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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            AMELIA

          

        

      

    

    
      Rewind Rentals was the last beacon of a bygone era in a world dominated by streaming services. The smell of aged vinyl and old VHS tapes greeted me as I stepped inside, a comforting reminder of the countless hours I’d spent here. This store was the place where the past wasn’t just preserved—it was celebrated. We were one of the last video rental stores left, and I’d done everything I could to keep the doors open.

      “Good morning, Amelia,” Mia Jenkins called, the bell above the door jingling merrily as she entered. She came like clockwork, swapping her returns for fresh titles. She was always ready to chat about her favorite old movies and her love of monster movies in particular. The girl was a sucker for anything wolf-like.

      “Good morning, Mia. Looking for anything special today?” I asked, sliding behind the counter.

      “Just browsing,” she said with a smile. “But you know I always welcome a recommendation if you have one.”

      “Well, that’s good because I have two for you.” I held up the first film. “Wolves came out in 2014 and is a lesser-known Jason Momoa film. He plays a werewolf wandering the Canadian countryside. It’s sexy AF.”

      “Sold,” Mia said, snagging the film from me and appraising the back cover. “It sounds good, right up my alley.”

      “The other is The Howling Two: Your Sister is a Werewolf.” I beamed at her.

      “They made a part two? Oh my gosh, that’s amazing. Yes, to both, please!” Mia said with a toothy grin.

      Posters of classic films lined the walls, and shelves were filled with VHS tapes, DVDs, vinyl records, and rare movie memorabilia. It was a place out of time, a haven for those who, like me, clung to the tangible magic of physical media. Sure, it was a little outdated, but it was home.

      The door chimed again, and this time it was Mr. Gorman, another regular. “Amelia, do you have that new shipment of 80s horror flicks?”

      “Right over here,” I said, leading him to a display I’d set up yesterday. “We have classics like The Shining, Nightmare on Elm Street, and Child’s Play. But we also have some more eclectic titles like Popcorn, From Beyond, and Pieces. I’m sure you’ll find a few in there you might like.”

      He grinned, eyes lighting up. “You always know just what I need.”

      Moments like these reminded me why I fought so hard to keep this place open. My parents thought I was crazy, holding onto this relic from the past when everything was going digital. They wanted to sell the store and retire, but I couldn’t let that happen. Rewind Rentals was more than a business. It was a piece of our family’s legacy.

      My phone buzzed.

      
        
          
            
              
        Jake: Hey, can we talk? Got someone I want you to meet.

      

      

      

      

      

      I frowned, wondering what he wanted. He only seemed to show up when there was a crisis because he wrecked his car or apartment or whatever accident he’d found himself in that day. But he was my brother, and I owed him at least a conversation.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Sure, come by the store.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Jake: Groovy, I’ll see you in an hour.

      

      

      

      

      

      Four hours later than he said he’d be by, the door chimed, and I looked up to see Jake walking in with a tall, dark-haired man.

      My heart skipped a beat as Flynn Callahan walked through the door. His presence filled the room, and made my pulse quicken. I tried to focus on the stack of tapes in front of me, but the heat rising in my cheeks betrayed me. As he approached, the familiar scent of him—earthy, masculine—wrapped around me, weaving through me, stirring memories I thought I had long buried.

      “Amelia,” he greeted me, his voice lower than I remembered. It was the kind of voice that made my stomach flip. I looked up, meeting his gaze, and for a moment, the air between us seemed to thicken, charged with something unspoken. His eyes lingered on my lips before flicking back to meet mine, making me acutely aware of every inch of space between us.

      I hadn’t seen Flynn in literal years, not since he graduated and moved away. Not since he and… I pushed the thought away. The past was the past, and it could stay that way. I didn’t need Sexy-Mc-Look-At-Me-I’m-Flynn-And-I-Do-What-I-Want coming back and messing up my life again.

      I got over him, dammit.

      “Amelia, you remember Flynn,” Jake said with a mischievous glint in his eyes.

      “Of course,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady. Flynn looked different somehow—more mature, confident. And annoyingly handsome. Fuck. “How could I forget?”

      “Hey, Ams,” Flynn said, offering a smile that could melt ice in Antarctica.

