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The fundamental rule of Rewinds is that each member of the Mulligan family gets only one. The purpose of allowing just a single chance to redo a moment from the last 365 days is meant to encourage careful consideration, though some argue it’s down to stinginess.

excerpt from ‘rewinds 101’ by frank mulligan

Today is the day I’m going to tell Sawyer Cook that I love him.

Something I’ve wanted to do for months.

Something I should’ve done a year – maybe even years – ago.

I’m finally going to do it. I’m going to tell my best friend how I feel.

Today …

… the day I decided to dye my hair highlighter orange.

I blink at my reflection in the mirror that hangs above the bus station bathroom’s avocado-green sink. ‘I look,’ I say numbly, swallowing, ‘like a Troll doll.’

I pluck up the empty box of hair dye tipped sideways on the sink’s edge so I can double-check the colour for the eightieth time since I finished drying my hair underneath the hand dryer. Yes, the dye is officially named ‘Tangerine Scream’, but where the girl on the box has hair woven with warm streaks of auburn and gold, mine is an eye-watering shade of candy-corn orange. Dyeing your hair any colour of the rainbow is always going to be a risk, especially when you do it in a bus station bathroom, but it’s not like I haven’t done this before. It’s been my ritual ever since I started spending my summers at my aunt’s place in Cielo Springs, separating myself from my home in New York, marking myself as California Dixie. So how did the thought that I might look like the Cheeto Cheetah not occur to me when I agonised over the boxes of hair dye in Duane Reade for over an hour yesterday? That, even though I dye my hair a different shade of neon every summer, this time it might be smarter to go for something softer, like lavender, or a really pretty, delicate blue? Something that won’t make Sawyer have to shield his eyes from me like I’m a supernova as I pour my heart out to him?

As I throw the hair dye box into the trash, my phone buzzes from my pocket. My heart immediately launches into my throat, but it’s not Sawyer telling me he’s outside, or even that he’s on his way. I haven’t heard from him since I sent him a copy of my bus ticket to Cielo Springs a couple weeks ago, and he responded with a thumbs-up emoji. This time, it’s an email from my grandma. Or, more accurately, it’s my grandma’s newsletter. I know Sawyer will be here soon and I should be getting ready, but I’ll take any distraction from my panic, especially if it means I don’t have to look at my hair.

the mulligan family news

Greetings from Puerto Vallarta!

Carol and I are having a fabulous time at the hotel. Two-for-one piña coladas! We lost the limbo contest, but our spirits remain high. Carol thinks it might have something to do with the two-for-one piña coladas. Who can say?!

Due to the recent hack of Frank’s email account, all Rewind-related paperwork will now be sent via fax. Apparently, the hacking has come from somewhere in Australia. I’ve tried to contact their local authorities, but the call waiting times are impossibly long. Five hours!! Due to popular demand, Frank has written a new series of informative blobs for the website about the Rewind, including a list of all the Rewinds our little clan has enacted over time (a little Mulligan family history, if you will!!) so have a look when you get a chance. If you have any questions, just email, call, or comment on the blob post and I will respond ASAP.

Carol and I will be back Stateside in a couple of days. Pat, did the doctor ever call you back? The hotel front desk said you tried to call, but I was taking a nap. In the meantime, I hope you’re all having a great summer so far, or as they say here in Mexico, ¡Que tengan un buen verano!

Love, Lois (Grandma, Mom, Auntie Lolo, Great-Aunt Lo, Sis, etc.)

My grandma’s newsletter is accompanied by a picture of her and my great-aunt Carol sitting by their hotel’s pool in Mexico, each holding two yellow cocktails topped with fat pineapple wedges. Somehow my grandma can write a surprisingly engaging email newsletter but still can’t remember it’s ‘blog’ and not ‘blob’.

When I glance up again and catch my reflection in the mirror, Grandma’s newsletter still open on my phone, it only now occurs to me that I could technically take my hair colour choice back. Use my Rewind to pick cotton-candy pink or a sleek silver. But just as quickly as the idea enters my head, I toss it out again. Each member of our family only gets one Rewind, so enacting it is a really big deal. Plus, do I really want my family to see that I used mine to change my hair colour from disgusting orange to pastel purple? Even if it is just on a post on my grandma’s ‘blob’, sandwiched between pictures of her video store’s Christmas window display and her favourite Spanish-inspired breakfast recipes.

