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1st Part

Chapter 1
Chase Campbell leaned against the wall and scanned the room. He’d been substituting in a history class for the past week and he had to admit; everything was going great. Today was his last day and he was so pleased with this particular group of students that as soon as they were done copying the notes he’d given them he told them they had the rest of the period to themselves.  The teenagers had cheered and had immediately turned to one another, rapidly chatting amongst themselves. 
As I’m sure you’re aware, the opening of a novel is extremely important. This beginning isn’t bad - not by a long shot – but it’s not gripping. If you begin this with a line that makes the reader really think, or question what you’re saying, they will almost have no choice but to read on.
When Moray High had called the University and told them they were in desperate need of substitutes, Chase had been pulled out of classes and sent in. Only for two weeks, though, so he wouldn’t miss out much of his own studies. His teachers had allowed him to take this job because he was the highest graded in his classes. 
He had been nervous about taking over someone else’s class; he knew what hell high school students could put teacher replacements through and seeing how he had no experience in discipline yet, he’d been nervous. Apparently he’d had no reason to be; the weeks went smoothly. 
He scanned the room again, pleased with the way the students were behaving. The classroom wasn’t filled with typical desks. Instead, the students were seated at tables that served two people at a time. He noticed that everyone was seated two by two except for a dark-haired teenager seated by herself in front of the class. He pondered that for a second, glanced at the class plan and headed toward her. Hayley Moore. She’d been speaking to her friends sitting at the table behind her and as he approached, he could hear the young ladies discussing math problems together. With a small look of disgust on her face, Hayley spun around in her chair, pulled a spiral notebook out of her bag and set it on the desk. 
She looked startled when Chase plunked down on the table beside her. “I’ve done all the work you’ve asked of us,” she said in a soft voice.

He nodded. “I’m aware of that. I’ve noticed that you work very hard.”

She blushed at the compliment. “It’s easy to work hard when you enjoy the subject matter. I love history. I love learning,” she amended seriously. 

“Learning in every subject? Including math?”
She withered her nose in disgust and Chase laughed. “That definitely answers my question. I know how this girl feels.  :’)

“It’s not that I dislike math. No, really,” she insisted at the sceptical look on his face. “It’s just that well, I um . . . well, I’m behind everyone else.”

“Being behind isn’t so bad, as long as you- ”

“No,” she interrupted, “I mean, I’m a year behind in my math. I’m currently in secondary four but math three. You see, I didn’t always live in Quebec, the past few years my family and I lived in Ontario and the height of education wasn’t the same as this one’s. I probably should have restarted the school year I had just ended, to make sure I was on the same level as everyone else but the principal wanted nothing to do with that idea. I passed in Ontario so I’ve passed in Quebec also, as far as he was concerned. He shipped me off to the following grade, never thinking that by getting me to pass an equivalency test of some sort, I would have avoided years of desperately trying to catch up.” 
The reason I highlighted this was because I found what Hayley said kind of strange. I know Chase has been her teacher for a few weeks, so she might be used to talking to him, but I found it strange how she told him so much after he’d asked her a rather simple question. I won’t question this too much though because it could simply be what Hayley’s character is like. She might just enjoy talking! 
If that isn’t the case though, what you could do is after Hayley told Chase that she was a year behind in maths, he could ask her why that is. Then Hayley could go on to explain about her education. 
She stopped talking long enough to take a deep breath before shrugging her right shoulder in a helpless gesture. “I’ve tried everything to gain a year, from extracurricular classes to professional tutoring but no one wants to take up a student from scratch. It seems to me that I’ve always passed, luckily so, but just barely and never quite understanding the why and the how. You know what I mean?”
The only thing Chase really knew at that very moment was that Hayley had a very expressive face. Her every emotion was written in her eyes, in the set of her mouth and the tilt of her head. She was embarrassed and hurt. He suspected she didn’t easily open up about this particular subject and he was somehow touched that she was opening up to him. He was, after all, a perfect stranger. 
I found this kind of strange. Why did Chase suspect this? From what I’ve read so far, she rather likes talking. If you wanted Hayley to come across as rather shy or not the kind of girl who opens up much, when she was talking to Chase, you could have made her hesitate at the odd word. You could have also included dialogue tags, describing Hayley glancing away every so often, biting her lip, fiddling with her hands e.t.c. If you did that, it would explain why Chase suspected that she wasn’t the kind of person who opened up easily. Am I making sense?
He nodded slowly. “Actually, I do. You see, I was a shy child and when I didn’t understand the subject matter, instead of raising my hand and asking for the assistance I so badly needed, I let it pass. The information I was given in classes literally entered one ear and went straight out the other. Lord only knows how I managed to pass my exams, but I did, continuing this exceptional feat for a few years.” 

