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        To love a person is to see all of their magic and to remind them of it when they have forgotten.

      

      

      
        
        - Anonymous

      

      

      

      
        
        Love cures people - both the ones who give it and the ones who receive it.

      

      

      

      
        
        - Karl A. Menninger
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      “You can have the Greystone and the beach house. Shit, you can have your pick of the cars. Take the whole damned lot if it’ll make you happy. You are going to have more money than any reasonable person would be able to spend in a lifetime, but the one thing you do not get is anything, and I mean anything, that relates to the company.” Jo’s face was flushed and, try as she might to keep her voice level, there was an unmistakable tremble.

      “Don’t think for a minute I’ll make this easy because I won’t. I don’t see why I shouldn’t get something from the business, too. Nic reckons I should get shares because it is going to keep growing and I supported you at home all these years.” The whine emanating from Maddie increased Jo’s irritation. In a fit of frustration, Jo, who always had her phone in her hands, threw it hard against the Eames lounge chair in the corner of the room. A loud thud filled the room.

      “I’m going to say this once more and not again. Are you listening? The company is a separate entity. It does not belong to me; it belongs to the shareholders. The shareholders are not asking you for a divorce; I am. You can only rip me off, not the shareholders. You can hold out for as long as you like, but the answer will not change, so just sign the damned papers and be done.” Jo’s voice cracked, and with nothing left to fight, she slumped down to sit on the cold black leather chair. “You shagged Nic, your fucking yoga teacher, and now you think you are calling the shots just because I don’t want the mention of adultery in the papers. You’re incredible.” Jo shook her head in disbelief. “And to be clear, I don’t mean that in a good way.”

      “Well, maybe if we can’t reach an agreement, that’s a sign that we should try again. Like the universe would be super happy for us not to divorce?” Maddie’s pitch at the end of her sentence rose nearly as much as her eyebrows. She knelt between Jo’s knees on the antique Turkish rug. They had imported it from their tour of European capitals last fall, along with the Christiane Italian handblown light fitting, and a whole variety of designer pieces to fill the house they’d built. For Jo, as long as Maddie was happy, she was happy, but over the eight years they had been together, it had changed. Or had it? Maddie’s need to spend money and have the latest and best of everything had certainly become more obvious. Perhaps it had always been that way, but Jo was only just seeing it for what it was all these years later.

      Ironically, Jo had never been interested in the money, but right now, finding a fast solution was all that mattered. She was at college when the iPhone revolutionized communication, and she knew then the future was in apps. She was a visionary, the Bezos of the app world, or at least that is how her classmates had teased her back in the day, but then it was only in jest. These days it was cold hard net worth that put her up in the ranks of the almost billionaires, and if Maddie had her way, she’d strip as many of those assets away in a divorce settlement as she could.

      Looking down at Maddie, Jo tried to remember that initial love they had and, for Jo anyway, it had been love with a very large dose of lust thrown in for good measure. Whenever Jo hadn’t been working, they’d been in bed or out at a fancy restaurant or a gala evening. God, how Maddie liked to be seen climbing out of a limo, and she had been beside herself the first time a photo of them with Ellen and Portia had hit People Magazine. That had never been Jo’s style, and she shunned the press at every opportunity, choosing to keep her private life, well, private.

      It’s the reason she didn’t want Maddie’s latest affair to be mentioned in the court papers. She had several new apps about to hit the market. The biggest launch was for HealthFirst, a whistles and bells Track and Trace system commissioned by the US government in light of the severe virus outbreaks to hit the shores in recent years. They wanted one that worked this time around. These were billion-dollar deals which didn’t deserve to be marred by useless tittle-tattle and Maddie’s sordid adventures with an overly flexible yoga teacher.

      “You know I’m going into the Brahmin tomorrow. You know how I feel about the whole situation, so why don’t you just cut me some slack?” Jo sighed, her head lowering onto her chest. She had busied herself with work since the diagnosis, but tomorrow was the day she could hide from no longer. A laparoscopic hysterectomy and at only thirty-four. Life, as her grandmother always said, was never fair.

      “That is another reason I shouldn’t sign the papers just now. You need to know that I am here to support you the entire way. How would it look if I signed the papers the day before you had surgery?”