      My knees threatened to buckle. “How long have you been back in town?” I asked, not entirely sure if I wanted to hear the answer.

      “A few days ago,” he said casually.

      I had overheard someone mention a Callahan was back in town, but I didn’t allow myself to believe, even for a moment, that it could be Flynn. “I didn’t realize you’d made plans to move back.”

      “It was a recent decision. Life’s funny like that sometimes. You know?”

      No, I didn’t know. And I wasn’t about to let him charm his way back into my life. He had broken my heart once, and he didn’t get to just walk in here and act like nothing had changed. Things that shouldn’t matter right now: the way Flynn smells like home; the sudden, irrational urge to jump over the counter, run my fingers through his hair, and close the distance between us.

      I tilted my head, forcing a calmness I didn’t feel. “No, I don’t. Please, enlighten me.”

      Flynn looked at Jake, who only shrugged his shoulders and silently exchanged an entire conversation between them. I could only guess at what.

      “Jake told me that your parents were thinking of retiring and that you wanted to keep the store open. He mentioned you might need some help around this place,” Flynn said, taking in the state of the store. “It looks exactly the same as the day I left town.”

      Flashes of that painful day attempted to claw their way out of the dark hole I’d buried them in. Like the queen I was, I kicked them back down.

      He left, and I stayed. That’s all there was to it.

      “I wanted to lend my services, for old time’s sake,” Flynn said.

      I forced a smile, my mind racing. The last thing I needed was Flynn swooping in and offering his unsolicited advice. But the look on Jake’s face told me he was serious about the request.

      “Help would be great,” I started, more to Jake than Flynn. “But I can manage just fine.”

      Jake rolled his eyes. “Come on, Ams. I know you could use the extra pair of hands, or you wouldn’t be begging me for help.”

      “I’m not begging you for help. I wanted you to have an opinion about the future of Rewind Rentals. Not for you to pawn your friends off on me to get out of having an opinion. Those are two different things, Jake.”

      Flynn cleared his throat. “In my current line of work, I specialize in assisting struggling small businesses like yours in transforming their financial statements from losses to profits.”

      I shot daggers at Jake. “That’s family business. Jake had no business⁠—”

      Jake cut me off. “Can we just have a quick chat? Alone.”

      I let out a sigh and gave him a curt nod. We walked out of earshot of Flynn.

      “Look,” Jake said, his voice tinged with frustration, “I know exactly what you asked, but I’m afraid I don’t have the answers. When I don’t know the answers, I trust the people who do. I prefer to stay in my lane. Flynn is good at this stuff. If you want to save Rewind Rentals, this is the best way I know how.”

      I shot a quick glance at Flynn. “He’s never worked here. Am I supposed to just divulge private information to this guy?”

      “He’s not just some guy, Amelia, and you know it. Flynn is practically my brother. Besides, it’s not like we have a lot of other options right now. If we don’t make some changes, we’re going to lose this place. We can’t live in the red forever.”

      “It’s not that bad yet,” I said, but I didn’t believe my own words.

      “Can you please give it a shot?”

      “We can’t afford the help.”

      Jake spun on his heels. “She can’t afford a consultant, Flynn.”

      “No worries. When I turn this place around,” Flynn said with a wink. “Not if, but when I turn this place around, the local acknowledgment alone will garner me the respect and word of mouth I’ll need to start my firm right here, based in Coral Cove.”

      “Seems to me he’s as cheap as they get.” Jake grinned.

      My eyes narrowed at Flynn. “Unless you have practical experience in a rental business of this kind, I won’t consider your advice on how to change my business. If we can turn a profit, I’ll pay you for your services.”

      “When you turn a profit,” Flynn corrected with a grin that could only be described as immoral.

      I rolled my eyes. “Fine. When?”

      “How about now?”

      In such close proximity to Flynn, I could feel the tension between us intensifying. There was history with Flynn. He wasn’t just my brother’s best friend. He was a mistake, and I needed to stay focused on saving the store. I couldn’t afford to get distracted by someone like Flynn, no matter how charming he was.
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            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            FLYNN

          

        

      

    

    
      Moving back to Coral Cove was the last thing I thought I’d be doing. But there I was, standing in the middle of Rewind Rentals—a time capsule of my childhood. The familiar scent of old popcorn butter and a subtle plastic funk wafted through the air, triggering a rush of forgotten memories. I could almost hear the laughter and feel the excitement as Jake, Amelia, and I perused the shelves, searching for the perfect movie.