He paused to look around the classroom, making sure everyone was behaving accordingly. Then he looked down at Hayley’s expectant face and continued with his memories. “And suddenly, or so it seemed, everything came crashing down. I flunked almost every subject. The only one I kept up with was math. Turned out I was pretty good with numbers, could add up faster than anyone in the class, including the teacher. That’s when I decided I wanted to be a math teacher. So, confidently, I went to see the school counsellor and was immediately deflated; it took years of schooling, many diplomas and loads of learning to become a teacher.”
Chase laughed softly, remembering. “I was suddenly determined; I had a purpose. My father was a math teacher, just like I’m on my way of becoming. Since I didn’t need help in math, he pulled some strings and persuaded quite a few favours out of his colleagues. The teachers that worked with him that could spare a few hours for private tutoring, did. Most of them for the challenge of it, but some of them had my father doing their every bidding in exchange for teaching me. My father never complained, never said a word. He put up with everything, from his friends, his colleagues and from me. And through it all, he had looked so happy. Back then, I had thought it was because of his pride for me, turned out it was for. .  .”
You’ve used quite a bit of dialogue in the beginning of this so far. This whole page is full of dialogue, for example. That’s not necessarily a bad thing, but it might bother some people, especially overly picky publishers. I’d like to see you describing Chase’s surroundings, for example. There is guaranteed to be an interesting group of kids in his class. Maybe he could notice Joe Bloggs, the kid who’s constantly looking into a mirror, fixing every strand of hair to perfection. Anything to balance out the dialogue a bit.
Chase looked up to find Hayley’s eyes locked onto his. Her blue eyes concentrating on his own, her head tilted to one side, trying to read more into what he was saying than he was willing to share. 

“For what? Or . . . For whom?” she asked intuitively. 

“For his . . .”

“Hey Teacher!”  I wanted to know! D:
Chase’s head snapped toward the other side of the classroom. It was Jordan Bellant, one of his loudest students. Jordan didn’t get the meaning of ‘raise your hand to get the teacher’s attention’. Instead, he bellowed.  I know the kind...
“Yes, Jordan?”

“I’ve heard you’re a pretty good chess player. Well, around here, nobody beats me!” Jordan puffed out his chest proudly. “So I was wondering if you’d play a game against me, to prove who’s really king around here.”
Chase turned to Hayley, silently asking her permission to be excused from the conversation. She simply nodded and shrugged her right shoulder as if to say, ‘Who knows’?

Chase headed over to the other side of the classroom where Jordan was installing the chess game he apparently carried in his school bag at all times. They engaged in the game, but Chase’s mind was elsewhere. He could feel Hayley’s eyes boring into his back, could feel her presence beside him even though, logically, he knew she was at the other end of the classroom. As the other students crowded around to watch the game, he distantly heard Jordan say, “Check.”

Chase, pay attention! his mind yelled. He looked up and met Jordan’s arrogant face. No way am I losing to him!

The game was over five minutes later. “Checkmate.”
Jordan’s chest slowly deflated as he studied the chessboard. “I lost? How could I lose? Did you trick the game?” asked Jordan, peering up suspiciously at Chase. Owned!
I like this Jordan kid though, he’s an entertaining character, even if he is a cocky little thing. 

“How could I trick the board? It’s your board, Jordan. Come on, don’t be a sore loser.”

“I am not a sore loser!” He ended that remark by quickly picking up his board and dumping it, pieces and all, in his school bag. He then proceeded to pout. 

Chase carefully hid a smile as he headed back to Hayley. He felt compelled to be with her. Like a moth to a flame; wanting to touch the pretty light, to be warmed by it, even knowing it would be the death of it. I like how you’re hinting on how the situation could end up. That analogy actually stopped Chase mid-stride. He looked up to find Hayley staring at him, her concern clearly visible in her blue eyes. Where had that thought come from? He was a substitute, she was a student. He was making conversation, period. She was just more mature than he expected a student her age to be, that’s all. Realising he still hadn’t moved, he wondered what the students must be thinking; Hayley and him staring into one another’s eyes and that finally got him moving again, toward her. 

“Are you okay?” she asked softly, hesitantly. “You looked . . .” She struggled to find the right word. “Stunned.”

He hadn’t known what (how?) to answer but his mind supplied the reply quick enough. “I was just thinking that maybe I could tutor you.” 

Now it was her turn to be stunned. “What? But why?”

This time he sat on the chair beside her. “Well, why not? You need tutoring and I need the practice. It will keep me challenged and most of all, it will be a good revision of my whole year.” He had been shocked to hear himself offer tutoring but once the idea was out in the open, he began warming up to the idea. “And maybe you could help me out in return?”

“Help you out how?”

Chase thought quickly. What did he need help with? Suddenly, an idea struck him. “Can you cook?”