      “It never worried you how it looked when I was sitting on my own in the consultant’s office, being told I had endometrial cancer and you were jogging up and down on top of your girlfriend’s strap on. Did it?” Jo spat the words out, unable to contain her frustration and disappointment. Tears stung her eyes, and she grabbed her sleeve, wiping them away.

      “Seriously, you need to get over this. You are just stressing yourself out, and I’m not to blame for the state you’re getting yourself in now. Nic says you should meditate. It’ll help put you in a better frame of mind for the operation.” Maddie pushed her weight against Jo’s knees to raise herself up. “I’ll come and see you when you are in there. I won’t be able to see you before you go in because Nic has her first Hot Yoga class, and she is quite nervous about it and needs my support, but as soon as it’s over I’ll visit. I promise.” Maddie leant in and kissed Jo’s forehead before grabbing her bag and heading out of the room.

      The large oak main door closed with a loud thunk.

      “Yeah, why sign the papers when you could just wait and see if I die so you can inherit everything?” Her words trailed off with a heavy sigh before she retrieved her phone from under a burning butt cheek.

      Answering a message to Bryce, her head of design, the tapping echoed around the large empty space. She’d nip into the office for a few hours and tie up loose ends. That would keep her mind occupied and off Maddie and the impending surgery for a bit at least.
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      The open reception area had a huge atrium, and the flooding light bounced off the ivory marble flooring. Like everything at BA Tech, it had substance. From the building with a tailored spec for eco-credentials to the ergonomics of lighting and its impact on each employee’s productivity, detail and employee well-being was everything. Gavin, the main reception security guard, waved to Jo as she swept through the retinal scanner, ready to run up the stairs to her office. Taking them two at a time, she almost crashed into her assistant, Lyndsey, at the top.

      “Whoa! Somebody has been eating their porridge this morning!” While her words were directed to Jo, her gaze was firmly on her lidless coffee cup, trying to keep it balanced with an armful of papers. “What are you doing, anyway? I thought we weren’t seeing you for a good few weeks? Shouldn’t you be getting yourself ready for tomorrow?”

      “Practical as ever! Here, let me take these from you.” Jo gently took the bulk of the papers from Lyndsey’s hand, allowing her to pop the lid back on her coffee cup. “How the hell am I going to get you paperless when every minute my back is turned you are cranking shit out of that printer you won’t give up?”

      There was one single printer left in the whole corporation building, and that was deliberate, given the first app that made them millions was Plan-et-al, marketed as the office solution for the paperless generation and the only office-based app that gave Bill Gates and his Office Suite a real run for their money. It was the app development that Jo had nearly sold her soul for. It had cost her a relationship, her savings and even the small inheritance she gained when her grandmother had died. She had given it everything because she so passionately believed in it. Yet here was her assistant with no tablet and an old school arm full of papers.

      Try as she might, Jo could never get angry at Lyndsey. She was her right hand and, as Maddie called her, her work wife. Truth be known, Jo had much more in common with Lyndsey than she ever had with Maddie, but Lyndsey was 100% straight and married to one of their software team leaders.

      “If that last printer goes, then I do too!” She snatched back her papers protectively, holding them to her chest behind crossed arms. “Seriously though, what are you doing here? It is all under control. We’ve got this.”

      “I know you do. I was just at a loose end, and Maddie came around earlier and…” Jo shrugged, shaking her head slightly.

      “I thought she’d moved out? Did you call that locksmith?” Lyndsey, as usual, didn’t hold back. She was a straight talker, and if she was thinking it, then you’d know it. It was one of the things that Jo appreciated about her. The pair walked around the gallery platform that circled the first floor of the atrium as they headed towards the management area.

      “No, I called, and then I cancelled. I didn’t want to antagonize her. However, I did ask her to call before coming around. At least that way I can make myself scarce, but not this morning. She just waltzed straight in.” Even the thought of coming unexpectedly face to face with her this morning made Jo’s teeth jam together and grind. “I might get you to call the locksmith again and just get them changed. At least I won’t be there when she finds out they’ve been changed.”

      “Consider it done. If I’m honest, I’d pay to see her face when she tries the key in the door and can’t get in. Have you still got the app on your desktop for the house cameras?” Lyndsey’s face lit up at the prospect of the light entertainment of a scorned Maddie.

      They pushed through the double doors, emerging into a large office floor with transparent dividers between each workstation. It still had the feel of the open-plan office which it had been designed for, but the compulsory COVID-19 screening was a stark reminder that things never quite went back to ‘normal.’