‘Good afternoon,’ a bored voice says over the bus station’s intercom, the sound ricocheting off the bathroom’s yellowing tiles. ‘The Cielo Springs bus station will be closing in five minutes. Anyone waiting for the six fifty-eight bus to San Diego is advised—’

Five minutes. Sawyer will be here in five minutes.

With a brush I pluck out of my backpack, I scrape my hair into a high bun, hoping the fact that it’s tight against my head means it won’t catch the light as much. The fact that I didn’t really sleep last night is alive on my face, in the dark circles under my eyes and the greyish tinge to my skin. Staring at myself in the mirror, I scrub my hands down my cheeks to give them some semblance of life, but now I only look like I’ve been slapped.

The lobby of the Cielo Springs bus station isn’t much bigger or busier than the women’s bathroom. The three wooden benches lining the walls are occupied by a sleeping man and a couple eating from the same bag of trail mix. Nobody seems concerned about the bus station’s imminent closure. The walls are decked with 1920s-style tourism posters for Cielo Springs, the ‘Gem of the Anza Borrego Desert’, speckled with cartoon cacti and adobe-coloured hills. In the corner are two half-empty vending machines and a small ticket office, at which sits the owner of the bored intercom voice reading a NASCAR magazine. Like always, I wait for everyone in the lobby to turn to me as one, the people of this city that’s not even big enough to be a speck of dust on a map of California to somehow see straight through my neon mask, their pitying cringes at my ugly hair becoming open-mouthed stares. But when nobody does, relief trickles through me. I’m just a girl who made a poor hair-colour choice. Nothing special.

Goose bumps prickle my arms as the air-conditioning vent above me sends down a frigid breeze. But the moment I shove open the glass door leading to the bus station parking lot, the cold evaporates, replaced by a blanket of hot air so heavy, it almost feels like water. Even though the sunlight is fading, heat clings to every inch of my exposed skin. I can already feel the sweat forming along my shoulders, under my armpits and across my top lip. It has to be at least a hundred degrees, probably more, not a breeze or coastline for miles.

I shut my eyes and breathe in deep, the boiling air heating my lungs. Home.

From the way I see it, I’ve got two options as to when I can tell Sawyer that I am deliriously in love with him:


	Immediately. As in, the moment I see him. With this option, I can use the sort of nervous mania I’ve built up over my day of travelling to propel me into getting it over with. Plus, if he laughs in my face, I’m already at the bus station, which means it won’t take as long for me to flee the state.

	In a few hours, after we’ve had time to settle in. Even under normal circumstances, when Sawyer and I have spent the last year in almost constant communication, the first five minutes of seeing each other again IRL are always awkward, both of us so giddy to be reunited that we mostly swing between talking over each other and repeating the same questions before eventually relaxing into our usual, easy banter. Now that we’ve barely spoken since April, I don’t know how things’ll be. This way, I can give us some time to get back into us before threatening to ruin everything. Again. But on the other hand, the longer I wait, the higher the chance that I’ll chicken out.



The unmistakable sound of the Datsun approaching cuts through my thoughts. The engine has this way of sounding like it’s filled with marbles, but that Sawyer’s uncle claims is completely normal for a car made in the ’80s. It noses into the parking lot, its windshield caught in the sun so that I can’t see the driver’s face. All day, I’ve wondered what this moment will look like. Whether Sawyer will be cold, whether or not he’ll pretend nothing happened between us. If I’ll even recognise him. But when the Datsun stops in front of me and the driver’s side door swings open, I’d know that mop of dirty-blond hair anywhere.

‘You’re here,’ I say, too quiet for him to hear.

Only now that I can see him, here, in the flesh, do I even let myself admit to the other possibility that’s been circling my head all day – that he wouldn’t show up at all. That no matter how much him picking me up from the Cielo Springs bus station at the start of summer has become a tradition for us, this would be the first year where I had to call my aunt instead, or get an Uber. Sawyer had never even said he would pick me up this time, not technically; I just couldn’t acknowledge the possibility that he wouldn’t. Because that would mean things between us were officially over.

But he’s here. At the sight of him, a knot of tension loosens in my chest.

‘Sorry I’m kinda late,’ Sawyer calls. He has this way of cutting through the niceties, as though his greetings are just implied. ‘Bubblemania ran out of passion fruit bubble tea, so I spent like twenty minutes trying to decide between mango and honeydew.’ He waves his arms, shooing the thought away. ‘It was all very stressful.’

For reasons I can’t describe, I do a tiny bow. ‘Hello to you,’ I say as he rounds the car. I want to say more, but at the sight of him, my mouth goes dry and I think I might hurl all over the sidewalk.