      Oh, Amelia.

      It was a physical blow seeing her again after all these years. She always had this aura about her, the warmth of a wildfire spirit and a drive that drew people in and refused to be put out. But today, the weariness in her eyes and the heaviness in her voice betrayed the immense pressure of trying to keep this place running. I wanted to help. Not just because Jake asked, but because I could see how much this meant to her. After all this time, it was still Amelia.

      “Okay, buddy,” Jake said, breaking my reverie. “You ready to get to work?”

      “Absolutely,” I said, rolling up my sleeves. “What’s first on the agenda?”

      Amelia gave me a wary look, as if she was still deciding whether she could trust me. She bit her lip while she thought. I wanted to bite that lip.

      “We need to reorganize the inventory,” she said. “Customers have been complaining that they can’t find what they’re looking for.”

      “Got it,” I said, moving toward the shelves to assess the situation. “So, you’re currently organized by…” I trailed off, unsure of exactly what the organization system was.

      “By year first and then by genre,” Amelia said proudly. “Unfortunately, the previous part-time assistant could not successfully understand and use the filing system. The folks didn’t notice right away, which resulted in this. Nothing is where it should be.”

      My eyes narrowed, trying to find the right way not to insult her in the first five minutes of my first shift. “Okay, we can do that. But could I offer a suggestion first?”

      Amelia sighed. “I thought you were going to work first.”

      “I’ve always been a strong advocate for the ‘work smarter, not harder’ approach to life. If organizing movies by year makes it easier for people to locate them, that’s excellent. If, however, it’s not the best organizational method, we’d save time and the business a good chunk of change by only organizing them once instead of organizing them once now and once later if you decide there’s a better method.”

      Amelia clenched her jaw. “We’ve been here, in this location since 1978. And for nearly fifty years, we’ve been organized by release date. It’s one of those things that keeps us who we are.”

      I let out a breath. “I don’t want to overstep⁠—”

      “Then don’t,” Amelia said, cutting me off.

      I nodded. “Okay.”

      Too soon.

      While we were busy re-shelving tapes, I found myself unable to resist stealing glances at Amelia. With great enthusiasm, she animatedly conversed with a customer, her face brightening as she recommended a movie. It was clear she had a passion for this place, and I respected that. But passion alone wouldn’t keep the doors open.

      Jake joined me, grabbing a stack of tapes. “Thanks for doing this, man,” he hissed. “Amelia has been under a lot of pressure. There’s a communication gap between the town’s desire to preserve its traditions and the store’s attempts to appeal to the younger generations. We have to find a way to stay current while still respecting the essence of this place. Amelia’s been through it, and this place means everything to her.”

      “I can see that,” I said.

      “When she found out the folks were going to sell, she tried to stay positive. When she found out that they couldn’t find a buyer, she lost it.”

      “I only want to help.”

      Jake smiled, clapping me on the shoulder. “I know. I know that you’re the one person I can count on. If anyone can turn this place around, it’s you.”

      As we continued working, I couldn’t help but notice how Amelia’s eyes lingered on the old photographs and vintage trinkets, lost in the nostalgia of the store. I just hoped she wasn’t clinging to the past, meticulously preserving every aspect, and that instead, she’d be ready to embrace change and let go. From what Jake had shared with me, the business model was no longer sustainable. In order to survive, they would have to make significant adjustments and adapt.

      Then there was Jake’s overprotectiveness. It was like Amelia was in a bubble that no one was allowed to penetrate. Before we even got to Rewind Rentals, Jake had pulled me aside.

      “Look, man, I appreciate you coming out here to talk to Amelia. There’s just one little thing.” He’d straightened, cleared his throat, and narrowed his eyes. “I don’t know what happened between you two in the past. But let’s leave it there. Keep your dick out of my sister, and we’re golden. Okay?”

      I’d only nodded, surprised by his words. I’d assumed for all these years that Amelia had told her brother what happened between us. Either she hadn’t, or this was Jake’s way of putting his foot down.