Hayley looked startled. “Well, yes, I can. I’m the oldest of three children and I’ve had to be there for them in every way; cooking, cleaning and helping with their homework.”

“Great! That settles it!”

She simply stared at him, confused. 

“If you can spare some time, I’ll tutor you for free and you could teach me to cook.” He smiled broadly, delighted to have found a solution.

“You can’t cook?”

“Not at all. Last thing I tried was Kraft Dinner and well . . . I burnt it” he confessed. “Now I don’t bother; I just eat out or order in.” He glanced at Hayley and found her eyes bright, laughing softly.  

“My brother also burnt his Kraft Dinner once; he was ten years old at the time.” She erupted with laughter when Chase took up an insulted expression that she was comparing his cooking skills to a ten year old’s. He grinned to show her he really wasn’t insulted and asked her when her free time was. “My brother is now old enough to take care of our sister, so whenever you’re available, I’ll work around that.”

Chase pictured his school schedule in his head. “I have Mondays, Tuesdays and Fridays available; the first two before supper, the third after.”

“Works for me.”

“Seeing as today is Friday, how about we start on Monday? I could pick you up after school.”

“Sounds good, but where will we go?”

“We could go to my house,” he suggested then hesitated when he noticed her startled expression. “Or not.”   

Www... Perv... I think things are a bit too full on right now. I can definitely see where this is going now, but I think you should slow things down a bit. I know that Hayley mentions her parents not allowing her to go to a stranger’s house next, but I find it weird that Chase suggested to pick her up from school and taking him to his house without thinking of her parents himself. Even after asking her parents, would they allow Hayley to be in the house on her own with Chase? Couldn’t Chas ego to her house or something? Maybe I’m over thinking things... but you should consider it.
Now, I know Chase isn’t technically an official teacher. But he is for the couple of weeks he’s teaching at the school. We don’t know how old exactly he is yet, and we don’t know how old Hayley is either, so I can’t say if the age difference between them makes things a little worse. My main issue with it right now is that Chase was very quick to offer picking Hayley up and taking her to his house.

“Well, I just know what my parents will say about that; going into a stranger’s house.”

“Oh! Well, if it will reassure them, tell them my mother’s retired and she’s almost always at home. That makes it a bit more acceptable... but still. Or I can go meet them first if they prefer.”
She nodded; clearly reassured she wouldn’t be alone with him.

“Look, I’ll give you my phone number, talk to your parents this weekend and if there’s any problem at all, just call and I’ll come over. If they still don’t agree, we’ll find another solution, okay?”

Hayley smiled at Chase, happy for his efforts at easing her parents’ mind, ecstatic at the prospect of finally catching up to her friends in their math classes. She opened her agenda and Chase jotted down his full name and number. The school bell rang, announcing the end of the period, startling both the student and teacher. Hayley smiled, Chase grinned and said loudly to the departing class, “Thanks for being such a great group! I’ve really had fun learning with you.”
They wished him luck as a teacher, told him he’d do great and they hoped to see him again at Moray High. Then they were gone and only Hayley remained.

“So I’ll see you on Monday, if it’s alright with your parents, of course.”

“Yes, Monday. Thank you.”

“No, thank you. You will be doing me a great favour by teaching me to cook. Hell, my mother will probably thank you also. She gave up on me years ago.” He grinned. 

“Hayley, you coming?” Her friends had come back for her and were waiting at the classroom door. She waved goodbye to Chase and left, a smile on her lips. 

Chase watched her leave, convinced he could help her out with her math, not so convinced she’d ever make a cook out of him.

* * *

Hayley was nervous all day on Monday. Her friends noticed and inquired about why; she was normally the calm one amongst them, but she wouldn’t tell them. Somehow, it didn’t feel right. There was no reason for that sentiment, because as she had told her parents, Chase wasn’t a teacher yet but still, she strangely wanted to keep him to herself. 
Her parents. They had disapproved, of course, of her taking classes at Chase’s house. Hayley had patiently explained that Chase wasn’t her teacher; he was a substitute who was still in school and that it would be as much for him as for her; she’d get free tutoring and he’d get cooking classes. Her parents would not be convinced. It wasn’t until she told them –in desperation- that he’d burnt his own Kraft Dinner that they appeared mockingly shocked enough to agree. She even suggested inviting Chase over so they’d meet him but they decided it wasn’t necessary. As long as she kept her cell phone open, left them Chase’s phone number and a promise that he’d come in to meet them when he drove her home. 

Gabrielle and Michael, her two best friends, eventually cornered her. “It’s a boy, isn’t it?” Gabrielle grinned.

“Spill the beans, Hayley, we’re entitled to know.”