      Lyndsey and Jo sat at the top of the main space, not with fancy rooms to themselves but on the same floor as everybody else. Jo refused to be anything other than part of the workforce, even if the big decisions and strategic direction did rest on her shoulders. Jo dealt with myriad messages, calls and FaceTime meetings before calling it quits for the day. She and Lyndsey were amongst only a handful of people left on the floor by the time she lifted her head, as everyone else had gone home.

      “Right, I’m going. If there is anything you need, just give me a call. From what they have said, I don’t head through until about midday, so I’m available until they make me count back from ten. If anything needs to be signed, I’m taking my tablet and yeah, those locks? Maybe get them changed for me?” Jo picked up her satchel, slinging it over her head.

      “I’ve called a car for you. It’ll pick you up at 8:30 a.m. sharp.” Lyndsey rose from her seat and held her arms out, reaching for Jo. Hugging her, she continued, “And good luck. I know it’s nothing to worry about, but it won’t stop me worrying any less.” Releasing her from the hug, she immediately shooed. “Now, away with you before I start crying, for god’s sake.”

      Striding out of the office, Jo didn’t even turn when Lyndsey yelled after her, “Don’t you dare log in tomorrow morning. I’ll check the access logs!”

      Jo simply lifted and waved her hand in the air before disappearing through the double doors.
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      You could tell you were in a very different wing of the hospital, not just by the change in the flooring with the sterile blues and greens giving way to neutral warm taupe colors, but by all the little touches. Waiting areas were carpeted, and there were hardwood coffee tables with a choice of reading material, including Tatler and The New York Times. Classical music played in the background, and there wasn’t a vending machine in sight.

      Ali was one of two auxiliary nurses on duty that day, and she had only just begun her rounds when the first drama of the day unfolded in front of her.

      “Alan,” the woman said in a hushed voice. “You must get better and come home. Your children are running amok.” The man’s wife, who was considerably younger than him by a good thirty years, uttered the words with a tone of disgust.

      Ali kept her head down, running the washcloth over the man’s arms. Neither he nor his wife seemed to notice she was there. Her training told her that this was not the time to make eye contact.

      The man she attended was Alan Fordyce, CEO of Attica Solutions, one of the biggest pension investment houses in the country. His grey pallor was like many of the pre-heart surgery patients they had in The Brahmin. It was one of the most exclusive medical facilities in the state and formed the newest wing of City General. Only the great and good ever got to see the inside of these doors for treatment.

      “Camilla,” he responded in the same hushed tone. “The children are just worried. Anthony is just a little nervous about stepping up to the plate, but he is ready. I’ve spent my entire career making sure he is ready.”

      “Well, he’s not going to have to take over the business,” she responded through gritted teeth.

      These types of conversations used to make Ali uncomfortable. Whenever they would start, she would make up an excuse to leave the room and come back later. She felt like she was eavesdropping on a private conversation, but not anymore. If they chose to have the conversation while she was in the room, it was no longer private. She would continue with her work in silence.

      “Camilla.” Alan jerked his hand away from where Ali had been washing it, using it to point his finger at his wife. “You listen to me. This was a sign from the heavens that I needed to take a break from work. I think it’s time for Anthony to take over and give me a chance to appreciate what life I have left.”

      Ali, having worked in the Brahmin for long enough, knew what was coming next. As if oblivious to their discourse, she gathered the blood pressure cuff, ripping open the velcro.

      “You just want to throw it all away, Alan! Our lifestyle, our happiness! Your son is going to run it all into the ground, and I won’t stand for it!” Camilla spoke with a ridiculous amount of drama. Ali couldn’t help but think that she would be good in the theatre with lines like that.

      If anyone knew drama, it was Ali. Once upon a time she had lived and breathed everything theatre; it was all she had wanted out of life. Throw in the drama that she had experienced in her own life, and now the drama she’d witnessed here, and she’d had more than her fair share. From creating it to living it, she was relieved to be an audience member with a front-row seat. Ali wasn’t one to call herself an expert at much, but drama felt like her forte.

      She looked up just in time to watch Camilla pick up her designer purse from the ground, one that probably cost more than Ali’s car. Without another word, she stormed out of the hospital room, heels clicking on the tile floor.

      Alan turned to Ali with a gentle smile on his face. This man was a multimillionaire, an oil tycoon running the family business. Charming people was his speciality. “I’m sorry about her,” he said. “She’s always been highly strung.”

