream cooler and spins the scooper like a drumstick. “Okay, guys, settle a debate. Is it ‘hot dish’ or ‘casserole’?”

The family laughs. They all say hot dish in unison.

James, beaming now, finishes their order and slides the coffee across with a flourish. “On the house, for true hot dish loyalty.”

The dad tries to protest, but Zoe waves him off. “Consider it a peace offering, from our melting LA hearts.”

They leave with smiles and a chorus of thank-yous, and for a moment the store feels like a living room.

The afternoon slows, but only barely. Zoe huddles over the tablet, cranking out a rapid-fire sequence of Instagram stories: customers posing with their purchases, a behind-the-scenes tour of the candle stockroom, James caught mid-stretch with his arms over his head, looking unexpectedly like a yoga teacher. She posts it with the caption: “Mindfulness = Monday stretch @jamesthehuman.”

James sees the notification pop up on the mounted iPad a minute later. “Is there any moment in my life you won’t meme?”

“Not if I can help it,” Zoe says, breezing by and pinching his waist just above the hip. He jumps, not from pain but from the jolt of contact.

Zoe’s physicality is unselfconscious, woven into the fabric of their partnership. She’s always tapping his shoulder when she passes, brushing crumbs off his sleeve, leaning her head against his for a split second as they huddle over a supply order. It took James a month to get used to it, but now he finds himself craving these flashes of closeness.

Mid-afternoon, a retired lawyer with the personality of a drill sergeant (and the loyalty of a golden retriever) comes in to pick up her weekly crossword books. She’s all business, always, but today she’s in rare form—snapping about a misprinted clue from last week’s batch.

“I emailed you about it!” she tells Zoe, “twice!”

Zoe nods solemnly, then says, “We filed your complaint in the Bureau of Crossword Emergencies, right next to urgent bagel requests and glitter spills.”

James suppresses a smile as the woman glares, but Zoe goes on, “But seriously, we called the publisher. They said they’ll send you the corrected edition, and in the meantime—” She pulls a bonus puzzle book from beneath the counter, wrapped in their signature gift paper. “For our most persistent critic.”

The woman accepts the gift, trying and failing not to smile. “You’re clever,” she says, but there’s no sting in it.

“Don’t let it get around,” Zoe grins, and the woman leaves in a better mood than she arrived.

As the clock inches toward three, James and Zoe take turns sipping cold brew, passing the same cup back and forth rather than making two. When they’re close like this, the line between professional and personal is almost comically thin. Zoe finishes James’s sentences with just enough improv to keep him guessing, and he always has a comeback. Their private language is alive and evolving: shared glances for problem customers, subtle hand signals for which promo to push, a dozen in-jokes they’d never explain to anyone else.

During a brief lull, Zoe slides onto the edge of the counter and leans back on her hands. She scans the mostly-empty store, then grins at James.

“You ever think about what we’d be doing right now if we hadn’t met?” she asks.

James pretends to think it over. “Probably working a cubicle job in St. Paul. Hiding out in the breakroom, living off vending machine coffee.”

“You’d have a clipboard and a sad lunch,” Zoe decides. “Definitely a sad lunch.”

“And you?” James asks, wiping a smudge from the glass display.

“I’d have a radio show. Or a YouTube channel. Maybe both. I’d still end up making memes out of my boyfriend, so...” She shrugs, kicking her feet lightly against the counter’s side.

“I like this version,” James says, quietly.

Zoe’s smile goes soft for a moment, then she hops off the counter and back into the fray as another rush of customers pours in.

At the tail end of the shift, a group of teenagers tries to buy beer (nice try; James checks IDs like a hawk). As he’s bagging their sodas instead, Zoe sidles up and drops a handful of their store’s stickers into each bag.

The last kid, lanky and awkward, looks up. “Your shop’s the best. For real.”

Zoe fist-bumps him and, as they walk out, waggles her eyebrows at James. “High schoolers like us. We’re officially cool.”

He snorts. “I’ll believe it when they start making memes of us.”

Zoe lifts her phone. “They already do. Want to see?”

He doesn’t, but she shows him anyway. It’s a grainy shot of the two of them mid-laugh, under the banner caption: COOLEST STORE OWNERS IN LA?? The question marks make it, somehow, a real compliment.

The bell over the door rings one last time as the teens leave. Zoe turns to James, bumps his arm with hers.