They were right, of course. So she told them. But they didn’t believe her. Hayley had always been the shy quiet type. There was no way she’d go to a stranger’s house to teach him how to cook. They were forced to believe her, though, when they saw her get into his old beat up Toyota. What if he takes a “short cut” to his house, resulting in an attack? I’m pretty sure that it’s not going to happen in this, but Hayley doesn’t. Hayley had grinned when she’d noticed their open mouths and dumbfounded expressions.
“So,” Chase said. “Obviously your parents agreed.” He threw the car into drive and eased out of the parking lot. 

“Actually, no,” Hayley had confided while hiding her smile. “They didn’t. We got into a huge argument because of it. I  . . . I’m running away from home. Would you take me in?”

Chase slammed his foot on the break. “What!”

She didn’t look up at his burst of indignation. She couldn’t; she would burst out laughing. “Well, it’s the least you could do. I mean, after all, I’m doing this for you so you could learn to cook. Actually, if you take me in, maybe I could pay my rent that way; I’ll cook for you and your mom.”

“But . . . It wasn’t necessary . . .  I . . . I said I’d meet your parents . . .”
Hayley couldn’t resist any longer; she had to look up. His blue eyes were wide open with shock, his cheeks were flushed. His mouth was hanging open and he kept tugging uncomfortably at his shirt collar. Hayley couldn’t help it; she burst out laughing.
Hayley’s not really living up to the shy, won’t-open-up-easily kind of girl you described her as at the start.
His expression changed instantly from shock to astonishment to sudden comprehension. “You lied to me?”

“Yes and your expression were priceless!”

“Why, I a(o?)ught to . . .”

He didn’t get to finish his sentence, someone honked their horn behind Chase’s car; he was holding up traffic. He gave her a look that promised retribution then threw the car into drive and hurriedly sped off.  Turned out he didn’t live very far from Hayley’s house. She could easily walk the distance within a half hour. When they arrived, his Mom was present, which Hayley was grateful for. She would find out later on that Chase had begged his mother, Alice, not to go to her daily bridge game; he had instinctively understood the young woman would feel uncomfortable alone with him the first time. 
Hayley took an immediate liking to the older woman with the soft blonde hair and gentle blue eyes. She was on the porch reading a Dean Koontz book when Hayley and Chase arrived. Hayley confessed that she devoured books but had never read one by Dean Koontz. Alice –she asked to be called that way- was mockingly scandalised. She promised to lend the young woman one of his books to see if she would take a liking to the author’s particular genre. 

Chase briefly showed her around the house before taking her to the office where they could study in peace and quiet. He sat her down and gave her an exam. An equivalency test that he had made on his own; he wanted to know exactly where she stood. When an hour and a quarter had passed and Hayley hadn’t turned over her sheet to him, Chase turned around to face her. She was chewing the end of her pencil, frowning at the exam.
“Hayley, why are you frowning at it? Did it insult you in any way?”

She gave him a small smile. “Well, I’m not sure I did very well. There’s a lot I didn’t understand in there.” She tapped the sheet with her pencil.

“Hayley,” Chase said softly, maybe sensing her self-consciousness, “It’s alright if you didn’t do well. I’m even glad for it. I need to know what your strengths and weaknesses are if I am to help you.”

She nodded and looked up. Chase held his breath as feelings of vulnerability, embarrassment and even determination crossed her expressive eyes. Did she have any idea how much of herself she gave away with those beautiful eyes? he wondered.

Hayley didn’t know how long they remained like that, staring into one another’s eyes but suddenly his mother was there, asking if she’d like to stay for supper. The young woman didn’t want to push her parents’ generosity and declined. Chase drove her home a few minutes later. 

“I’ll revise your exam tonight. Is tomorrow too early for another lesson?”

“No, not at all but what about the cooking lessons?”

He thought about that for a second. “Friday nights?”

“Sounds good.”

“Are you sure? It’s Friday night, don’t you have any plans?”

She smiled softly. “I do now.” She got out of the car. “Are you still coming to meet my parents?”

“Yes, of course. I want them to be reassured. If meeting me is what it takes, then lead the way!”

She laughed as she led them up the stairs and walked into the house. Her parents, her brother and even her sister where standing in the entrance, waiting to be introduced. 

She made the introductions and Chase asked them if it was alright if they had another tutoring session the next night. Her parents didn’t mind as long as her studies didn’t suffer from the extra homework. Her sister, Alyssa, just stood there and gaped at Chase, her mouth wide open. Elijah, their brother, just glared at the young man. 
Chase finally left and the family settled down for supper. No one said a word. Until Alyssa couldn’t hold it in any longer. 
“Ley!” Alyssa cried out, using the nickname she picked up as a child. “When you were convincing Mom and Dad this weekend to agree to tutoring, you never said how hot he was!” 
Hayley laughed. Her sister was so incredibly eight years old. I disagree slightly. My little cousin’s eight, and she fancies Simba off the Lion King... not my hot Woodwork teacher (He’s damn nice). “I really wasn’t looking at him that way, Lyssa.”