      Reaching down, Ali offered him the same gentle smile in return as she wrapped the blood pressure cuff around his arm. “Don’t worry about it, Mr. Fordyce. We’ve seen worse here.”

      “Worse than Camilla? I can’t believe it.”

      Ali completed her checks and paperwork before heading back to the nurse’s station. The vibration from her watch gave her the heads up that her shift was nearly finished. There would be just enough time to nip to the shop to grab something for dinner before collecting Scarlett from school. That was always the best part of her day.
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      Nerves were something that Jo thought were in her past. With countless meetings and hundreds of presentations under her belt, plus all the formal dinners she’d had to attend, very little fazed her these days. Over the years, those nerves just kind of sloughed off. Or so she had thought. Sitting in her private room at The Brahmin, the nerves were back. They were doing backflips in her stomach, and she suddenly wished she wasn’t so alone.

      The moment the doctor uttered the words, “I’m sorry to tell you, but the biopsy has confirmed our suspicions. The cells are malignant. You have stage one endometrial cancer,” Jo swallowed hard, but she immediately told herself she could handle this. The fact that her doctor told her she had a ninety-two percent chance of the cancer being removed completely if she acted quickly was reassuring. They were the best odds she could have ever hoped for, and they had armed her with a belief that she didn’t even need to think about what was coming next.

      Her phone vibrated in her jeans pocket, distracting her attention for just a moment. For a fleeting moment, she wondered if it might have been Maddie wishing her good luck, but as she swiped her thumb across the screen, it was Lyndsey’s name that appeared.

      Go get ’em, girl! We are rootin’ for you. xx

      The smile of appreciation that crept over Jo’s face couldn’t have been more real. Everyone needed a friend like Lyndsey, and no one needed a wife like Maddie. Surgery would be in two days after they’d run a number of tests. Jo couldn’t even remember what they’d said they were for; her head had been so blown apart with the news. She had just filled herself with the mantra of I can do this. It’ll be okay, over and over again.

      The sound of laughter filled the corridor in front of her room. Looking up, she saw a child leaving the room opposite. “Bye Mommy!” the kid called before the door closed. “I love you! I’ll see you soon!” Jo couldn’t help but look. The little girl stood with whom she assumed was her father as he fastened the buttons on her red coat.

      The assumption was answered when the child, a little girl with long blonde hair tied back with a shiny red ribbon, spoke. “Daddy, can we come back to see Mommy later? Like for dinner?”

      “We’ll see, Claire-Bear,” he said, bending down to scoop the girl into his arms. She couldn’t have been older than four or five.

      “I hope so. I miss her. Can we please try?”

      Jo didn’t get to hear the father’s answer as their voices faded away down the corridor. It left Jo sitting there, feeling that familiar stirring in her stomach. That was what she was giving up now. She was giving up any chance of having her own child. She knew she had to agree to the hysterectomy to get rid of the cancer… but that didn’t make it any easier. Jo had always wanted children, and now she was never going to have that chance.

      It stung.
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      Ali left Alan Fordyce’s room, closing the door behind her. She was heading towards the nurse’s station to check on who was next on her list of patients. Unlike the nurses who got assigned a certain number of patients to take care of, Ali was assigned to all of them. Working as an auxiliary nurse, her job was to rotate through the patients for her entire shift. There were two other auxiliary nurses in the wing, and they cycled through the eighteen rooms, making sure each patient had a check-in with one of them every thirty to forty minutes.

      Before she could reach the nurse’s station, she was stopped by Sarah, the floor’s charge nurse. With long blonde hair that she usually styled up in a perfect bun, model-like features and blue eyes, Ali sometimes found herself jealous of her. Not really because of her looks, but because of her life. Sarah was the same age as Ali, a newlywed trying for her first child. Nursing was all that she had ever dreamed of.

      The worst part about Sarah was that she wasn’t unlikeable. Ali wished that she were because it would make the jealousy that she felt towards her a little more bearable.

      “Hey Ali.” Sarah greeted her with that magazine cover smile. “I know you’re making your rounds, but we just got a new patient in room twelve. She’s in for a laparoscopic hysterectomy, so she may be a little sensitive.” Sensitive was the code word for emotional, maybe even rude. “Can you check in on her? Make sure that she has everything she needs?” Sarah finished.

