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      For everyone who believes that

      a little magic, a lot of mischief,

      and one determined cat

      can change everything.
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      Sloan startled when his phone vibrated in his pocket seconds before the familiar ringtone shrilled through the early evening air. The amber liquid in his glass spilled onto his hand and the tiled floor of the balcony. He shook his hand to get rid of the liquid before he delved into his pocket for his phone.

      He glanced at the screen and frowned. With one last glance at the lights reflecting in Cape Town Harbor, he stepped back into the luxury penthouse apartment in the city’s well-known Foreshore district. He closed the sliding door behind him.

      He answered the call when he sank down on the couch, from where he had a view of the iconic harbor.

      “Dad? For Pete’s sake! Go to bed! It’s almost midnight. Haven’t you given me enough instructions?”

      “Sloan …”

      Something in his father’s voice warned Sloan that this was not his parent’s usual weekly call. His father’s voice sounded husky, almost strained, as if he struggled to speak.

      Fear rushed through him. Had something happened to his mother? His sister?

      It almost too scared him to ask, but at last he managed, “Is everything okay?”

      His father sighed. “I’m sorry. I have bad news.”

      Sloan had gathered that. Now he wasn’t sure he wanted to hear the news. “Dad?” was all he managed.

      “It’s Reuben. He passed away early this morning.”

      Sloan stayed put, too shocked to react for a few seconds.

      He didn’t have to close his eyes to recall images of the man he knew since he was a baby. Reuben had been his mentor, his second dad, and someone Sloan would’ve trusted with his life.

      The last time he had seen him was six months ago, when Reuben and his father were in Cape Town for a meeting. On the last day before the two friends were to return to New York, they took the day off and the three of them and Riku played a round of golf. Now he was glad they did.

      Since starting work at PureLab after university, Sloan had gotten to know a different side of Reuben Harris. His respect for the man had grown. He also learned to understand why his father firmly believed in his best friend and why the two were such good business partners and friends. His mom always said that Charles Maddison and Reuben were like twins. They understood what went on in the other’s mind. She could never fathom that.

      Sloan swallowed, but it felt like a golf ball had lodged in his throat. His throat and chest ached. He wished he could cry, but he kept it in. He needed to be strong for his father now.

      At last, he managed, “I’m so sorry, Dad. Is there something I can do for you? Do you want me to come home?”

      His father stayed silent before whispering so softly that Sloan struggled to hear him: “Thank you, but no. I need to deal with this on my own. However, there is something else.”

      When his father hesitated, Sloan asked, “What is it, Dad?”

      “I just came out of an emergency shareholders' meeting. The consensus was that you will take over as CEO.”

      “Dad?”

      Too shocked, Sloan had nothing else to say.

      The news about Reuben’s passing hadn’t sunk in yet, and now this? Was he ready? Wasn’t he too young? He celebrated his thirty-fourth birthday not long ago. He …

      His father reassured Sloan before he questioned the decision. “You are ready, Sloan. The rest of the shareholders and I, know that. You’ve proved yourself over and over. And no, it’s not nepotism.”

      “Thank you, Dad, but … I’m young. I …”

      “Not much younger than Reuben and I had been when we started the business. We’ve managed. You, too, can do it.”

      Charles cleared his throat before he continued. “We’ve made our decision. It is your choice whether you want to accept it or not.”

      “Of course I will, if you are sure about it.”

      “We are son. I know you are in a critical phase with the Hitaki deal. We don’t want to withdraw you from the negotiations at this stage. You’ve lived in Cape Town for four years. I presume you have some things to take care of. Will six weeks be enough? Will you be able to take over then?”

      Sloan glanced out of the window. Will six weeks be enough? He didn’t know.

      Although he would love to return to New York, be closer to his family and accept this new challenge, he would miss the laid-back lifestyle he came to cherish here in South Africa. He made friends, and the South African staff members had been a joy to work with. He would miss that.

