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      Independent authors like me are completely dependent on reviews. The truth is simple:

      Good reviews = Amazon recommending this book = my ability to write more stories.

      You don’t even need to write words — just leaving a quick ★★★★★ rating is enough to make a huge difference.

      [image: backhand index pointing right] Leave your review here:

      1.  AMAZON REVIEWS

      2. APPLE REVIEWS

      2. GOODREADS REVIEWS

      3. RUBYSCOTT.SHOP REVIEWS

      Thank you from Zoe, Alex and Ruby!
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        “My wish for you is that you continue. Continue to be who and how you are, to astonish a mean world with your acts of kindness.”

      

      

      
        
        ― Maya Angelou

      

      

      

      
        
        “Kindness begins with the understanding that we all struggle.”

      

      

      
        
        ― Charles Glassman

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          2045

        

      

    

    
      It had been a long time since Alex had taken her final bow at the Paramount Theater. The date had been Thursday 12th March 2020. In the twenty-five years since the last curtain call, the building which had once stood at the center of the cultural melting pot of the city was just a shell of its former glory. The space where the heavy red velvet curtains had once hung was now nothing more than a tarnished rail, and the stage was rotting and crumbling from years of neglect.

      The theater had been on the condemned list of buildings for years, but every attempt the city had made to demolish it and replace it with something new had been met with opposition. It was no longer fit for purpose, and no one had even thought about restoring it to its former glory, but many were still carrying around a sentimental affection for it. So, despite the attempts to have it condemned and destroyed, the theater remained vacant for twenty-five years.

      It didn’t look like much anymore, and anyone under the age of thirty would have had a hard time believing that it had once been one of the city’s greatest assets. A thick layer of dust covered every surface, dulling the interior into a monochromatic matte gray. Where there had once been a band that played smooth jazz, there was now an empty, heavy silence.

      In that silence, there was a muffled sneeze—the first in years. There was a pause, a sniffle, and then another sneeze.

      And then three more in quick succession.

      The bright light of a cell phone flashlight swung around the interior of the Paramount auditorium, over to the entrance doors that led back to the hallway where a young woman was trying (and failing) to conceal her sneezing fit. After a particularly loud sneeze that left her momentarily gasping for air, she fell silent.

      “I told you to wear a mask!” Alex shouted.

      “I wasn’t expecting it to be this bad,” Luna mumbled, her voice muffled by the sleeve she was holding over her mouth. “Fuck, I think I can taste it. I can taste the dust, Alex.”

      “It’s sad, seeing it like this,” Alex agreed, swinging her phone around to illuminate what had once been the band pit. The only thing that was left now were the remnants of the grand piano hidden under a dust sheet. “I don’t suppose you ever saw a show here, did you?”

      “I was born about five years too late for that. What about you?”

      “I stood on that stage and took a bow the night the curtain fell for the last time.” Alex looked up at the stage and pointed. “I stood right around…there.”

      “You were an actress?” Luna’s tone held the same surprise as her face, causing Alex to laugh.

      “I was a dancer. It was my last performance too. The last for me and the last for the theater. I moved onto other things after that.” Alex gave a wistful sigh. Although still blessed with a dancer’s physique, it had been a few years since she took to a dance floor.

      “Bet it looked a whole lot less creepy back then.” Her eyes kept darting around to all the dark corners.

      Alex laughed quietly, nodding. “Yeah.”

      “So, do you think we can send the survey team in to look at it?” The younger woman was looking around anxiously, eyeing up the moth-eaten dust sheets and chipped paint. It was obvious she didn’t have a lot of faith in the structural integrity of the theater.

      “Is that your way of asking if we can leave, Luna?” Alex asked with a small smile.

      “No,” the other woman said quickly. Too quickly for it to be the truth.