      “We good?” I asked.

      “Yep.”

      We’d gone to Rewind after, and he hadn’t brought it up again. I had a feeling he wouldn’t, unless Amelia did. I sighed.

      The day went on, and I slipped into a rhythm. Organizing the inventory, chatting with customers, and even handling the ancient cash register—all of it felt familiar. Now and then, I caught Amelia watching me, a mix of curiosity and skepticism in her eyes. With one glance, I realized she still held power over me.

      She was still Amelia.

      My best friend’s sister.

      By the time we closed the shop up for the night, we’d made significant progress. The store looked cleaner, more organized, and I could tell Amelia was pleased, even if she was trying to hide it.

      “Thanks for your help today,” she said, locking the doors. “I have to admit, you did a good job.”

      As I leaned against the doorframe, a warm smile played on my lips. “Glad to hear it. I meant what I said earlier—I’m here to help. Whatever you need.”

      She nodded, a small smile playing at the corners of her lips. “We’ll see. Tomorrow, we tackle the inventory records.”

      “Looking forward to it,” I said, watching her walk away. There was a determination in her step that I couldn’t help admiring.

      I headed to my car with Amelia on my mind. She was so passionate about film and preserving history. It was all she talked about today with her customers. In nearly every conversation I overheard, the customer asked about an obscure movie, and she had a story to go with every title. It wasn’t just her extensive movie knowledge but also her ability to truly grasp and appreciate films that garnered admiration from everyone, including myself.

      Her passion shone brightly, illuminating the world around her like a campfire on a summer night. It was contagious. The reason her organizational system worked so well was that Amelia knew every movie in that store. The reason it was a struggle for other folks was that they didn’t want to ask. Not everyone would share her enthusiasm for talking about film.

      At least, not yet. And if it meant spending more time with Amelia, well, that was a bonus I was more than willing to accept.

      The next morning, I arrived at the store early, armed with two coffees and two cinnamon rolls from the local bakery, Knead the Dough.

      “Good morning, Ams,” I said, holding out a cup of coffee. “Thought you might need a pick-me-up.”

      She took the coffee, her expression softening. “Thanks. I could really use it today.”

      “Early morning or late night?”

      Amelia’s eyes narrowed. “I came back after grabbing some takeout and worked in the back room until two.”

      “You should have called me. I would have come over and helped,” I said with a light chuckle.

      Her eyebrows shot to the sky. “I just needed some time to clear my head.”

      I nodded, not really wanting to step on that minefield. “What’s on the agenda for this morning?”

      “I’ve pulled out the inventory records. It’s a tedious task, but my parents never upgraded their digital inventory system,” she said, passing a file to me. “The one we have works, but when you have to go through the store item by item, it can feel monotonous.”

      “I can have a list of inventory systems to you this afternoon, with links to play-test the software,” I said, pivoting my strategy at her crinkled nose. “I love this old register so much. As a kid, I was in awe of how cool it looked to play with. These giant gold buttons here.” I ran a finger over a few. “It’s a privilege to finally get to press them.”

      “I don’t know.”

      “We could pop this piece out here and run a power cord through that hole there,” I said, walking her through my plan. “Then we put a tablet here, where the new display would have your point of sale, and on the customer’s side, it would still be the old register.”

      Amelia’s mouth twisted to the side, the gears in her brain ticking away. “Could you set it up in a way so that we could have multiple tablets that could access the same information for inventory?”

      “Uh, yeah,” I said, shocked she didn’t shut me down. “I can definitely do that.”

      “Okay, email me the information, and I’ll look at it tonight.”

      “I will do that.”

      “Thanks,” Amelia said before grabbing a stack of papers and heading to the back room.

      We spent the morning going through the inventory records, a tedious but necessary task. Understanding the scope of things was important. As we worked, we fell into a comfortable silence, interrupted only by the occasional question or comment. It was surprisingly easy, this partnership, and I found myself enjoying the work more than I expected.

      By lunchtime, we’d made a significant dent in the records, and I suggested taking a break. “How about we grab some lunch?” I asked. “My treat.”

      Amelia hesitated before nodding. “Sure. Let’s go to Golden Chopsticks. It’s just over there,” she said, pointing.