When he turns and sees me, Sawyer’s eyes widen for a fraction of a second, as though he too can’t believe I’m actually here. And after what happened a couple months ago, can I blame him? But when Sawyer reaches me, he opens his arms wide and pulls me into a hug. He’s still an entire head taller than me, so my face buries into his chest and the soft blue fabric of his T-shirt. He smells of some boyish deodorant and buttered popcorn, his chin resting against my scalp. Being this close to him, feeling the sharp boniness of his arms wrapped around me, feels as good as I remember. I can hear the voice at the back of my head whispering for me to choose option one. Just tell him how I feel right now. Get it over with, before I lose the courage to do it at all.

‘So, were we going for jack-o’-lantern this summer?’ he says before I can say anything, his jaw thudding against my skull. ‘Or fire? Or, like, jack-o’-lanterns on fire.’

I pull back, pretend to smooth down my hair. ‘I was actually going for traffic cone.’

Sawyer lets go so he can give me two thumbs up. ‘Oh my god, you nailed it,’ he says as he reaches for my suitcase. ‘Truly. You’re like a talking roadblock. It’s uncanny.’

He opens the Datsun’s trunk and swings my suitcase inside as I slip into the passenger seat. Option two it is. It’s probably better this way, gauging the temperature of me and him before I hurtle the wrench that is confessing my undying love into the already delicate state of our friendship.

Sitting just below the emergency brake are two plastic cups, straws wide enough to suck up the dark purple, dime-sized tapioca pearls that are clumped underneath a layer of ice like fish eggs. Both drinks are identical, filled with a creamy yellow liquid. Greeting each other with bubble tea has been another of our traditions that started only weeks after Sawyer and I met that first summer in Cielo Springs, broken just once when it was his turn and he missed his alarm, so had to choose between picking me up late or skipping bubble tea duty. He picked wrong.

‘Okay, don’t freak out, but I went for mango.’ Sawyer drops into the driver’s seat and nods at the bubble tea between us. ‘It’s nowhere near as good as passion fruit, but I didn’t want to show up without bubble tea again after last time.’

I bite down on my lip, careful to keep my eyes on one of the cup’s lids and the shaky S scribbled across the plastic. Last time? Does Sawyer mean the last time he didn’t show up with bubble tea, or the last time I saw him? At even the idea of the latter, I clench my hands in my lap until my knuckles blanch.

Sawyer doesn’t seem to notice, his eyes trained on the windshield as he eases out of the parking lot. The same tiny figures of people eating ice cream, their little plastic legs dangling over the car’s digital clock, are stuck to the dashboard with Blu Tack where they’ve always been since Sawyer first got the Datsun.

Seeing them, I smile. ‘Rodney and Tamara are still going strong, I see,’ I say, nudging my fingernail against the dark hair of the woman eating chocolate ice cream. She’s no bigger than half my pinkie finger, her features all mottled and melted from the sun.

‘Rodney fell off after I hit a pothole a couple weeks ago,’ Sawyer says. ‘His foot is still somewhere on the floor down here, so I had to replace it with one off another little guy.’

When I squint at Rodney’s foot, I can see the almost invisible line where Sawyer has glued on the new boot. He’s always been really good with the tiny figurines he collects for all the stop-motion short movies he films in his garage, Sawyer’s fingers somehow just as nimble as they are delicate.

The bus station sits at the top of town, so once it’s behind us, we’re spilled immediately on to Cielo Avenue, which cuts straight through all the highlights of Cielo Springs. The city first popped up after being a popular campsite in the 1800s. It grew slowly in the beginning, just a few houses, a café and a general store, but it exploded at the turn of the century when people from nearby cities realised the desert heat was good for their pores. Restaurants and a library opened up. Eventually it became a full-fledged city with a tourism board and everything. San Diego is nearly two hours away and Los Angeles nearly three, so both are close enough for a weekend trip but far enough away so that Cielo Springs isn’t ruined by their inhabitants’ constant presence.

The sun has almost set completely, evening smashing down the last fragments of light behind the mountains on the horizon. Cielo Springs isn’t usually this dark when I first arrive, but my flight from New York was delayed, forcing me to catch the later bus out to the desert. Sawyer gestures animatedly with bubble tea in hand at a new ice-cream place where the old dry cleaner’s used to be, a coffee shop with farm-style benches lined out below the front window. I nod along, taking slow sips of my drink. This is my fourth summer here, and so I know every inch of this town. But somehow, after barely speaking to Sawyer for the last few months and therefore not inhabiting it via his stories, Cielo Springs feels almost like something I remember from a dream. Familiar, and yet also suddenly foreign, something I need to relearn.