      “I suppose there isn’t much more you and I can do in here until we get hold of an architect and get some lights in here,” Alex admitted, reaching out to touch one of the columns to the side of the stage. Twenty-five years ago it had been a rich scarlet color, complete with embossed gold patterns. Now the paint had faded or chipped away, and it was just a pale ghost of what it once had been—just like the rest of the theater. “I just wanted to look around and see how bad the damage was…”

      The two women made their way back to the exit. Every so often Alex would swing her light around to look at the damage time had done, and Luna would comment on how she felt like the main character of a horror movie. Eventually, they found their way back to the main doors and stepped out into the sunshine.

      “Oh, that’s better.” Luna dropped her hand back down, away from her mouth, inhaling a long, deep breath of fresh air. “Oh, that’s good.”

      “We were only in there for a few minutes.” Alex locked the heavy wooden door to the theater with the old keys she’d been handed a few weeks earlier. A few passers-by shot them curious looks; no one had gone in or out of the Paramount in a long time.

      “Still. Fresh air? Good. Dusty air? Bad.”

      Alex shrugged off the light blazer she was wearing, tucking it under her arm as the two of them set off away from the theater. She’d done exactly what she’d wanted—finally satisfied her curiosity about what lay behind those doors after all this time. And as bad as it was in there, it wasn’t nearly as awful as she’d feared.

      Of course, almost everything that was inside was going to have to be ripped out, but the roof wasn’t caving in from water damage, and there wasn’t a half-collapsed staircase in the lobby, which was a start. The survey team would be able to give her some exact information on the structural integrity later, but for now it seemed like it had been a worthwhile purchase.

      “So how come it shut down, anyway?” Luna asked, turning back to look at the theater one last time before they crossed the street. “I mean, I know it was because of COVID, but why didn’t they just open it back up again after?”

      Alex smiled, fishing her car keys out of her pocket. Luna was a sweet girl, and she made a good assistant, but sometimes she said things that really exposed the age gap between the two of them. When Alex was her age, she’d been stuck in isolation in her apartment, relying on video calls with her friends so that she didn’t slowly go insane. The world had looked very different. Even now, although the world had moved on, it wasn’t the same world that Alex had grown up in.

      “It’s the same thing that happened to a lot of places around here.” Alex gestured around what had once been known as the arts district of the city—most of which had now been given over to trendy open-plan restaurants or eye-wateringly expensive housing. “It shut down during the pandemic, and then it never opened again. People just kind of assumed most things would go back to normal in those days. I think a lot of people figured that it would reopen, but then no one had the money and people had found different ways to entertain themselves.”

      She trailed off with an aimless shrug. “Well, it’s almost twenty-five years later and nothing’s been done with it yet.”

      “So what do we do now?” Luna asked.

      “Well, the survey team will need to get in there.” Alex clicked the ‘call’ button on her car keys as they walked into the parking lot. “You’ll need to call them, and I need to find an architect to start on the designs.”

      Across the parking lot, Alex saw her car backing out of the parking bay. Luna made a note on her phone to call the survey team about looking into the structure of the theater. The two women said their goodbyes, and then they parted ways. Alex spared the Paramount Theater one last look as she drove past it on her way home, and she smiled to herself as it disappeared from sight.

      Finally, after all these years, she’d found a use for the building.
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      When Alex opened her front door, she was greeted by the hall lights flickering on automatically, and the disembodied voice of her home AI assistant, Ava. “Good evening, Alex. I hope you had a pleasant day. You received two packages while you were out, according to the log at your mailbox. Would you like me to begin your evening routine?”

      Alex sighed to herself as she dropped her bag by the hall table, drifting into the kitchen. As she moved through the house, the lights turned on without command, silently tracking her path to the fridge. There was something a little depressing about coming home to nothing but a computer-generated voice, devoid of any personality but always willing to serve. Giving it a human name didn’t even make it feel any less sad.

      “Oh, go on then,” she murmured, opening the fridge and poking her head inside to see what was in there. Milk that needed to be thrown out, an overpriced juice she’d bought on a whim and was yet to open, and yesterday’s leftovers. That was all she had to choose from.