      Sloan always knew he would not stay here forever, but he never thought he would leave under these circumstances.

      Would he ever be good enough to follow in Reuben’s footsteps? They were big shoes to fill.

      His father hadn’t pressured him for an answer, and though a tad unwilling, he agreed, “I’ll be ready. We made excellent progress today. But what about my position here? And the funeral? I know you may not have time to arrange anything, but I would’ve liked to attend.”

      Charles snorted. “You knew Reuben. The man had everything planned. He stipulated he wanted to be cremated with a memorial service held at the sanctuary on Roosevelt Island, which will be open to the public. He also wanted a personal event with closest family and friends to scatter his ashes at a later stage in the East River at the Ralph Demarco Park.”

      His father laughed softly. “He stipulated that nobody may cry and that we should drink a whiskey for him.”

      To his surprise, Sloan chuckled. “That’s typical of Uncle Reuben.”

      Charles added, more gravely, “The memorial service will be online as well, so you do not have to travel here for that. The personal service can wait until we are ready, which I guess may not be soon.”

      “Thank you, Dad.”

      “Regarding the candidate to take over your position … You know as well as I that there is only one candidate suitable.”

      “Kenzo?”

      “Yes. That had also been a unanimous decision.”

      “Kenzo Masuda is the perfect choice. I don’t know what I would’ve done the last few weeks without Kenzo and Riku.”

      “I’m going to contact Kenzo now, but you can inform Riku of his new position.”

      Sloan frowned. “What new position?”

      “We know Riku as long as we’ve known Kenzo. You’ve been singing his praises for years. Yes, I know he is an excellent marketer, but Reuben thought he would be the ideal candidate to take on the new position of international liaison officer. If he is prepared to move to New York and not mind traveling.”

      Sloan snorted. “You’ve met Riku. He loves traveling. But Uncle Reuben is not wrong. Riku would be perfect for such a position and doesn’t mind traveling. I had leaned heavily on him during these negotiations in the last few months. He has an amazing knowledge of languages and cultures and knows how to treat each individual.”

      “That’s what Reuben said,” his father agreed. “Will you speak to Riku and ask him if he will consider the position? We can chat tomorrow. I need to make a few calls.”

      “If there is anything I can do …?”

      His father interrupted Sloan. “I’ll speak when it’s necessary, thank you.”

      Before Charles could end the call, Sloan asked, “What happened, Dad?”

      “Heart attack or something. We will have to wait for the autopsy, but it was quick. He was gone before Penny phoned the ambulance. At least he hadn’t been alone. Penny and Nicole had been with him.”

      “Nicole?”

      “Yes, Nicole Dean, the marketing coordinator.”

      “I don’t think we’ve met.”

      “Oh? I thought you had. She’s been with the company for a while. She got a promotion earlier this year.”

      The sudden pealing of his doorbell interrupted before Sloan could ask another question. His father ended the conversation. “We can chat tomorrow. I’ll ask Corbin to send through the documents.”

      “Thank you, Dad. And Dad?”

      When his father didn’t reply, Sloan sympathized, “I’m thinking of you, Dad. I know how close you and Reuben have been.”

      Charles didn’t reply. Sloan swore he heard a sob before his father ended the call.

      Shocked, he stayed put until the doorbell rang for a second time. With a sigh, he got up to open the door for one of his best friends.

      Riku frowned when he glanced at Sloan. “What happened?”

      The question proved Sloan’s earlier observation that Riku had an uncanny ability to judge other people’s moods. Sloan had met Riku at the international trade conventions long before he moved to Cape Town. They soon became close friends, and more so in the last four years when they were both based in Cape Town. Sloan trusted Riku, as his father had trusted Uncle Reuben.

      Sloan didn’t reply. He turned back, picked up his glass, and ambled to the bar in the corner. He refilled his glass and added an ice cube before he poured another whiskey for Riku.