As we drive, a guitar strums quietly from the Datsun’s speakers, a song I could recite in my sleep; it’s from the soundtrack to Sawyer’s and my favourite movie, The Middle, a classic rock song that was made for road trips along wide, dusty roads. I nibble the end of my straw, letting the bubble tea pool in my mouth. He’s right, the mango isn’t as good as passion fruit, the sharp tang of citrus stinging my tongue. I’ve barely said ten words since we got in the car, as though by opening my mouth I risk unleashing every thought that’s been rushing through my head since spring break.

Sawyer, as if realising this too, turns to me. ‘How was your flight?’ he asks. ‘Did anyone try to sell you guitar strings?’

He’s referring to last summer, when a middle-aged guy tried to sell me strings that looked suspiciously like fishing wire for a guitar I didn’t have and neither did he. For two hours, he just stretched the fishing wire over an empty Kleenex box and pretended to strum out some Elvis song.

Sawyer stares at me with his eyebrows raised, waiting for my answer. If I want to tell him how I feel, we have to get back in our rhythm first, get over the weirdness of being apart for so long so that I don’t add an extra helping of awkward on top of my already uncomfortable. It’s occurred to me before that I could just surpass all this weirdness by using my Rewind, making it so we never had this weirdness at all, but I know I can still fix this thing with Sawyer. I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t.

I swallow hard. ‘It was shockingly boring,’ I say, fighting to keep my voice even. ‘Which was disappointing, since the only movies the airplane had were Barracuda originals.’

Sawyer pretends to gag. ‘Barf,’ he says. ‘Tell me you abstained.’

‘Obviously I abstained,’ I say, wrinkling my nose. ‘How dare you.’

As employees of the Triple Star Movie Theatre – AKA the Trip, AKA Cielo Springs’s only cinema, AKA the single greatest place on earth, not least because it’s owned and managed by my aunt, Kate – Sawyer and I are generally suspicious of using streaming platforms for anything other than series. But now Barracuda, which was relatively small and unthreatening up until about a year ago, has taken things up a notch by essentially buying out directors and making themselves the sole platform for whole cinematic empires. It’s the kind of thing that can wipe movie theatres as we know them, including the Trip, off the map.

‘So, what’d you do the whole flight?’ Sawyer asks.

Think about you.

‘I mostly watched the flight map,’ I say. ‘Did you know there’s a North and a South Dakota?’

He snorts. ‘Home-schooling failed you.’

As we pull up to a red light near the insurance office Sawyer’s dad works at, I glance at him out of the corner of my eye so as not to make it obvious I’m watching him. He doesn’t immediately look much different from last summer, but the longer I stare at him, the more I can see the months I’ve missed: he’s let his hair grow out a little bit so it curls around his ears, and his cheekbones are sharper, his shoulders wider, muscles he didn’t have before weaving along his arms. His long fingers curl around the steering wheel, and something about the way he flexes them makes my stomach flip. At that exact moment, Sawyer looks over at me. I try to glance away but he’s already caught me, and so I smile weakly, trying to hide my blush. Sawyer returns the smile, and it’s then I see he’s blushing too.

By the time we reach my aunt’s house, night has fully descended. The streetlamps are on, illuminating the empty sidewalk but leaving the rest of the houses along the cul-de-sac cloaked in darkness. When Sawyer turns off the car, the headlights dying, I can still make out the dusty off-white exterior of my aunt’s house, the lawn covered not in grass but layers of stones and squat succulents. In the driveway is my cousin’s home-made skate ramp, the one Sawyer and I helped him build two summers ago.

With the stereo off, the only sound in the car is Sawyer swishing his straw around the quickly evaporating ice at the bottom of his cup. We sit in silence for what has to be a full minute, Sawyer’s eyes glued to his drink. I wipe the condensation from my hands along the tops of my thighs and swallow. It has to be now. I have to tell him now, before we go into my aunt’s house and everything descends into chaos, all the welcome-back hugs and fresh, steaming boxes of pizza I know are waiting on the dinner table.

‘Sawyer, I have to—’ I start to say, just as he says, ‘Do you remember—’

We both smile at each other thinly, trailing into nervous laughter. ‘You go first,’ he says.

‘No, no,’ I say, shaking my head. ‘You go.’