“Crisis averted, team?”

He nods, slow and content. “Always.”

Their hands find each other in the small space behind the counter. There’s no audience now, just the faint music and the shared hum of relief.

For a minute, neither of them moves. It’s the first stillness all day.

“Want to do ramen for dinner?” Zoe asks, voice low and tired.

“As long as you don’t make fun of my chopsticks technique,” James replies.

“No promises,” Zoe says, her fingers squeezing his.

They stand there a while, the chaos already fading, the rhythm set to begin all over again tomorrow.

The last customer leaves at six on the dot, tripping the bell above the door for the final time. Dusk has already stretched across the street, pooling in lavender smudges on the concrete, and the outside world seems to slow right along with the lights in the store.

James goes straight to the back, pulling out the battered clipboard with the day’s tally sheets. He checks each bin against the inventory, counting the rows of cards, journals, and soy candles with a near-religious focus. Every item in its place, every tally mark neat and final.

Zoe locks the door, turns the ‘Open’ sign to ‘Closed,’ and exhales. She unspools her ponytail, shaking out her hair, then climbs onto the edge of the front counter with her knees pulled up to her chin. She powers up the store’s battered old iPad, launches the accounting app, and starts running numbers with her thumb, lips moving silently as she checks each transaction.

The playlist has drifted into sleepy acoustic territory, each strum and hum echoing off the empty shelves. The aroma of spent espresso lingers, faint but warm. It feels like a secret the building is holding onto, just for them.

They don’t talk at first. The only sounds are James’s pen clicking, the scratch of his sneakers on the concrete floor, and the occasional tap-tap from Zoe’s nails on the tablet screen.

After a minute, Zoe says, “You counted the mugs yet?”

“Four missing,” James replies. “But I checked the camera—looked like the high schoolers. Bet they’ll show up on Insta later, and then we’ll guilt-trip them into bringing ’em back.”

Zoe grins, the lopsided, sleepy version she saves for him. “That’s my favorite kind of customer service.”

She flips her screen to face him, waggling the tablet so he can see the summary. “Another record day. You’re gonna have to update the spreadsheet again.”

James whistles, then folds his arms, pen still tucked between his fingers. “We’re killing it. Maybe you should run the numbers every night.”

Zoe hops off the counter, barefoot now, and does a mock bow. “Numbers queen at your service.”

“Numbers queen with a donut problem,” James says, nodding at the now-fossilized remains near her work station.

“Don’t judge me,” Zoe says. “It’s all part of the brand. ‘Come for the vibes, stay for the sugar crash.’” She hums, pleased with herself, then starts gathering up the day’s leftover sample snacks, sweeping them into a bowl for the next day’s go.

James updates the final counts and then powers down the register. He takes out two cold brew bottles from the mini-fridge under the counter and, in a rare move, pours them into matching glasses instead of drinking from the bottle.

“To another day?” he asks.

“To another day,” Zoe echoes, and they clink.

For a while, they just lean against the counter, sipping their coffee, not bothering to turn on the overhead lights. The fading sun through the high windows does the job just fine, painting the room gold and blue.

Zoe pads over to the nearest table, the one with the unfinished sign for tomorrow’s promo, and rifles around for a napkin. She finds a blank one, then grabs a pen from James’s cup and starts doodling.

James leans over her shoulder. “Is that supposed to be me?”

Zoe keeps sketching. “No, it’s supposed to be you as a superhero, duh.”

He watches the lines take shape: square jaw, ridiculous cape, a steaming mug held aloft like a torch.

“You got the nose right,” James admits.

Zoe smirks, then scrawls “MIDWEST MAN” across the chest. She turns the napkin so he can see, and he actually laughs.

“You’re not the only one with LA magic,” she says, brandishing her finished doodle.

James lifts the napkin and sets it upright against the salt shaker, like it’s already a part of the store’s brand.

A minute later, Zoe says, “You ever think we could open another shop? Like, one by the beach? Or in Silverlake? I feel like this place has a sister somewhere.”

James mulls it over. “Maybe. We’d have to be careful. Keep it real, or it’ll turn into another chain.”

Zoe nods. “No posers allowed.”

He turns toward her, leaning on his elbows. “We should do it if you want. Go big. Build something wild.”

Zoe’s eyes flash with a mix of surprise and something like pride. “You’re really in this, huh?”

James shrugs, but the gesture’s all heart. “Wouldn’t want to do it with anyone else.”