      “Absolutely. Room twelve, right? I’ll get her an extra blanket and another pillow, and I’ll head in.”

      The hospital rooms in the Brahmin were much nicer than any of the standard City General rooms. They were more like living quarters than a sterile hospital space. For a start, the room was twice the size and had a comfortable seating area, not to mention a state of the art bed. The room had excellent lighting from two large floor to ceiling one-way glass windows that looked out to the city skyscape.

      The size of the room made Jo’s loneliness really set in. Her normally constantly beeping phone was strangely quiet. At least quiet for Jo. She found herself continuing to reach out to check it, refreshing her email again and again, hoping for something to do. She wasn’t used to having downtime. The truth was, she hated it.

      In an attempt to feel a little less lonely and to bring some noise into the unsettling silence of the room, she turned on the large TV that was mounted across from the bed. TV was something that Jo never really had the chance to bother with. It was usually the last thing on her mind, but maybe it would bring her some solace.

      She turned it on, flipping to a random channel, and tried to settle down to watch the show. Jo couldn’t get herself to concentrate. With a sigh, she reached over to grab her phone from the end table. This time, she opened up the Plan-et-al app.

      When they had rolled out Plan-et-al it had been aimed at the business market, but their more recent addition to the suite had been a series of apps that were aimed at the creative student and domestic market. Everyday users. The paperless concept was still at its core, but there was a much greater focus on schedules, diaries, and note-taking. It provided the user with to-do lists, goal setting tools, and a customizable user interface.

      She went to check her schedule for the next week but found that it wouldn’t load. The app continued to give her the loading circle but never opened. Jo sighed. She closed the app and opened her contacts, finding the number of Kim Pearson, the app product manager. She pressed the button to call him and waited. One ring and he answered.

      “Hey, Jo. I already know about the issues. I’m working on them now. We rolled out that new update you were talking about in the meeting yesterday, and I think something got twisted. We’re running support now and we should have it back online in minutes rather than hours.”

      Jo sighed. “Kim, we need to look at how this happened and why it wasn’t picked up in testing.”

      “On it already. I’ve got Gary standing next to me as we speak. It’s under control.” His voice was reassuring.

      “I knew you’d be on top of it.” There was just the smallest amount of disappointment in her voice. She was looking forward to having something to do rather than lie in bed and binge on TV that she didn’t care about. “While I have you here, can I talk about another feature I want to add to the app?”

      “Don’t you know how to take time off, Jo?” Kim chuckled at the other end of the phone. It was good-natured teasing. Everyone knew the answer. Jo hadn’t taken time off from the company since it was founded—not even on her honeymoon. “What’s on your mind?”

      “Great. So, reading a lot of user feedback, people have mentioned that they wished they had a way to add stickers to the planner. Can we get the graphic team to start looking at some designs? I think that would be a fairly straightforward update for you.”

      “Yeah, we could do that, but let me get this sorted first and then we can pick that up. Deal?”

      “Deal. Thanks, Kim.”

      “And Jo?”

      “Yes?”

      “Try to get some rest. Let me finish this bug fix. I’ll text you when I get it rolled out so you can check up on it. Okay?”

      “Okay, bye.” She sighed and hung up the phone, back at square one with her boredom and fidgety fingers. This anxiety was an entirely new feeling for Jo, who wasn’t used to not quite being needed. Everyone was so insistent that she needed to take a break, but she didn’t want to. Taking a break was not in Jo Shaw’s DNA. When her phone beeped again, she practically jumped out of bed in excitement, reaching over to grab it. It was just a text message from Kim, telling her to recheck the app to make sure the update worked.

      It did.

      Instead of putting her phone back on the nightstand this time, Jo put it next to her in the bed, just in case. There was a soft rap on her door, and she turned to look at it. “You can come in,” she called.

      The door creaked open, and soft footsteps echoed on the tiled floor of her hospital room. Jo looked up slowly, first seeing the baby blue scrubs that differed from the navy ones that the nurses on the floor wore. As her eyes scanned up the woman’s body, finally settling on her face, a sense of familiarity washed over her. Those dark brown eyes, the long dark hair tied back, the slender frame. It all came flooding back to her in an instant.

      The face wasn’t that of a stranger; it was one that invoked the strongest emotions inside Jo. The person she was looking at was somebody who used to be so familiar to her; it was somebody who had been her everything—it was Ali Saunders.
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INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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