      Riku took it, but his gaze stay fixed on Sloan. Sloan tried to ignore it and attempted to take a sip of the whiskey. He struggled to swallow it and replaced the glass on the counter.

      When he looked up at Riku, his eyes burned. The tears he kept in earlier trickled down his cheeks. Now he didn’t have to pretend anymore. He could mourn the man who had been like a second dad to him.

      “Uncle Reuben passed away.”

      

      Nicole stared at her computer screen, as she had done for the last half hour. Her focus had deserted her, and nothing made sense anymore.

      It had been two weeks since Reuben Harris’ passing. The memory lingered in her mind, running like a loop through it over and over. It had been difficult losing someone who had had such an enormous influence on her life since she was twelve. She struggled to deal with that, and more so having witnessed the man taking his last breath. Sometimes, it felt unreal, and then moments like these hit her hard.

      She promised herself many years ago that she wouldn’t let anyone get close. It hurt when they were gone, and you stayed behind. Most of the time, she had succeeded in not building that bond with anyone. It had been different with her best friend Erin. Erin hadn’t given her a chance to formulate a plan before she found a space in Nicole’s heart. Reuben followed not long after.

      Though she tried, Reuben Harris had sought her out. She had been aloof and offhand with him. He persevered and broke down the walls she had built around her heart. Over the years, she trusted him, loving him as she might’ve loved a grandfather if she had one. Reuben didn’t give her a choice.

      Now, she had to start from scratch, rebuilding that wall.

      However, Nicole doubted that the wall would be as solid as before. She had a nagging feeling that instead of the brick wall she had envisaged, she might build a window in the place where Reuben and Erin had sneaked through. She could watch from the inside. She couldn’t allow anyone else to sneak back in. That window would only be for Erin to come in and leave.

      “Have you heard?”

      Nicole looked up when her assistant spoke. She hadn’t realized that Maisy Parker had entered her office.

      She sighed. She suspected that by the way Maisy jumped from one foot to the other, her eyes shining, she had found something to gossip about. She had to be careful of the woman. She had the most endearing personality. She might jump into your heart without a thought if you were not careful. Nicole was determined, though. She had to be firm. She sighed. “What was I supposed to have heard, Maisy?”

      “Who the new CEO is.”

      “Now, where would I have heard that? I don’t wander around the office all day looking for gossip news.”

      Maisy giggled, not taking offense. They had joked about Maisy’s knack of unearthing the office secrets for months.

      “It’s not gossip,” she protested, smiling. “It’s the latest news.”

      Nicole raised her eyebrow. “Are you going to inform me or not?”

      Maisy’s eyes widened, excitement oozing out of her. “Sloan Maddison.”

      When Maisy’s words registered, Nicole stared at her, too shocked to react at first.

      Why didn’t she think of that possibility? She should’ve. Everyone had speculated about it since Reuben’s passing. Sloan would be the obvious choice. Yet, she hoped it wouldn’t happen. She hoped Sloan had found a life in South Africa and wouldn’t return.

      Maisy’s announcement dashed her hopes, and she was about to meet the man who had confirmed her belief that it was best to build walls. He not only broke her already fragile heart but also damaged her ego and her twenty-something self-confidence. To his defense? He didn’t know of her crush on him or that she existed, so at least that secret was safe.

      Sloan cured her of that silly notion with his rude behavior.

      And now she had to work with him. Would she be able to do that?

      She groaned and dropped her head on her desk.

      “What’s the problem? Aren’t you excited?” Maisy queried.

      “No!” Nicole declared. “Why would I be excited to work with and for an egotistical, grumpy man?”

      Maisy gaped at her, protesting, “Sloan? Sloan Maddison? He’s not grumpy! He’s … He’s nice. And clever and attractive. He’s so charming. Are you sure we are talking about the same man?”

      Nicole lifted her head and sighed. “Of course, I’m sure. Trust me. We’ve met.”