There’s a rare, soft hush between them, the kind that only comes when every word has landed exactly right.

The clock creeps toward seven. Zoe washes out the last mugs and wipes down the counter with the sleeve of her T-shirt. James sweeps the floor, humming the last song from the playlist under his breath.

At the door, they check the locks, kill the lights, and pull down the metal shutter. For a beat, they stand just inside, the city humming on the other side.

James rests his hand at the small of Zoe’s back, the way he does when they’re about to brave a crowd together, and she leans into him, head on his shoulder.

Outside, the sky is full of layered color, traffic moving in slow rivers, neon signs flicking on for the night.

James says, “Want to race to the ramen shop?”

Zoe grins up at him. “You’ll lose.”

He nudges the door open with his foot, hand never leaving her back. “Care to wager?”

Zoe laughs and bolts into the warmth of the evening, James right behind.

The city swallows them up, full of promise and noise and tomorrow’s wild ideas. They’re already thinking about what comes next.
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​Chapter 2: An Offer They Can't Refuse
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The office smells like toner, lavender hand sanitizer, and the tail end of a takeout burrito. James sits with his legs splayed under the folding table, one socked foot nudging the tangled nest of charging cords as he scans inventory lists on his iPad. Zoe is perched on the busted vintage rolling chair, pen poised, reading every line of the day’s ledger with the posture of a sniper. The low hum of the mini-fridge is the only soundtrack until the wall clock clicks over to eight and the buzzer at the front door breaks the spell.

They freeze. Nobody comes this late unless they’re a) robbing you, or b) the city’s health inspector. Both possibilities run through James’s mind before Zoe shrugs, pushes herself up, and pads to the security camera monitor. She squints at the screen, then laughs.

“Oh, you’ve got to see this,” she calls.

James joins her. On the monitor, a man stands in the vestibule, posture so upright it looks like he’s balancing a stack of textbooks on his head. He wears a dark suit cut to within an inch of its fabric’s life and a pocket square so crisp it could slice bread. The man glances directly into the security camera, raises one eyebrow in challenge, and waits.

“He looks like he’s about to fire us from a job we don’t have yet,” James says.

Zoe grins, then presses the buzzer. “Let’s see what he’s selling.”

By the time the man steps into the back office, he’s already scanned the place twice, cataloging every box, every mug of cold coffee, every potted succulent with leaves gone leggy in the dim light. His handshake is precise: a single, deliberate pump. His cologne is expensive but subtle. His smile is as calibrated as a chemistry set.

“Maxwell Thornton,” he says, sliding a linen business card across the table before he even sits. “I believe you’ve heard of me.”

James has, actually. Maxwell Thornton is one of those names that shows up in business podcasts and the bolder sections of city magazines, always attached to some failed enterprise or genius turnaround. Zoe’s never impressed by that sort of thing, but she flicks her pen in silent acknowledgment.

Maxwell settles in, knees together, glancing once at the stacks of paperwork. “I hope I’m not interrupting.”

“We were just balancing ledgers and trying to decode the ancient mysteries of QuickBooks,” Zoe says, dry. “You bring cookies?”

Maxwell laughs, not a chuckle but a clear, practiced sound. “Afraid not. But I do come with an intriguing offer.”

James’s pulse ramps up. He wants to play it cool, but Maxwell’s aura of importance is hard to ignore.

“I’ve been watching your store,” Maxwell says, steepling his fingers. “The model, the growth, the brand voice—it’s unique. People come for the product, but they stay for the experience. You’ve done something remarkable in an industry obsessed with margins and turnover.”

Zoe sets her pen down and folds her arms. “Is this the part where you offer to franchise us? Because we—”

He holds up a hand, polite but firm. “Not exactly. I’m offering you the chance to fix what others can’t. Specifically: five stores. Five, frankly, disastrous investments spread across the city. Each is on the verge of shuttering, but each has something salvageable. What they lack is the spark. Your spark.”

James leans forward, caught between curiosity and wariness. “So, what—you want us to go full Bar Rescue on your failures?”

“Think of it as a consultancy, but with skin in the game. You get a share of the turnaround. Full creative autonomy. I’ll cover the funding, the legal headaches, the infrastructure. All I ask is that you do what you do best: make people care about these places again.”

He drops a sleek folder on the table, edges perfectly aligned with the table’s edge. “The files are in here. Short summaries, financials, location notes.”