      “I half expected you to say no,” I said, only kind of joking.

      “Why?” Amelia asked with a curious smile.

      We walked together across the street. “I guess, given everything, I wasn’t sure how comfortable you were with having me around.”

      She sighed. “I’m still not sure.”

      “I get that.”

      “But I know I’m glad you’re here.”

      My heart skipped a beat. “Me too.”

      It felt good to be here, back home, with Amelia. We were seated right away and placed our orders after the server delivered our drinks.

      “I know it sounds crazy,” Amelia said, stirring her coffee. “But Rewind Rentals is more than just a store to me. It’s part of my family’s history. My grandparents started that place because of a deep love for film. My parents met there. I grew up there. I can’t let it go. Not without a fight.”

      “It doesn’t sound crazy at all,” I said. “I get it. I want to help you keep Rewind. You know, I also grew up there. Maybe not in the same way, but it’s part of my history. I can empathize with that.”

      Her eyes searched mine. “Why are you doing this, Flynn? You could be anywhere, doing anything. Why would you come back here when getting out of this town was the only thing you could talk about?”

      I took a deep breath, choosing my words carefully. “Because I believe in this place. And I believe in you.”

      “That’s not what I meant.” Amelia crossed her arms.

      “Because sometimes in life, you can be so sure you want certain things only to realize later you couldn’t have been more wrong.”

      “Do you really think we can save her?”

      “I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t.”

      Amelia cocked her head to the side. “Yes, you would. Don’t lie.”

      I chuckled. “You’re right; I would. But I’m not lying, Ams. I think that if we act as a team, we could save Rewind Rentals.”

      A genuine, warm grin spread across her face, illuminating her entire being. “Okay,” she whispered. “Let’s do it.”

      We finished eating and headed back to the store. I felt a sense of hope. It wasn’t going to be easy saving this old place, but for the first time in a long time, I was excited about something.
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            AMELIA

          

        

      

    

    
      The unusual sense of optimism I felt this morning as I arrived at Rewind Rentals was unexpected. Flynn’s presence was sudden, but his help was undeniably making a difference. My parents couldn’t keep up anymore, and my teenage part-time help could only do so much. I looked forward to the day ahead, which was a strange feeling considering how overwhelming things had been lately.

      I’d been coming and going from these front doors for nearly thirty years. From the creak of the door to the click of the light switch, everything about this place was familiar to me. It smelled like home. It was a comforting reminder of why I was fighting so hard to keep this place alive.

      Growing up in this small town could feel limiting. There wasn’t always a lot to do unless it was festival season. The nearest large shopping center was an hour away. Rewind Rentals was the highlight of so many youthful Friday nights.

      I knew that things had changed and that, with the internet and streaming services, this shop was a dinosaur. I wasn’t stupid; I knew what people said. The snide comments from the younger generations echoed in my heart with fear. I knew it was the right decision for Jake to ask for Flynn’s help, especially considering Flynn’s expertise in the matter.

      The doorbell jingled, and the Devil walked in, carrying two coffees and a bag from Knead the Dough.

      “Morning,” Flynn said with a warm smile, passing me a coffee cup.

      “Good morning, Flynn,” I replied, accepting the coffee. “You don’t have to keep doing this.” I took a sip. “Mmm, thank you.” I licked my lips.

      He shrugged. “I figured if I’m getting myself one, I might as well get you one too. It’ll help push us through another day of inventory records.”

      I chuckled and took another sip. “You might be right. Dorothea’s has the most delicious treats.”

      Flynn passed me a bag, and I pulled out a slice of Inspiration Cake. It was lemon. “Oh, my favorite!”

      We spent the morning diving into the inventory records. It was tedious work, but having Flynn there made it more bearable. He had a way of making even the most mundane tasks feel like they had a purpose.

      “So, tell me,” Flynn said, scanning through a stack of old rental forms. “What’s your favorite movie?”

      “That’s a tough one. Here I thought you were going to ask why we’ve kept all these,” I said, glancing up from my notebook. “But if I had to be honest and choose, I’d say Before Sunrise or Before Sunset. It’s kind of a toss-up between the two.”

      “Really? I would have guessed you’d say Casablanca or something.”