      “When?”

      “Before he left for Singapore,” Nicole muttered and chastised the office cat. “Leave my mouse, Norman!”

      Why did the cat choose her desk to sleep on? Or her entire office? He gave her a fright every time when he made a sudden appearance from behind her screen. As if everything belonged to him, he would amble over her keyboard and any documents that may be on the desk, stretching after his nap.

      Maisy shook her head, not believing Nicole. She defended the new CEO as she grabbed Norman before he caused any damage to Nicole’s desk. “You can’t blame him for being grumpy. But you haven’t worked here full-time yet, have you? You might not have known all the gossip.”

      The cat didn’t like Maisy holding him. He wriggled out of her arms, jumping down to the carpet, then up onto the filing cabinet where he licked his paw and washed his face.

      With her eye on the cat, Nicole asked, “What gossip?”

      “Well, a lot happened. First, it was that catty cow pestering him, and shortly after, the chief accountant committed suicide.”

      “Catty cow?”

      “Yes, Marisol,” Maisy sneered.

      Nicole remembered something about the accountant taking his own life, but as she had been in the middle of her final exams, she paid little attention to what happened in the office. When she reported for work at PureLab after finishing her exams, the rumors had died with Bert’s passing and Sloan’s departure.

      However, she was now more interested in Norman’s reaction. His head shot up, paw halfway in the air, as he stared at Maisy. If a cat had an expression, that must be a dirty look.

      What did Maisy do or say to warrant such a reaction?

      Nicole repeated Maisy’s words in her head. When it registered, she laughed. Maisy asked with a frown, “What is so funny?”

      “Norman,” Nicole giggled. “I don’t think he likes it when you associate Marisol with a cat.”

      Did the cat understand? Nicole was convinced he had, as he turned his head to her and meowed. He looked like a Cheshire cat as he stared at her with a satisfied expression.

      Before Maisy followed another tangent, Nicole stopped her. She had been daydreaming long enough. It’s time to focus on her job. “Is there anything else?” she asked.

      “Oh yes,” Maisy gasped. “I almost forgot. When do you want to sort out the Christmas decorations?”

      “Christmas decorations?” Nicole growled. “It’s only just October! And why must I do it?”

      Maisy frowned. “But Penny mentioned you must do it. I’m on my way to pick up the folder from her.”

      “Why me? I hate Christmas. I should be the last person to do that.”

      Maisy’s mouth dropped open. “How can you hate Christmas? It’s beautiful. It’s fun. It’s …”

      “It’s highly overrated. They should ban Christmas forever and ever. It only serves as a reminder to people of what they’ve lost. Not everyone likes Christmas.”

      Maisy stayed silent for several seconds as she stared at Nicole. Her expression softened, and she asked kindly, “And you have lost something at Christmas?”

      Oh, why did she open her big mouth? All these years, she hid her aversion to Christmas from those close to her. She also didn’t feel it necessary to dampen everyone else’s cheerful holiday mood, so she kept it to herself.

      Reuben knew. Nicole never figured out how, as she kept up a brave front. She didn’t want to spoil it for her foster parents or foster siblings, and especially not for Reuben. He was like a child about Christmas and more eager than the children. Yet, as he spent almost every Christmas with his brother and his wife and the foster kids in their care, he took a special interest in Nicole. They had formed a bond that Nicole had never fathomed. Reuben would seek her out when she withdrew from the festivities. He wouldn’t talk but would be there as if he had known.

      And now he wouldn’t be there this Christmas, a reminder that all bonds were fleeting.

      For Erin’s sake, she would pretend this year, buying her best friend a Christmas present and decorating a tree she didn’t want. On Christmas day, they would go to Jersey, delivering presents to the foster kids and their former foster parents. Later, they would come home, watch terrible romantic movies, and devour Erin’s famous brownies.

      That night, Nicole would cry about the past and everything she had lost until the next year.