Zoe flips the folder open, reading upside-down without hesitation. “First one’s a vintage clothing shop in Hollywood. Rent is obscene. Staff morale is sub-basement. Why do you even keep it open?”

Maxwell shrugs. “It was my niece’s idea. Now it’s bleeding me dry.”

James can’t hide the smirk. “You want us to be the cool aunts who turn it around.”

“Precisely.”

Zoe pages through the others, voice growing skeptical. “Art supply in Echo Park. Record store in Culver City. Craft co-op in Pasadena. And... a bookstore slash microbrewery?”

Maxwell’s eyes light up. “That one’s got heart, but zero discipline. The owner literally reads poetry at customers while they wait for their IPA.”

“I see the challenge,” Zoe says.

James’s head is spinning. It’s crazy. But also, kind of perfect. “How long do we have?”

“Ideally, three months per store. Turn them around, make them cash-flow positive, and you get an equity cut.”

“And if we don’t?” Zoe asks, no blink in her eyes.

Maxwell’s smile flickers, then resets. “Then we all walk away. No harm, no foul.”

He sits back, clearly pleased with the pitch. James is almost vibrating; Zoe is impossible to read, except for the way she starts tapping her pen against the folder’s spine.

“What do you say?” Maxwell asks, gaze moving from one to the other. “Care to fix the unfixable?”

James grins, unable to suppress the momentum. “This is exactly what we’ve been waiting for.”

Zoe raises an eyebrow, voice even. “We should probably look at the numbers first.”

“Of course,” Maxwell says, his tone making it clear he’d expect nothing less.

He stands, smooth and graceful, and adjusts his jacket. “Take your time. I’m leaving the folder—and my card. Call when you’re ready.”

He leaves with a nod, shutting the office door gently behind him. James watches the business card glint on the table, half-expecting it to turn into a ticket to Willy Wonka’s factory.

There’s a long silence, interrupted only by the beep of the mini-fridge defrosting.

James finally says, “I want the bookstore. With the beer.”

Zoe laughs, tension draining out of her shoulders. “Let’s look at the numbers. Then we’ll talk breweries.”

James opens the folder, skimming the first summary with the reverence of someone flipping through a yearbook. “You think we could do it?”

Zoe spins her pen once, then points it at him. “We just did. Only this time, the client is a billionaire with trust issues.”

He beams at her, eyes already plotting out color schemes and grand re-openings.

Zoe leans in, smile crooked. “Let’s give him something to write about.”

And in the quiet of the now-legendary back office, they dive in together, side by side—again.

The night at home comes in layers: first the snap and hiss of the stovetop as James reheats leftover ramen, then the clatter of takeout boxes stacked and restacked on the edge of their tiny kitchen table, and finally the parade of laptops, highlighters, and the weighty folder dropped like a gauntlet between them.

Zoe changes into sweatpants and a faded “Dunder Mifflin Intern” shirt, hair up in a loose, wild bun. She claims the table’s north end, opens her laptop, and starts a fresh spreadsheet with the kind of zeal she usually saves for crossword finals. James paces as he waits for the soup to boil, pulling out a giant city map from the cupboard and unfurling it across the other half of the table. He makes quick work of highlighting the five store locations, circling each in neon orange and connecting them with a squiggly line that loops across LA like a drunk rollercoaster.

“Did you know they’re all exactly twenty-three minutes from here? Well, on a Sunday. With no traffic. So, never,” he says.

“Maybe we’ll get a helicopter,” Zoe says, fingers flying over her keyboard. “Or you’ll finally get that scooter you always talk about.”

James grins. He leans over the table, arms braced on either side of the map. “I’m serious, Z. This is a chance to do what we always said: try out wild ideas without torching our own shop. I bet I could have the Hollywood place profitable in, like, a month. Max.”

Zoe doesn’t look up. “Assuming you don’t die of sticker shock first.” She angles her laptop toward him, spreadsheet gleaming with tabs. “The rent is more than our entire payroll. And the last Yelp review says the ceiling leaked on somebody’s vintage Levi’s.”

“Nothing duct tape and charisma can’t fix,” James replies. He grabs the Maxwell folder, flipping to the Hollywood store’s dossier. The photos inside are bleak: mannequins askew, racks half-empty, a sign on the window promising “Best Thrift in Town!” in Comic Sans.
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