      I laughed. “I mean, it’s a classic and arguably a good choice. But I can’t help it. The Before series is my favorite. It’s like comfort food. It always feels good.”

      “Mine’s Clue,” Flynn said.

      “Weird, I’d have pegged you for The Godfather.” We both burst into a fit of laughter.

      The conversation was natural, comfortable even. Two old friends falling back into an easy rhythm. We continued working, sharing our favorite movie moments and laughing over the ridiculous plots of some of the films in the inventory. It was easy, and for a moment, I forgot about the financial strain and the uncertainty of the future.

      We’d made significant progress, and Flynn suggested we take a break. “How about another trip to Golden Chopsticks?” he asked, his eyes twinkling with mischief.

      I smiled. “Sure, why not?”

      We walked to the restaurant, and the conversation turned to our plans for the store. “I’ve been thinking,” Flynn said as we took our seats. “We need to attract new customers. I have a few ideas for improvements that we can implement, but we should also think creatively.”

      “Okay, I’m listening,” I said, unease settling into my belly. Change was never easy for me.

      “So, we talked about the software update, and I sent you an email before we left the store.”

      “You did?”

      Flynn smiled a toothy grin. “Sure did. I’m just that good.”

      “Thanks.”

      “I have some big ideas and some smaller ones. But all of them shape around the work we’re doing now,” he said. “The core problem with Rewind is that technology has evolved, and if we don’t adapt, it will be left behind. For better or worse. We’re not debating that point, right?”

      I sighed. “No, we aren’t.” I wanted to, but I knew it was a pointless debate. Change was inevitable.

      Under the table, Flynn’s foot brushed against mine, the contact sending a spark of electricity through me. My breath caught in my throat. Was it an accident, or something more? I couldn’t tell, but the thought of his foot resting so casually against mine made my pulse quicken.

      Flynn leaned in, his voice low and intimate. “You’ve grown even more beautiful, Amelia,” he said, his eyes holding mine. It was hard to look away. “I missed seeing that smile.”

      I swallowed hard, my throat suddenly dry. I tried to muster a response, something casual, but all I could manage was a soft, “Thank you.” My mind was too focused on the warmth of his foot against mine, and the way his gaze seemed to strip away every defense I had.

      “What do you think about expanding your services?” Flynn asked, breaking my thoughts.

      “Uh, what do you mean? We have a lot of movies that could go out, but there’s only so much shelf space.”

      “Stay with me on this one. If we clean out the storage room behind the desk, remove the door, paint it bright sunshine yellow, line the walls with shelves, and turn it into an equipment inventory space for rentals. I know this might cost more than you anticipated as far as changes go, but I think there’s really something here. If you expand to offer VHS players, record players, DVD and laserdisc players, and even retro video games, I think you could expand your offers to appeal to a much larger crowd.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “Most of the stores here in Coral Cove survive on the tourist industry. You need to tap into that deep well of growth,” Flynn took a sip of his water.

      “By renting out equipment?” I asked, more than a bit skeptical.

      He nodded. “Yeah. There are lots of ways that we can really make this place a destination, and I have ideas for that too. We start with sprucing things up. Yes, we’ve been doing that. I’m thinking bigger.”

      “Like what?” I played with my napkin, hoping he wasn’t about to go off the rails.

      “I’ve been watching you.”

      This stopped me short. “Stalker much?”

      Flynn chuckled. “You’re so passionate about the films and their history, tidbits of knowledge about the way something was filmed, why, or how. You light up every time a customer comes in asking about a film.” Flynn found my eyes and seemed to see into my soul. “I’m suggesting that we use your love of film to guide these changes.”

      The waiter brought by our lunch and refilled our drinks.

      “Okay, I’m still listening,” I said.

      Flynn smiled. “I have connections in the independent film industry, and they are currently working on a documentary about outdated technology. I would like to reach out to them and inquire about the possibility of trading interviews and store access for their film, in exchange for doing some small filming and voice-over work for Rewind. I’d like to record you talking about the films you love. My goal is to enhance the engagement and historical aspect of Rewind Rentals.”

      “Could we shoot video, or would it be more like a song?” I asked.