He sets what’s left of his bubble tea back in the cup holder and drums his hands against his thighs. I know I should be paying attention to whatever it is he’s about to say, but I suddenly can’t stop looking at his mouth, wishing I could just kiss him the way I’ve thought about doing almost every night for the past year. The way I know he wanted to too, because he’d told me. When I glance up, Sawyer is looking at me, his lips parted just a fraction of an inch, and it’s in this moment where I realise, maybe I don’t have to tell him I love him. Not yet. Maybe he’s going to say it first.

‘This is the part where you say something,’ I say, the air between us so thick I could bite it.

Sawyer shakes his head as though to wake himself from a dream. ‘Yeah,’ he says, laughing quietly, blinking. ‘Sorry, I just got kind of … distracted.’ I can almost trace the nervous swallow as it slips down his throat. ‘I feel like we should talk,’ he says slowly.

Oh god, here it comes. Everything in me is charged, like all my nerve endings are sizzling on the surface of my skin.

‘Same.’

‘What the hell are you two doing out there?’ a voice calls from the front door. Sawyer and I startle in our seats, squinting as the security light on my aunt’s porch springs to life. I can just make out the figure of my aunt Kate standing beneath it, waving. ‘Get in here before these pizzas get cold!’

Sawyer smiles sheepishly, silence settling over us again.

‘Did you,’ I say, clearing my throat. ‘I mean, did you still want to say something?’

He glances out his window at Kate and bites his lip. ‘I feel like she’s gonna keep standing there if we don’t go in.’

I sigh. He’s probably right. The moment between us is gone anyway, at least for now.

‘After dinner?’ he says.

‘Of course,’ I say. He always stays over after dinner on my first night back so we can map out all the movies we’re going to watch over the summer ahead. ‘I made you a slideshow of this summer’s movie list, starting with Black Widow. There are seventy-two movies in total, six of which are from the Marvel universe, but if you just hear me out—’

‘And, this is where I get out of the car,’ Sawyer says as he opens his door and pushes himself out of the Datsun.

‘You know you can’t avoid Marvel for long,’ I shout after him. ‘Not when I’m here.’

I scramble out of the car as Sawyer retrieves my suitcase from the trunk. He’s got this weird prejudice against Marvel movies, as though they’re all still just about boring white dudes in capes. As I watch him wheel my suitcase towards me, I let go of a breath along with whatever Sawyer and I might’ve said to each other. We still have later tonight. I can feel how close it is, that easiness between us, eating too-buttered popcorn for lunch, cartwheeling across the floors of empty theatres at the Trip, watching movies on Sawyer’s laptop until three in the morning on my bed. All I have to do is make it to tonight.






[image: Chapter Two.]

The first recorded Rewind was enacted in 1846 by Francis Mulligan, who wished so hard he could take back a trade for a new goat that one morning he awoke and it was so. Since then, the Rewind has become more official (i.e. more paperwork!), but the basic premise is still there – regret it enough, and you just might get your wish.

excerpt from ‘a rewind through history’ by frank mulligan

Sawyer and I met exactly four years ago to the day, that first time I visited Cielo Springs. His dad moved here when Sawyer was in seventh grade, but it wasn’t until he and my cousin Bunny did theatre tech together for their middle school’s production of Fiddler on the Roof that they became friends. On my first night in Cielo Springs, my hair freshly dyed radioactive purple, Bunny mentioned that his friend, who would be helping out at the Trip over the summer, was joining us for pizza. Sawyer appeared on the doorstep a few minutes later in a white T-shirt with holes in the collar and brown corduroy pants. I knew instantly we’d be friends from the easy way we began teasing each other, as though we’d been hanging out for years. By the end of that summer, we were inseparable.

Before I can even make it inside the house, Kate is wrapping me into a hug. ‘There’s my girl,’ she says into the side of my head. Her white-blonde hair is tied loosely in a braid, jean shorts frayed around her thighs. If you squint your eyes and know what to look for, she looks exactly like my mom, same long arms and sharp shoulders. ‘Please excuse the shit show that is this,’ she says as she leans back, gesturing to her torso. Tiny flecks of white paint are scattered across her pale collarbones and faintly lined cheeks. ‘We’ll get into it later.’ She flicks the bun tied on top of my head. ‘Loving this, by the way. Very Beaker from The Muppets. I’m into it.’ Before I can say anything back, she pulls me into the house, shouting down the hallway, ‘Benjamin, darling, she’s here.’