      “I’m sorry, Alex, you sound a little down today. Is there anything I can do to lift your spirits?”

      Alex sighed. “No, just start my evening routine please!” she called, pulling out the leftovers and giving them a hesitant sniff. They still smelled fine, so she went ahead and stuck them in the microwave. As she plugged in the time on the screen, the darkly melodic thrum of a blues musician’s guitar began to sound from the front room.

      It was Friday night, and for most people, that meant they could begin to wind down and get ready for the weekend ahead. In all fairness, Alex probably could have done the same, and no one would have faulted her for it. She wasn’t ready to unwind and settle down though, not yet. Her mind was still racing with thoughts of the Paramount and future plans.

      So instead of putting her feet up, picking out a suitably terrible film, and letting her mind go blank for the next two and a half days, Alex took her food into the living room and started to go through the files of local architects that Luna had sent her.

      Alex scrolled through countless resumes boasting some impressive designs, but none of them really caught her eye until she passed by one she recognised.

      “Zoe McGuire,” Alex read out loud, pausing to look at the resume a little more closely. She’d seen that name before somewhere, and recently too. “Hey Ava? Search for Zoe McGuire, Architect.”

      “Searching for ‘Zoe McGuire, Architect.’” Ava’s calm voice rang through the house as Alex’s screen lit up search results.

      Young architect to receive the Murray award for outstanding contributions to sustainable development.

      Zoe McGuire receives the Jimmy Carter award for her use of renewable energy in inner city development.

      Out with the old, in with the new: why this architect is paving the way for a whole new generation.

      Alex had seen some of these headlines before—that was why the name sounded so familiar to her. Zoe McGuire was one of the young architects whom everyone was talking about because of her eco-friendly designs. And judging by the awards she’d won, she was talented.

      A smile crossed Alex’s face as she settled back in her chair. She’d found the perfect woman for the job.
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      The Paramount Theater wasn’t a building Zoe McGuire had often thought about. Like most people her age, she considered it just a relic that had long since outlived its usefulness, and it was only a matter of time until it was torn down and replaced.

      But when she’d received the phone call asking her to talk about designing a living space in what had once been the theater, it was all she could think about. On Monday morning, she headed down to the theater early to take a look around before her scheduled meeting with Alex Galbraith.

      She took a few laps around the building slowly, taking in every detail that she could from the outside, and almost without even doing it consciously, she began to see where changes could be made. She could see a parking lot, she could see a new entryway. Little details of what could come from the theater began to appear in front of her eyes, and the longer she stood there, the more ideas came to her.
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      Alex arrived at the theater early, too. She had been waiting for years to bring her sustainable living concept to the inner cities. Timing was everything. For Alex, it was hard to describe the excitement she felt being on the frontline of a project so close to her heart. She’d gone to the café that overlooked the theater about half an hour before she and Zoe were due to meet, and as she was staring at the building, someone caught her eye.

      There was a young woman walking loops around the theater. Her pace was slow but deliberate as she circled the building. At first Alex thought she was just another person who was soaking up the mid-morning sunshine without any particular agenda. But the longer she looked at the young woman, the clearer it became that she was taking care to drink in every possible detail of the outside of the structure.

      Her steps were slow, and every so often she would come to a stop and tilt her head to one side, focusing on a particular spot of the building. Then she disappeared around the side of the theater, and Alex went back to looking at the other people who were milling around.

      The woman reappeared on the other side of the theater a few minutes later, though, and that was when Alex realized that she was circling it, trying to see it from all angles. She was too far away for Alex to be able to make out any facial features, but she couldn’t help but wonder if the woman was the architect she was due to meet.

      Alex continued to watch the woman with a sort of idle fascination as she came to a stop in front of the Paramount Theater for a few moments, staring up at it. Then she turned away and began to head towards the café across the street where Alex was sitting.