      “I’m considering capturing videos of collectibles, films, and even the filming sites of that movie that was made here in the early 2000s.” Flynn shoved a bite of sweet and sour chicken into his mouth. “Mmm. I forgot how good this was.”

      “Okay.”

      “Okay?” he asked.

      “Okay, call your friend and see if they’re interested in using Rewind Rentals for their movie,” I said.

      “Alrighty then, I’ll make the call today.”

      “What other ideas did you have?”

      “What are your thoughts on hosting events, like a movie night or film trivia?”

      I nodded, intrigued by the idea. “That could work. We used to have movie nights years ago, but we stopped them because attendance dropped off. We have a giant room upstairs, and my grandparents set up an old projector. I always thought it would be great to bring in a bunch of couches and chairs. Really comfy stuff and serve popcorn, candy, you know? Maybe it’s time to bring them back?”

      “Exactly,” Flynn said, leaning forward. “We can market it on social media, get the word out. Create some buzz. Bring in a popcorn machine and candy. I think it would have a lot of potential. I have a furniture guy as well.”

      “Of course you do,” I laughed and took a bite of my rice. I hesitated, the familiar doubt creeping in. “But what if it doesn’t work? What if we put in all this effort and still don’t make enough to keep the store open?”

      Flynn reached across the table, his hand covering mine. “We won’t know unless we try, Amelia.”

      His touch was warm, reassuring, and I believed him. For better or worse, what was a few thousand dollars and a failed try? The store would close if we didn’t do something.

      “Okay,” I breathed. “Let’s do it.”

      After lunch, we headed back to the store with a renewed sense of purpose. Flynn set up a makeshift office in the back of the room, and we started brainstorming ideas for movie nights. We created a list of potential themes, from classic film noir to 80s nostalgia, and began drafting a marketing plan.

      As the afternoon wore on, the store filled with customers, and I found myself feeling more and more excited. Organizing the inventory, chatting with regulars, and even handling the ancient cash register—it all felt familiar.

      Flynn was right there beside me, effortlessly chatting with customers and making them feel welcome. His presence brought a new energy to the store, one I hadn’t realized was missing until now. Maybe it was his casual demeanor, the way he treated every stranger off the street like they were an old friend. It was disarming, and I could see how people were drawn to him.

      By closing time, we were both exhausted but filled with a renewed exhilaration, the kind that comes from a day well spent.

      “Thanks for today,” I said, turning the key in the lock. When I glanced up, Flynn was leaning against the doorway, looking far more attractive than he had any right to. The musky, woodsy scent of him filled the air between us, intoxicating and impossible to ignore.

      “Glad to hear it. I meant what I said earlier—I’m here to help. Whatever it takes,” Flynn said, nodding, a small smile tugging at the corners of his lips.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow,” I replied, waving goodbye.

      “Looking forward to it,” he added, his voice low and smooth, almost a purr.

      I watched him walk away, his confident stride making it hard to look away. As much as I was starting to recognize the value he brought, a nagging voice in the back of my mind reminded me that letting him in was a risk. He left me once before, and the fear that he could do it again lingered. I needed to stay focused on saving the store, not on someone who might bail on me when I needed them most.
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      Cleaning out the back room proved to be more of a workout than I’d anticipated. Dust swirled in the air, catching the light streaming through the small window, and my muscles ached from moving boxes and old equipment. Amelia was just as dedicated, sorting through piles of old VHS tapes, DVDs, and even film canisters. She moved with an intensity that only she could muster.

      “Hey, Amelia,” I called out, pulling a large, dusty projector from a corner. “Look at this. I didn’t know your grandparents had one of these.”

      Amelia glanced up, her eyes widening. “Wow, that’s ancient. I think they used it for movie nights way back in the day.”

      “We should clean it up and see if it still works,” I suggested, already feeling a surge of excitement at the idea.

      “Good idea,” she said, smiling. “It could be a great addition to our movie nights.”

      “Do you have any reels for it?”

      “Yeah, those film canisters over there,” she pointed to a shelf stacked with giant round metal containers.

      “Wicked.”

      We spent the next hour cleaning and setting up the projector, our hands brushing occasionally as we worked side by side. Each touch sent a jolt through me. I shook it away, reminding myself why I was here. Amelia needed help saving the store, not a complicated romantic entanglement.