A door slams at the back of the house, followed by the sound of footsteps pounding against the tiled hall. Within seconds, a blur of white-blond charges towards me, cinching his arms around my neck in a bone-crunching embrace.

My cousin Bunny sucks in a big breath, his shoulder-length hair squished against the side of my face. ‘You smell like airplane food and nail polish,’ he says wistfully, sighing.

Kate’s house is small, packed with a mixture of antique wooden furniture and bright yellow, red and orange cushions. The living-room walls are painted a deep green and covered almost completely in paintings, old movie posters and pictures. The biggest one sits right in the middle above the TV, a picture of Kate and my uncle Rob standing in front of the
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‘Dinner!’

I wrench myself up from my place on the living-room’s wraparound couch, Sawyer stretching his arms towards the ceiling beside me. Harvey turns off the TV and the weird home renovation show we’d been watching, the one where the contestants have to convert a barn into a house while the animals are still living in it.

Before we can cross into the kitchen, my mom cuts us off in the doorway. ‘Okay, remember,’ she says in a low voice, ‘happy faces. He’s been working on this for two hours, so just eat it quietly and I’ll pay your hospital bills later, okay?’

The three of us nod back.

She turns around and clasps her hands at her heart. ‘Well, doesn’t this look good?’ she exclaims cheerfully as we make our way into the kitchen.

Scattered across the kitchen island are five identical salad bowls filled with a gloopy helping of rice. My dad stands over them sprinkling shavings of parmesan cheese, his face far too bright and excited considering the amount of times he’s set off the fire alarm tonight.

‘So, what’s on the menu?’ Sawyer says once we’ve all taken our seats at the tall barstools.

My dad rubs his hands together. ‘Lemon and pea risotto.’

That would be why the kitchen smells like a combination of burnt butter and cleaning products. I look down at my bowl and try not to grimace. The grains of rice are so sludgy they almost look like soup, with yellowing, overcooked peas stagnating on top.

‘Looks great,’ Harvey says, fear glittering in his eyes.

Since the three of us started classes a couple weeks ago, Tuesday has become family dinner night at my house. So far, my dad has made us lamb that looked way too similar to the sludge you see at the bottom of the subway tracks (the meal Sawyer referred to as ‘garbage lamb’), French toast casserole still soggy with uncooked eggs at the bottom, and a Tikka Masala curry that, for some reason, made all our hands burn for hours after we ate it. Cooking is one of the only new hobbies my dad has taken up since having a break from filmmaking that’s stuck around. The others – pottery, woodworking, photography – he’d tried once and decided they weren’t for him. Same with the running club he’d joined and quit after the fourth block. Next week, he’s going to a community gardening club on Roosevelt Island. All those, I could get behind, mostly because they weren’t at risk of killing me. But my mom insisted we had to be encouraging of his new ventures, even though I knew Dad being home so much was secretly driving her out of her mind. She’d recently started pretending to take afternoon naps just so she could have five minutes without my dad offering to make her coffee, do a crossword, ask if she wanted to go for a walk. It was hilarious and kind of cute.

Mom is the first to brave a taste of dinner. ‘Mmm,’ she says, flashing my dad a tight-lipped smile. He beams at her and digs into his own meal, giving Mom enough time to chug at least half her glass of wine.

I dip my fork in and get a few grains of rice and a pea, but when I put them in my mouth, the taste of lemon is so overpowering, my eyes water. Fortunately, Dad is only a few seconds behind me; after taking his first bite, he coughs loudly and drops his fork on to the table.

‘Well, that’s inedible,’ he says with a long breath.

Mom stands. ‘I’ll get the takeout menus.’

The usual shuffling and relieved sighing ensues.

‘Sorry, guys,’ Dad says sheepishly. ‘The recipe called for four tablespoons of lemon juice, so I figured that was one lemon per tablespoon, right?’

‘I don’t—’ Harvey starts to say, but I shoot him a look. Encouraging. We’re supposed to be encouraging. He smiles tightly instead. ‘Don’t worry about it.’

Mom returns with a handful of takeout menus and spreads them across the island. We only argue for about seven minutes – a new record – before deciding on a Chinese restaurant a couple blocks over.

A phone rings. We all pat our pockets but it’s my dad who produces his cell, grimacing down at the screen before declining the call and turning it face down on the counter.

‘Who was that?’ I ask.