      As she got closer, Alex recognised the woman from the news articles she’d read. The woman she’d been watching do laps of the Paramount Theater, it turned out, was her new architect, Zoe McGuire.

      “Zoe!” she called, throwing up a hand in a wave as the younger woman got closer. “Over here.”

      Zoe waved back and joined Alex at the table with a smile. “Hi, you must be Alex.” Pulling off her coat and unraveling her scarf, Zoe pulled out her chair opposite the older woman.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, after everything I’ve read.” Alex returned the smile, watching as Zoe pulled out her phone to place an order for another coffee. “We’re table six, by the way.”

      “Thanks.” She placed the order, tapping the number six and then tucked her phone away before gesturing over towards the theater across the street. “It’s bigger than I thought.”

      “I saw you looking around,” Alex admitted. “I’ve never seen someone get started on a project before they were officially hired.”

      Zoe looked back at the other woman quickly, managing an embarrassed laugh at the realization she’d been caught getting a head start. “I, uh… Well, it sounded like an interesting project. I wanted to see if I could get any ideas from just looking at it.”

      “I’m not complaining,” Alex assured her as her coffee arrived. “I like seeing someone so excited about this project.”

      “It’s a beautiful building,” Zoe said quietly as they both looked back at it. The theater had been built in the late 1970s, but the style was something closer to the 1930s, both inside and out. Alex explained that it had been built to replace the theater that had once stood in the same spot; that theater had been destroyed by a fire in 1969.

      “They wanted to keep it as close to the original Paramount Theater as possible,” she said, pulling out her tablet and putting it on the table between them. She had a collection of pictures, both of the original Paramount Theater that had been built in the early 1930s and the new Paramount Theater in front of them. Even the interior of the new building had tried to keep as much of the original 1930s style as possible. “I want to do the same.”

      “In the same style?” Zoe asked.

      “Most of the building is still structurally sound. I had a survey team in there last week, and they said the only part that needs rebuilding is the top floor of the east wing. There was some damage to the roof, and water got in. They’re recommending that we knock the damaged walls out and rebuild them, but other than that, the interior is still pretty sound. As much as possible, I’d like for us to build around what’s already there, without disturbing the current design too much.”

      Zoe nodded along slowly. “Externally, when I took a look around earlier, the structure looked sound. You said this was going to be an apartment building, right?”

      “Not just an apartment building. I want this to be…” Alex paused, trying to find the right words to express exactly what she wanted out of this project. “Do you live in an apartment building?”

      “Yes. In one of the new developments in the harbor area.”

      “Do you like it?”

      Zoe shrugged. “It’s all right. It isn’t especially interesting, architecturally.”

      “Explain to me how it feels to live there.” Alex studied the young woman’s face, watching her taking time to consider the question.

      “A little impersonal. It’s like every development they grant approval for in the city.” She shook her head and sighed. “Every unit is the same. It’s like looking at a structure built for battery hens. Little cages stacked up, one on top of the other. It’s efficient and cost-effective but essentially it’s all closed-off little boxes.”

      Alex shared her smile for a moment before continuing. “Exactly. My parents lived in a small town when I was growing up. There was this sense of community that I don’t think I ever really appreciated while I was there. You could peek over the fence to talk to your neighbor, you could meet people at local events and organizations… There was a bond there. People are sociable creatures, Zoe. It’s inherent. It makes them happier and in turn, more productive. Wouldn’t you agree?” Alex prompted Zoe’s response with a nod. She was eager to hear what the young woman had to say, as this would tell her if the search for her candidate was over.

      Zoe responded with a slow nod back before answering. “Yeah, I do. Design should have quality of life at the top of its agenda and it doesn’t have to cost the earth.”

      Alex beamed. She had found her architect. It was Zoe.

      “So, what are you thinking?” Zoe asked. Alex could see her interest was starting to pique.