“Uh huh.” She gave her big sister the best knowing look she had. Hayley thought it was adorable but she was afraid her parents would think like Alyssa.

“He seems to be a nice young man,” Amy Moore said, giving her daughter a speculative look.

“On first impressions, I have to agree.” Bruce Moore was withholding his own judgement for the moment.

“Yeah, well I don’t like him,” Elijah declared. “Who the hell is he to be preying on young girls?”  Very rude, Elijah, even if you do have a point.

“Elijah, watch your language. And besides, they are both helping one another. I for one am grateful; your sister needs the tutoring and we couldn’t afford to pay for it.” Amy gave Elijah a stern look before turning to Hayley. “I really hope he will be able to help you, sweetie.”

“Me too, Mom. Only time will tell.”

After supper, she pulled out the family’s chess game and she studied the board and pawns carefully. She had been intrigued by Chase and Jordan’s game and wanted to know how to play something that held so much of Chase’s attention. Elijah came down and found her studying the board. 
Hayley was sitting on a cushion on the floor, the game set on the living room table. Elijah sat on another cushion, facing her. She knew why her brother was reacting so strongly to Chase; he perceived the other man as a threat. 
Their parents hadn’t planned on having another child so soon after Hayley’s birth but thirteen months later, her brother was born. They had been raised together, like twins. In fact, when they were younger, they used to tell strangers that they were. Although different in appearance –Hayley had wide blue eyes, black hair and pale skin, Elijah had dark skin, dark brown hair and eyes- they were very similar in character and personality. With time, they developed the same dry, sarcastic humour, the same love for mischief and reading. 
When Alyssa was born –seven years after Hayley, six after Elijah- the boy suffered a severe case of jealousy. Ahh... so Hayley’s 15 - 16. He felt he no longer held his sister’s complete attention. He had done everything to regain that attention: causing trouble, picking fights, everything and anything that came to mind. It angered the girl very much because she had been trying to avoid that situation; she had been dividing her time as best as she knew how between her almost-twin and the new addition in the family. 

Eventually, with all the maturity a seven-year old was capable of mustering, she sat with him and told him how much she adored him. That she only had one brother and she wouldn’t change him for the world. Told him he was her hero, he always protected her from bugs and such. “But Eli,” she had said gently, “now someone else will need your help and protection. What if during one of your fits, you don’t notice the spider crawling toward Lyssa? Or a bee preparing to land on her?” Exactly.
Retrospectively, she realised she could have chosen her words better because she lost her baby brother for some time; he was busy watching over their baby sister like a hawk. No bug was approaching her on his watch. Nevertheless, her plan had worked and he had stopped fussing over the new arrival. I think you can word this better. He was still fussing over her, just in a different way. ;)
That was why she knew he perceived Chase as a threat; he was afraid of losing his older sister again. With time, she knew he would realise how much she needed these lessons. Until then . . . She’d have to thread carefully. 

“I can show you how to play, Sis,” Eli said quietly.

“I didn’t know you knew how to.”

“Yup, Adam taught me.” He was referring to his best friend.

They spent the evening at it. Hayley struggled with the game. The logistics of it gave her headaches; she never seemed to be able to plan further than the next pawn, couldn’t picture her future moves. Her brother was patient with her and he showed her what she did wrong and how she could have gone about it differently. She was grateful to him for taking this time for her. They finally called it a night and Eli told her to keep at it, to be patient and she’d turn into a pro in no time. Hayley snorted but asked him for a rematch for the following night.

Her brother grinned and bid her good night. Oh boy, I’m never going to get the hang of this, she thought as she headed for her own bedroom.
Chapter One – What I think

The first thing I’ll say is that I really like your writing style, Tanya. It’s got a lovely flow to it and it’s easy to follow. Your grammar is great and I only found one typo in the whole chapter. If it was you reviewing my novel, you’d have found about 50 in one chapter!
My main issue with this chapter is that everything’s moving a bit fast for me, especially Chase and Hayley’s relationship. There’s no rush! Slow things down a bit... The problem with making Chase and Hayley so friendly with each other so soon is that, if I’m honest, it makes Chase come across as a bit of a... Well, perv, I guess. I know he isn’t, and I know he’s a nice guy, but I can’t help but feel a tiny bit freaked out with him.