‘Just Candace,’ he says. Candace is my dad’s new PA that he hired to replace Harvey once he started at Columbia. She’s sixty, lives by herself in an apartment above a pizza shop, and only wears neon leggings underneath chunky sweaters. She is my hero. ‘She’s chasing me to confirm the Midwest tour dates for November, but NYU want me there promoting the scholarship. Plus, she’s mad I didn’t take her to James Franco’s Barracuda party, so that’s a whole mess.’

As of two weeks ago, my dad had signed a deal with Barracuda. It was completely different from the one they’d initially approached him with: they’d have the streaming rights for all past Roman Numeral films, but all future ones would still go to theatres before eventually ending up on Barracuda. Dad wouldn’t be directing them, but had launched an appeal for new, younger voices to join Roman Numeral and he’d executive produce from afar, until the company could keep going without him. As a result, the deal was for less than the original three-hundred million, but it was still a lot. Plenty to keep us going and create a scholarship at NYU to help people without the means to study film. Plus, he’d started touring movie theatres in New York on the weekends, holding surprise events with me in tow, where I took pictures for the group chat we now shared with Mom and Eli. But most of the time, he was home. Reading the newspaper on his iPad, meeting me for coffee between classes and cooking terrible food.

He’d understandably been confused at first, when I floated the idea to take the Barracuda deal. But when we’d started brainstorming all the things he could do with the money, a bright light had shone behind his eyes. There would be work involved, obviously, and he’d have to go away every now and then. But for the first time in ten years, I understood what that meant, and that he’d always come back because me and my mom were his home.

‘What about the Trip?’ I say. ‘Are you doing something when we go to Cielo Springs for Thanksgiving?’

Me, Mom, Dad and Harvey are going for a week this fall, staying at the La Cielo so my grandma can stay with Kate. It’s more or less guaranteed to be a shit show in the best kind of way.

‘Didn’t you hear?’ Sawyer says. ‘The Trip is booked up on events until, like, February. Kate says they have stuff on almost every night.’

Ever since The Middle screening in the summer, the Trip has been overloaded with visitors. The publicity my parents brought was overwhelming, making national and international news. Since then, people have been using the Trip as an events space, a place for private screenings and somewhere to congregate during the day. Kate and Aaron are even talking about teaming up and starting Cielo Springs’s very own film festival.

A phone rings again, but when my dad flips his cell around, he frowns down at the darkened screen. ‘Not me,’ he says, shrugging.

‘It’s me.’ Harvey holds his phone out in front of him. ‘Hey, skater boy,’ he says, face splitting into a wide grin as Bunny appears on FaceTime.

When he and my parents flew back from Cielo Springs, Harvey came out to his dad and told him about our ‘break-up’. He didn’t give us many details about what happened next, but when he called my parents to ask if he could stay the night at their house, they not only said yes, but cleared out my dad’s office and converted it into a bedroom. Now, Harvey lives with them, at least when he’s not at school or visiting his sister.

It didn’t take long for him and Bunny to pick up exactly where they’d left off after my mom used her Rewind, sneaking into PR One when they thought nobody was looking and touching each other’s hair way more than was normal. At first it was weird to think of Bunny calling New York for anyone but me, but now we were spending our first holiday together as a family in forever, so I got over it.

‘I’m here with—’ Harvey starts to say, before his smile slides away. ‘Oh my god,’ he exclaims. ‘What happened?’

At the sound of Harvey’s panic, Sawyer and I scramble to stand behind him so we can get a better view of the phone. Bunny is propped up on a bed, his blond hair limp and his usually giant shirt replaced with an equally ill-fitting hospital gown.

‘Hey, guys.’ Bunny sounds as though he’s just swallowed a handful of gravel. He swivels the phone around so we can see the bottom half of the bed, where his right foot is so wrapped in bandages, it’s almost four times its normal size. A couple of purplish toes poke out of the top. ‘I broke my foot.’

‘Yeah, no shit,’ Sawyer says. ‘What happened?’

‘I was trying to grab some Skittles from the Tower of Doom,’ he says. ‘I stood on the desk chair, but the box was too stuck and the chair went all crazy and spun around and I fell off. My foot got twisted, so when I went down, I snapped the tendons that’re—’

‘Stop talking,’ I shriek as I cover my ears with both hands.

Kate appears in the hospital room doorway just beyond Bunny’s foot, holding a paper coffee cup in either hand. ‘Is that Harvey?’ she says to my cousin, before the camera shifts back to Bunny’s face with Kate leaning in close. ‘Hi, gang,’ she says to us all, waving.

‘But what about the skateboarding tournament thing?’ I say. ‘Isn’t that, like,’ it’s supposed to be at the end of September which would make it, ‘… now?’