      “You should decorate the tree,” she decided.

      Maisy shook her head. “I’m sorry. Penny added that Mr. Harris had stipulated you have to decorate the tree.”

      Nicole closed her eyes and sighed. Penny and Reuben Harris knew now she wouldn’t be able to refuse.

      “Why don’t you like Christmas?” Maisy asked. “I promise it will stay between us. I need to understand because then I’ll know how to help you.”

      Maisy was right. She had never spoken about this to anyone. It might be a relief to share it with someone who will understand her aversion. People in the office might leave her alone and not include her in silly holiday celebrations.

      She opened her eyes and breathed deeply before musing, “At one time, long ago, I also looked forward to Christmas and Santa.”

      “What had changed?” Maisy probed when she didn’t continue.

      “A car accident on Christmas Eve when I was eleven years old.”

      “Oh no, Nicky,” Maisy gasped.

      “I remember, not all of it, but some. My uncle had a people carrier, so we all traveled in one car to celebrate Christmas Eve with my grandmother in Hoboken. It was late when we returned to Jersey City and dark. My cousins and I exhausted ourselves as we played the whole day. When we drove back … My dad sat next to my uncle, and my mother and aunt were in the second row of seats with my baby cousin. My other two older cousins lay on the seat in front of me, and I, being the smallest, slept in the back. I don’t know what happened. When I woke up, it was dark and snowing. I called for help, but it was silent. Nobody answered me. I remember how scared I was. I was bleeding and my leg was very sore. I couldn’t move. I remember the shiny Christmas presents and the smell of the leftover food around and on me. I don’t know what happened after that. I woke up the next day in the hospital.”

      “And your family?”

      “They all died in the accident. My oldest cousin lived for a few hours, but also passed away not long after they took us to hospital.”

      “Did you live with your grandmother afterward?”

      Nicole shook her head. “My grandmother had been battling with early onset Alzheimer’s. She was moving into a care home after the holidays. Since I had no other family, I moved into foster care when they released me from the hospital. She passed away last year, before Christmas.”

      “That’s terrible. I can understand why you don’t like Christmas. It will always remind you of the accident and losing your family.”

      Norman meowed, which sounded like a wail, followed by a few short meows. It sounded as if he was talking, sympathizing with Maisy. When Nicole glanced at him, he sat up straight, staring at her with those green-green eyes. It felt like an eternity before he jumped off the filing cabinet and strolled to the door. He stopped, looked to his left, and then to the right as if unsure which way to go. Eventually, he turned left and disappeared out of view.

      Nicole shook her head. She didn’t understand how cats operate. She didn’t understand the black tuxedo in particular, and she didn’t trust him. Nobody knew what he would do next. Nicole suspected he might plot her death when he stared at her with those grass-green eyes until she squirmed.

      “Do you want me to take over the project?” Maisy asked.

      Nicole shook her head. “No, I'll do it if Mr. Harris wanted me to do it. That was his wish.”

      She swallowed before she admitted, “Mr. Harris’ brother and his wife had been my foster parents. I’ve known him since I was twelve. He had played a huge part in my life, so this is the least I can do to honor his wishes. Why, I don’t know, but I will do it. However, can you help me decorate the tree at the warehouse?”

      “But I think we will need more decorations. Do you want me to sort it out?”

      “No, let me first figure out what I want to do. I can come in on Saturday when it’s quiet to sort out the decorations.”

      “I can come and help you,” Maisy offered.

      “No, that won’t be necessary. I planned to come in with Erin, as we want to go to the movies later. And weekends are your family time. You can ask someone to arrange a table for me in the foyer and fetch the boxes from the storeroom. I’ll also need one tree. It’s unnecessary to bring them all out now until we know what we want to do. I’ll be here at about nine. It might be easier to take the measurements and plan where the tree will be so I can visualize it.”