      “Okay, moment of truth,” I said as I loaded an old film reel labeled ‘Opening Day’ onto the projector. “Let’s see if this thing still works.”

      The projector whirred to life, casting a flickering image on the wall. We watched in amazement as the scenes from the store’s opening day played out before us. The footage was grainy, but it was charming, showing Amelia’s grandparents welcoming their first customer.

      “This is incredible,” Amelia whispered, her eyes glistening with nostalgia.

      As the film continued to play, I couldn’t help but feel a deep connection to this place. It wasn’t just about saving a store. It was about preserving a piece of history, a legacy that meant so much to Amelia and her family. I glanced at her, noticing the soft smile on her lips as she watched the old footage. Her passion for Rewind Rentals was palpable, and I admired her more for it.

      “Flynn, look at this,” she said, her voice filled with excitement. She pointed to a scene in the film where her grandparents were standing. “They used to host all kinds of educational movies with the local kids and the library. They were really into giving back to the community.”

      “That’s amazing,” I said. “We could bring something like that back. Make it part of our community outreach.”

      Amelia nodded, her eyes shining. “Yeah, I think that would be wonderful. It’s a way to honor their legacy and also bring more people in.”

      As we watched the footage, a peculiar energy seemed to vibrate through the room, making the hairs on my arms stand on end. Suddenly, a bright flash of light erupted from the projector, illuminating the room with a brilliance that seemed to pause time for a moment. Amelia and I both jumped back, shielding our eyes.

      When the light faded, we turned to look at the wall. The film continued to play. But something wasn’t right. Hanging on the dusty wall was a faded movie poster, one neither of us remembered seeing before.

      “What the heck is that?” Amelia asked.

      I stepped closer, examining the poster. “It’s that old classic by Hitchcock, The Birds.” I couldn’t shake the feeling that it hadn’t been there before.

      “Was that always there?” I asked, glancing at Amelia, who shook her head slowly.

      “I’m not sure. How odd...” she murmured, touching the edge of the poster gingerly.

      We didn’t make a big deal of it, chalking it up to a trick of the light or an overlooked relic from the past. But as we returned to our work, the poster remained, its presence a silent testament to the magic that lingered in the air of Rewind Rentals.

      We spent the next hour lost in the memories captured on the film. It was a beautiful reminder of what Rewind Rentals stood for and why it was worth fighting for. When the reel ended, we sat in silence for a moment, letting the nostalgia wash over us.

      “I’m glad you’re here, Flynn,” Amelia said. A smile played at her lips. “I don’t think I could do this without you.”

      Her words took me by surprise, and I felt a warmth spread through my chest. “I’m glad to be here too, Amelia.”

      

      As we continued working over the next week, I started implementing some of my ideas. I brought in a team to update the store’s electronic filing system. At first, Amelia resisted, clinging to the old ways, but as my guy highlighted the advantages, her perspective shifted. It made managing the inventory easier and allowed us to focus more on the customer experience.

      The more time we spent together, the more our shared history and unresolved feelings surfaced. One evening, as we were wrapping up for the night, Amelia turned to me, her expression serious. “Flynn, I need to ask you something.”

      “Sure, what is it?” I asked, a knot suddenly forming in my stomach.

      “Why did you come back?” Her voice was barely above a whisper. “I mean, really come back. Was it just because Jake begged you for the sake of the store? Or was it something else?”

      I took a deep breath, choosing my words carefully. “It started with the store, Amelia. But being here, working with you, it’s made me realize that being here has always meant more. I missed Coral Cove, but more than that… I missed you.”

      She looked at me, her eyes searching mine for the truth. “I missed you too, Flynn,” she admitted. “But I don’t know if I can go back. A lot has changed in six years.”

      “You were counting?” I asked.

      She shrugged.

      “I’m not going anywhere, Amelia.”

      There was a moment before she replied. In that moment, it felt as though a weight had been lifted, and a sense of lightness washed over me. We stood there, surrounded by the history we were fighting to preserve. She reached for my hand. “I’ve heard that one before.”

      “Ouch. I guess I deserved that.”

      Amelia laced her fingers in mine. Maybe all wasn’t lost.
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