He sighs. ‘It’s whatever,’ Bunny says, but even I can tell from the way he shakes his head that it’s far from whatever. ‘There’s always … never.’

‘Dude,’ Sawyer says sadly.

My parents have appeared behind us. ‘I’m so sorry, sweetheart,’ my mom says.

Harvey looks like he might cry.

My chest constricts as I grind my back teeth together. I push away from the counter so I can pace behind the phone. ‘Why did we stack those boxes so high?’ I say. ‘We knew it was too high, otherwise we wouldn’t have called it the Tower of Doom.’

Bunny had been practising so hard for that stupid tournament. Almost every night, every free second he had, had been dedicated to skateboarding. Sawyer and I went to watch him a couple times after work at the skate park, and while I knew from seeing him on the makeshift ramp in his driveway before that he was pretty good, I didn’t know he was that good. He made it look so simple, throwing his legs up over his head, gliding through the air as though gravity didn’t exist. This was so important to him, and while the logical part of my brain knows we could probably still buy him tickets to the X Games, it won’t be the same. All because of some boxes. Boxes I knew were stashed dangerously, that I contributed to stashing dangerously. Even on my last day in Cielo Springs, I watched as Sawyer literally pounded a box into the top left corner of the wall with his fists. If I had just said something, if we’d just taken the time to organise things like normal people …

My brain goes quiet, the rest of the room stilling. I know what I have to do.

Only when I tear down the hallway towards my room do I register Sawyer’s voice.

‘Dixie,’ he shouts after me. ‘Where are you going?’

I can barely catch my breath enough to yell back, ‘I have to call my grandma.’
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Dixie and Sawyer’s Definitive(-ish) Must-Watch Movie List

1. What We Do in the Shadows (2014)

2. Little Miss Sunshine (2006)

3. Beasts of the Southern Wild (2012)

4. Pee-wee’s Big Adventure (1985)

5. Once Upon a Time…in Hollywood (2019)

6. Dawn of the Dead (1978)

7. The Big Green (1995)

8. Kiki’s Delivery Service (1989)

9. Lisa Frankenstein (2024)

We Agreed no Marvel

10. Lars and the Real Girl (2007)

11. Her (2013)

12. Logan (2017) ← You and I both know this movie made us cry for two straight hours!!






   

REWIND TO US PLAYLIST

Ventura Highway

by America & George Martin

Bull Breed

by Royel Otis

Steve Mcqueen

by M83

love is embarrassing

by Olivia Rodrigo

Blue Monday

by New Order

Amor Fati

by Washed Out

Moth’s Wings

by Passion Pit




   

BOOK CLUB QUESTIONS


	Do you like the idea of having been born with the power of a Rewind? If you had one, do you think you’d have used it by this point in your life, or what would you consider using it for in the future?

	The Mulligan family only get one Rewind each. How do you think the story would change if they had unlimited Rewinds?

	How would you describe the genre of Rewind to Us?

	Cielo Springs has some amazingly quirky businesses, like The Trip and the movie-themed bowling alley. If you could add a venue to Cielo Springs, what would it be?

	If Sawyer had a Rewind, how do you think he might use it?

	Did you like the excerpts at the start of each chapter? Why do you think the author has used these to help explain the rules of Rewinds?

	Look back at Chapter Eleven (from page 125). Why do you think the author has used Dixie and Sawyer’s text messages to tell this part of the story?

	
The magic in Rewind to Us is tied to older forms of technology, like fax machines and blog posts. How does this connect to the themes of the story?

	In Chapter 14 (page 161) we learn about how Aunt Kate’s Rewind had unintentionally tragic consequences. Do you think she’s responsible for what happened?

	Were you surprised by the twist revealing the truth about Dixie’s parents? With hindsight, what clues were there along the way about their real identity? If you’d known the truth from the beginning of the novel, how would it have changed the way you read it?

	Rewind to Us ends on a cliffhanger – how do you imagine the story goes next? Do you think Dixie should use her Rewind to help Bunny?

	Aside from Dixie and Sawyer, who’s your favourite character in Rewind to Us, and why?

	Dixie and Sawyer fit the trope of ‘friends to lovers’. Why do you think this is such a popular theme in romance stories? What are some of your favourite other examples of friends to lovers?

	Did you spot any other romance tropes in Rewind to Us?

	Movies are a big theme of this book. If you were making an adaptation of Rewind to Us, who would you cast?
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