Something I’m on the fence about are your characters. It doesn’t really feel like I’ve gotten to know them, especially Chase. I know that he’s good at maths and that he’s a nice guy, that he wants to learn to cook – that was something I liked about him, by the way; it was quirky, but that’s about it. I’d like to get to know his personality more. Does he enjoy his teaching job? What about his friends? Does he like going out, or does he prefer sitting in and reading a book? When it comes to Hayley, I’m slightly confused. You gave us the impression that she was quiet at the beginning, yet from what I’ve seen of her, she’s a bit of a talker. She doesn’t come across as shy at all. I like the first chapter of a novel to let me get to know the characters because then I can emphasize with them in the rest of the chapters.
They’re my only real issues with this chapter. I have to say, so far, so good. I like the plot of this so far, and with some good twists and turns, this could be an excellent story. There are several ways this novel could go and I’m excited to see where it is going to end up.
Chapter 2

As promised, Chase corrected her exam on Monday night. When he picked her up on Tuesday after school, he was brimming with excitement. He said that Hayley had great potential in math and he was certain he could help her out. He explained to her that the basis of all learning was like the foundation of a house; if it wasn’t solid enough and you just went and built on top then things were bound to end up crooked and although technically it would look like a house, practically it would be a disaster.
She stared at him, wordlessly. Even though she understood his analogy, she wasn’t sure how it applied to her.

“In your case,” he continued, uninterrupted, “the foundation is flimsy but surprisingly enough, the rest of the building looks solid. Which means, what? All you’re missing is to understand the basics of what you’ve learned, re-learn it a different way and I’m certain you’ll do just fine.”

She was clearly doubtful but she didn’t want to burst his bubble so she went along with his enthusiasm. They spent the next two hours going over what he called his ‘Math Plan’ for her. The plan was to start over her math completely, at elementary level. Hayley blushed as he spoke; she was feeling stupid at having to back her math so many years. Chase seemed to be in tune with her emotions because he immediately sensed the change in her demeanour. Although that was probably because she reacted as much physically as emotionally; one second she was leaning into him, listening to him speak, the next she was pulling back, hurt and embarrassed at her lack of mathematical knowledge. 
Chase abruptly stopped talking and lifted his true-blue eyes to hers. “Hayley, you must not get upset over this. It isn’t your fault you don’t understand.”

“But I feel so stu -”

“Don’t say it!” he cut her off. “Because you aren’t. You’re smart enough to know your weaknesses. The teachers you had in the past didn’t realise how much help you needed, did they?”

She shook her head. It was her own fault actually. She wasn’t going out of her way to gain their attention and point out her difficulties. 
He studied her with narrowed eyes and when he spoke she realised he was following her thought pattern. “You don’t seem like the type of person who likes to stand out, am I correct? So even if you didn’t understand, you probably didn’t want to draw attention to yourself by asking questions.” It wasn’t a question, it was a statement. 
She answered anyway, “It just seemed so easy for everyone else. I didn’t want to hold the others back just because I was too dense.”

He let out a frustrated breath. “You aren’t dense, Hayley. Has it occurred to you that other people in the class weren’t following either and they also were too afraid to ask?”

She swallowed and shook her head. “Why wouldn’t they say so?”

“Why didn’t you?” he countered. 

She didn’t know what to reply. He was right of course; she’d been a coward in class. Soon after she left on foot, promising to be back on the Friday for supper. He insisted on driving her home but she refused; she needed to think. She set off at a brisk pace, accelerating her steps as well as her thoughts. She felt ashamed yet grateful. She was embarrassed to need so much help but thankful Chase was willing to take his time to help her. For a price, of course. She had to teach him how to not burn Kraft Dinner. Hayley smiled to herself. This tutoring was going to prove interesting. 
That night, she once again got slaughtered at chess by Elijah.

* * *

The next few months following the ‘Math Plan’ went relatively well. Chase and Hayley settled into a nice and easy routine. On Mondays and Tuesdays, they would work on math. On Fridays, she taught him to cook. The first night, they made Kraft Dinner.  Awww... I wanted to hear about how Chase almost burn his kitchen down or something...  Over the course of the next Fridays, they made spaghetti and macaroni and cheese. She taught him how to cook a chicken, ham, pork, and beef. Baked potatoes, mashed potatoes. From her, he learnt to stick a piece of bread in his mouth to absorb the smell of onions and prevent the tears from coming.

His mother was never home on Fridays; they had the kitchen to themselves. Hayley had loved teaching with Chase. He was a quick learner; he had an incredible memory which helped him remember everything she taught him. Nevertheless, she wrote down the recipes for him and jotted down tips she’d given him. 