      “Co-living with a sustainable approach. We maximize the space, make the units affordable, but still aimed at the top end. People pay a premium for the full eco-credentials and if we can adopt any full-circle concepts at no additional cost, then so much the better. In addition, I want as much to retain as many of the features and materials I can from the building.” Alex had started talking faster, spurred on by the fact that Zoe was nodding, not just with her head, but with the whole of her upper body. The connection had been made.

      “I’d like communal areas as well, where people can mingle to help that community feel.” Alex watched as her words landed. Zoe’s body stilled for a moment. “Don’t worry. I’m not thinking of going completely communal.” Alex smiled. “Everyone will have their own unique living spaces: bedroom, bathroom, living area, and study. But on top of that, we give people a variety of spaces where they can gather together. Not just sitting areas but functional areas such as kitchens, office spaces. That building has a huge flat section to the rear. I thought perhaps a roof terrace or a communal garden? If we give them a communal recreational space where they can be close together, and get together, we create a community. Given the issue society has with loneliness, as well as house prices, this is the perfect solution.”

      “It’s a great idea,” Zoe admitted. “But can I ask you something?”

      “Of course.”

      “Why’d you pick me?”

      Alex knew exactly why she’d picked Zoe. It was all about perception. Pick the most ecologically sound up-and-coming architect and it helped give the project the kudos she was after. If there was one thing that Alex knew, it was marketing.

      “I think…” she began slowly, “I think it just seemed like you would get this project. Does that make sense? Your eco credentials mean that you’ll get what I want with a sustainability approach. But equally I want to focus on bringing people together as a community.” Alex paused, looking the young woman straight in the eye. “This is not a box standard development, so I don’t want a box standard architect. I want you.”

      Zoe’s eyes widened in surprise. “I’m flattered. I’d love to be involved.” She paused, the excitement obvious on her face. “Tell me a bit more about some of the ideas you have already…”

      They sat there for much longer than either of them had intended, going over different potential concepts they could embrace and new ideas for the project. Neither realized the time until the vibration on Alex’s wrist alerted her to her next appointment and she had to make her apologies.

      “I’ll send you over the blueprints and photographs of the building, if you’d like? That can make it a little easier when you get started. And then I’ll draw up the contract for you, and we can get started on this properly.” Alex was delighted with her choice. Zoe would look great on a spread in the Architectural Digest. Her contact in the editorial department could help her swing that.

      “I should get back to the office,” Zoe admitted.

      The two agreed that they’d talk again later and went their separate ways. Alex headed back towards her car, and Zoe set off towards her office, both equally excited about the future of the Paramount Theater.
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      It was no surprise that the office building of Proudman, Nobble, and Depp Architecture was a gorgeous, ultra-modern feature in the center of the city. From the landscaping at the entrance which boasted a natural pond, to the sky garden that gave views over the whole city, Proudman, Nobble, and Depp was practically a work of art. Every inch of the building had been immaculately designed by a team of professionals, and it had been something of a labor of love to create. The finished product was enviable though—with its shiny, preened exterior, it was the kind of building that every successful businessman in the city dreamed of working in.

      Zoe could still remember how excited she’d been on her first day. When she’d passed the pond out front and made it into the marble-floored lobby, her heart had been pounding. That first day, she’d truly felt like she’d succeeded just by making it through the door, and her hands shook when she’d pressed the elevator button to get to her office.

      It hadn’t taken all that long for the excitement to fade. It was difficult to maintain that kind of excitement in a place where it didn’t seem like you were respected, and over time that was how Zoe had started to feel. She was young when she’d arrived at the business, and even though she was hungry to prove herself to her new bosses, it felt like every chance to do so flew over her head. A few of her male colleagues who had joined in the same graduate intake as she had had already been rewarded with promotions with their aggressive cost-based design portfolios.

      Rebuilding the Paramount Theater was the chance she’d been looking for. It gave her that opportunity to prove that she could lead a project. It was hard to prove herself amongst all of these other brilliant minds, which was something she’d realized not long after completing her first job.