      Maisy snorted. “Only you need to do that. But that’s okay, I’ll ask Dennis,” Maisy promised as she got up.
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      Six weeks later

      Sloan strolled into the lobby of PureLab’s Head Office in Hudson Street with a box containing some of his belongings early on Saturday morning. Though it had only been a block and a half away from his penthouse, he was out of breath.

      He shivered when the heat in the lobby warmed his freezing body. Geez, he wasn’t used to the cold anymore. Or maybe he hadn’t acclimatized yet from the warm summer weather he left behind in Cape Town two days ago to the early fall days of New York.

      He frowned as his gaze slid over the lobby. It shouldn’t be so busy on a Saturday morning, with a few people bustling around. Did something happen?

      The only person he recognized was Dennis Porter, one of the older employees and the senior security manager.

      Dennis’ demeanor didn’t imply that anything was amiss. He leaned against the receptionist's counter with a big smile.

      Three of the younger security guards disappeared for a minute but returned to the lobby only a few seconds later. Two carried a trestle table, which they placed in the lobby's corner, close to the elevators. The third followed with a Christmas tree, which the three unfolded, pulling the branches until it resembled a rather mangy tree.

      A Christmas tree? Wasn’t it too early for that? Or was he so out of touch with reality that he hadn’t kept up with how things were done?

      Christmas had been the last thing on his mind during the last six weeks. He hadn’t touched the ground, so it wouldn’t surprise him if he hallucinated.

      Yet, it was a tree. The three guards had disappeared and returned with a few boxes, which they put on the table.

      When Sloan ambled closer, Dennis turned his head. When Dennis recognized him, he straightened and, with a broad smile, approached Sloan.

      “Mr. Sloan, Sir! This is a surprise.”

      Sloan harrumphed, clicking his tongue, a habit he picked up in South Africa as he dropped the box on the table.

      “Why do you call me Mr. Sloan? You’ve known me since childhood.”

      “Because you are now the CEO,” the older man replied.

      “But I’m Sloan to you and all the other personnel who have known me all my life. These young ones,” he laughed, gesturing to the three security guards who watched him with wide eyes, “can call me sir.”

      Dennis laughed. “You’re right. You sound like your father and Reuben.”

      “I had great examples,” Sloan agreed.

      Dennis gestured to the three young men who looked like they had not left school long ago, all bright-eyed and fresh-faced.

      “This is your new CEO, Sloan Maddison.”

      After Dennis had introduced the three men, they disappeared.

      Sloan gestured to the Christmas tree. “Aren’t you starting early this year? It’s still October.”

      Dennis laughed. “That you should ask Nicole Dean, the marketing coordinator. She says she wants to be prepared, and it’s better to sort out the decorations and do her planning on a Saturday when there’s nobody here.”

      “Makes sense,” Sloan agreed, curious about the young woman whose name had cropped up in too many conversations the last few weeks. He had studied her reports and couldn’t find any fault with it. He gathered that she was well-trained, dedicated, and knew her job. She might be enthusiastic too if she was prepared to work on a Saturday morning to sort out the tedious task.

      But why did she do it? Why didn’t she delegate it to her assistant? If he remembered, Maisy Parker was quite efficient herself. Sloan had worked with her when he was a student.

      Not wanting to postpone the inevitable, he picked up the box. “I’ll be in my office. My parents are coming in this morning. Will you explain to them where I am?”

      “Of course. Do you need any help with that?”

      Sloan shook his head. “No, thank you. That’s unnecessary. It’s only one box.”

      Sloan glanced at the tree once more before he turned to the elevator.

      On the top floor, his footsteps echoed on the tiled floors. He struggled to breathe as he neared Uncle Reuben’s office.

      No, not Uncle Reuben’s office. His office.

      Six weeks after Uncle Reuben’s passing, the knowledge still hadn’t sunk in. He had to deal with the sudden death of his mentor, but he also
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using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
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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