Hayley truly only lived on the days she saw Chase. Every day seemed to drag on, as if time itself was conspiring against them, holding them at arm’s length. And then, when they were together, Father Time pressed fast forward. The seconds, minutes and hours sped by so fast that Hayley checked the time on every clock in Chase’s house to make sure her watch wasn’t playing tricks on her.
This has an ounce of moving too quickly again. If you showed us this happening and not just told us, it would be more believable and realistic. Show us Hayley teaching Chase to cook, show us them losing track of time, show us how Hayley felt whenever Chase was speaking to her as he explained her maths problems. Make us feel what’s going on by describing it.
Her friends noticed how excited and bubbly she had become. Most of them thought she had a secret man in her life. Gabrielle and Mike studied her. They knew she was following classes for her math but they seemed to think there was something more going on. I’d like to get to know Michael and Gabrielle a bit better. Hayley shrugged. They could think what they wanted. 

Two months into the tutoring, Chase was out on a walk on a crisp Wednesday night. He had finished school earlier because his teacher hadn’t come in to work and his class was cancelled. He headed for the park where he often walked at night and he found a lone girl sitting on a swing, her foot pushing at the dirt to sway herself gently. 

“Hayley?”

Her head snapped up. “Chase? What are you doing here?”

“What are you doing here? This is my neck of the woods here, partner.” She smiled at his drawl. 

He sat on the swing beside her. “What’s wrong, Hayley?”

Her face was sad and her expressive eyes were troubled. “I got into a fight with my brother. When I’m upset, I take walks and for some reason, I ended up here.” She smiled softly. “I can’t remember last time I sat on a swing. I didn’t know if my hips would even fit in here.”

Chase felt his eyes shift to her hips and he blessed the cover of darkness as he blushed. He pictured her perfectly, all smoothness and curves and the blush deepened. “There’s nothing wrong with your hips, Hayley. Or with you,” he added when he noticed the mischievous look in her eye. “Is it unusual for you to get into fights with your brother?”

“Yes, actually. I mean, we’re siblings so we have spats but tonight well . . . It was one hell of a doozy.”

“Well, I’ve got nothing planned for tonight.  If you’d like to talk, I’m here.”
She was quiet for so long that Chase didn’t think she’d answer. He was going to get up from the swing when she said softly, “My brother is very jealous of all the time I spend with you. He doesn’t like sharing his older sister and he sees you as a threat.” She shrugged her right shoulder. “He did the same thing when our sister was born.”

“But he knows we’re studying, doesn’t he?” Chase was stunned. He hadn’t expected the fight to be about him. He’d thought it’d been about sibling rivalry or something.
I’d like to see more of this. It would have been good to have seen the fight, and to have seen Chase and Hayley’s relationship progressing. I’d be able to emphasize with Hayley and Chase’s relationship more then.

“Yeah, he knows.” Hayley’s soft voice was bitter, hard. It had an edge to it that Chase wasn’t used to hearing. Her eyes flashed as she looked up at him. “But he doesn’t care. It has to be about him, always about him. Never mind that he has good grades and doesn’t need tutoring. Never mind that my parents don’t have the money to pay for any tutoring and that when I get it for free he complains.” Hayley’s hands were gripping the metal chains holding the swing up; her knuckles were white, contrasting sharply with her dark hair. “He said to my parents that he didn’t believe that I was really at your house, learning. He said it was obvious I was playing hooky and abusing their trust in me. My parents didn’t seem to believe him but still . . .”

Chase was surprised and delighted to find that shy, quiet Hayley  Meh. xD had a temper. He hadn’t thought she had it in her but apparently when the situation called for it, her temper arose. He laid a gentle, warm hand on her cold one. “He’ll just have to wait until you pass your exams with flying colours. When had happens, make him kiss your feet and beg for your forgiveness.”

Startled, Hayley opened her eyes wide as she stared at Chase, then she burst out laughing. The sound was pure and magical, warming the cool autumn night.  Chase rose and held his hand out to Hayley, “Come on, let’s get you home.”
Her lips were still stretched into a wide smile and her eyes were shining brightly in the moonlight. Without hesitation she took his hand and allowed him to hoist her up. Their fingers lingered longer than was proper as they turned and made their way toward Hayley’s house. Not quite sure what to make of the fluttering she felt inside her stomach, Hayley said, “Eli’s been teaching me to play chess.”

“Really? I didn’t know you were interested in learning.”

“I wasn’t. Not until I saw you play against Jordan.”
Until he saw the shocked expression on Hayley’s face, Chase thought he had misunderstood. She had wanted to learn . . . After watching him play? He wondered if she had any idea how much of herself she just gave away. A quick glance in her direction confirmed it; she looked completely mortified. 
Not wanting to embarrass her further, Chase said lightly, “It’s good mental exercise. I figure everyone should learn but I know it doesn’t suit everybody.”

He heard Hayley’s sigh of relief. “You’ve got that right. Eli slaughters me every single game.”

Chase glanced at her and found her beautiful in the moonlight, this slender, young, fragile-looking teenager. Every protective instinct of his kicked in around her. He wanted to protect her from harm and keep the hurt at bay. He didn’t have any siblings but if he had had a sister, he supposed he would feel this protecting of her. Then again, the way he felt around Hayley was anything but brotherly. If only she was five years older or he five years younger . . .
“Do you have any pointers?” Hayley’s voice interrupted his thoughts.