      Before joining the company, Zoe had been used to people thinking that she was incredible at designing an entire building from nothing but a blank piece of paper, a pencil, and her imagination. Her friends who didn’t work in architecture were all completely wowed by the awards she’d been given for her work in ecologically sustainable development, and they were all convinced that she was the Next Big Thing.

      But at Proudman, Nobble, and Depp, she was a good architect, but nothing spectacular. Those awards she’d received didn’t put her above anyone else, they just served to cement her place in the company. It felt like she’d managed to achieve the minimum requirement to keep her job at the company, nothing more.

      The Paramount Theater was going to be a huge job. It would involve coordinating people from so many sectors of the city, and it would require so many different elements of design that it was sure to be a complicated (and expensive) job. Bringing that to her boss, Jonathan Nobble, was sure to impress him.

      So when she got back to the office, instead of heading straight to her desk and getting started on the first designs like she really wanted to, Zoe went up to the floor above her to meet with her boss and tell him all about her lunch meeting.

      As one of the partners of the company, Jonathan’s office was one of the most impressive. When designing the building, apparently each of the partners had been responsible for designing their own office space, and Jonathan’s had been modeled after Scandinavian designs. Everything was sleek and minimalist, in cool tones of gray, blue and off-white. The huge window at the back of the office let in enough sunlight to cast everything in a warm natural light, and it wouldn’t have seemed totally out of place to hear some kind of royalty-free ‘ultra mega zen’ soundtrack playing. The one exception in the room was the 20x5 foot putting green that ran the length of the side wall.

      Jonathan Nobble himself was usually found behind his desk, staring out of the window or talking to one of the other partners of the firm through conference calls, despite the fact that all of their offices were on the same floor. In his late forties, with slicked back blond hair and a suit that probably cost more than Zoe’s monthly rent, Jonathan seemed to exude wealth from every pore of his body.

      Zoe hated every meeting she had with the man. There was something deeply condescending about his demeanor, and every time they talked, she felt as though she was being reprimanded. But today, she had something to bring him that she knew would impress him. So, after swallowing her nerves, she pushed open the office door and told him about her lunch meeting.

      “Alex Galbraith?” Jonathan echoed.

      “You’ve heard of her?”

      “Hasn’t everyone? She’s shrewd. Every move she makes is calculated. Word is she’s shopping around for someone to work on the old Paramount Theater downtown.” Jonathan leaned forward in his chair, suddenly interested. “You met with her?”

      “She wants me to work on the theater conversion.”

      Jonathan’s eyebrows shot towards his hairline, and he blinked in surprise. “She wants… You? Are you serious?”

      Zoe felt a pang of annoyance at the surprise in his voice. Was she really such an unrealistic choice for the project?

      “Well, she offered me the job and handed off the blueprints for the building,” she said coldly. “So I think so, yeah.”

      For a few seconds, Jonathan just sat there in stunned silence. Then, shaking his head slowly, he leaned back in his chair. “Wow… Alex Galbraith wants you?”

      “I’ve got the original designs for the building, so I was going to get started now. I just wanted to let you know about⁠—”

      Jonathan cut her off before she could finish the sentence, chuckling to himself. Zoe trailed off into silence, feeling heat rise to her cheeks. Even though she’d done nothing wrong—she knew that—she still felt like she had something to apologize for when he treated her like this. She felt like a child who’d just been caught making a simple mistake.

      “Zoe, I admire your passion, I really do,” he said with a smile. “But this isn’t like that school renovation you did over the summer. This is a huge project, kiddo. And diving in head first like this isn’t going to work here.”

      Diving in head first with her ideas and designs was what had gotten her a job here, but Zoe decided it wasn’t worth the hassle to try to make that point.

      “Of course, this project is going to involve a lot of different moving parts. You’ll need to talk to the local planning department, meet with different contractors and subcontractors, make sure the client is happy with everything… It’s not just about the design. It’s about providing customer satisfaction. You’re the face of the company when you work on a project like this. You know that, right?”
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