“Huh, what?”

“About chess,” she patiently repeated. “Do you have any tips that could help me out and give me a chance against my brother?”

Her eyes were alight with happiness and mischief. He had put that light in her eyes. He felt a growing warmth uncoiling from the pit of his stomach. It would be dangerous for him to continue the tutelage with Hayley, dangerous to spend any extra time with the sixteen-year old. He knew the feelings he was developing for her were too intense, too inappropriate. But for the life of him, he couldn’t stay away.
The fact that Chase’s thinking this doesn’t bother me, but it’s the way it’s worded. Even though he knows it’s inappropriate, he doesn’t seem to feel guilty for thinking what he’s thinking; he just knows it’s wrong. She’s a student! How can he possibly be thinking about something so inappropriate? He has to forget about it. Make him think like that.
And so he led her home as he gave her some advice about how to beat her jealous brother in the game she had wanted to learn because of him.

* * *

Christmas came and went; Chase was invited for a family dinner at Hayley’s house to thank him for everything he’d done for Hayley. In return, Hayley was invited for supper at Chase’s with his mother and himself as the cook. Alice had been quite delighted in her son’s culinary skills. While Chase prepared the meal, the older woman and the teenager discussed books. Alice had lent Hayley some Dean Koontz books and she had fallen in love with the author’s unique writing style. 

Alice glanced over at Hayley who was staring at Chase cooking, pride shining in her eyes. Alice’s heart quickened as she noticed something else shimmering on the surface of the young woman’s expressive eyes. Oh Lord, please don’t tell me she is falling in love with my son. She is a child! And yet . . . She is mature and wise. She is responsible and intelligent. A good head on her shoulders. A perfect match for Chase . . . If it weren’t for the fact that she’s a minor and he’s nine years older. Alice promised herself to keep a close eye on them both. 
Chapter Two – My thoughts

I want to see some more of this chapter! I want to see Chase teaching Hayley, and I certainly want to see Hayley teaching Chase to cook. You could show us the Christmas dinners too. It would be a lovely way to progress Chase and Hayley’s relationship, as well as help us to get to know your characters.

This chapter has loads of potential, you just need to bring that potential out. You have a pair of great characters here, and all that you need to do is to make me really be able to emphasize with them. Leave some space for their relationship to grow and that should come naturally. 

Hey, is Chase still teaching at the school? I kind of assume he isn’t because he needs to go back to university at some point, but you haven’t really confirmed it. It’s probably just me being dumb though... xD
Chapter 3

Spring came in early April, to the delight of all sun-craved people. Hayley herself felt giddy and happy. The air smelled of fresh grass, of warm asphalt and the birds were once again chirping in the trees. Hayley had always heard that spring was the season of love; women started dressing lighter and men prowled the streets, tongues wa(g?)ging, watching the women prance around. She herself had never felt the need to prance nor had she noticed any men with their tongues hanging.
But this year, everything was different. She could feel a powerful energy wrapping around her like a warm blanket on a cold night. In a way, it was almost like static energy, making all the hairs on her body stand on end. She felt lighter at heart, flirtatious even, but her body was tensed, coiled for . . . something. She just didn’t know what. 
She thought of Chase most of her waking hours and she even sometimes dreamt of him at night. Suddenly, she always wanted to look pretty. She had never been one to dress up; she was too practical for that. But things were different now. She wanted to style her hair differently, try applying some make up. She wanted to look sophisticated and well older. Chase knew her age, she couldn’t do anything about that but maybe she could wow him into forgetting the age difference between them two. And then what? She shrugged her right shoulder; things would happen if they happened. She could only hope.

She turned the street to Chase’s house, wearing a knee-high black skirt with a pale blue halter top. She had her hair tied up in a ponytail –the usual but it was too humid for anything else- and she was wearing sensible but pretty blue flip-flops. She didn’t know if Chase would be impressed but she sure felt lovely and confident. It was Friday, which meant they would be alone since Alice was usually out. She was earlier than usual but Chase had told her to come when she wanted, he had no school today. Ah... so he’s definitely back in school.
She heard the lawn mower as she neared the house and saw Chase’s retreating silhouette as he pushed the mower to the end of the yard. Hayley felt her knees grow weak as she discovered that Chase was simply wearing a pair of navy-blue loose fitting shorts. No shirt. 

She let herself fall to the freshly cut grass and she inhaled its sweet scent as she grabbed a fistful of it and sifted it through her parted fingers. She hungrily watched the muscles playing beneath the surface of Chase’s back and his powerful legs effortlessly pushing the weight of the mower around. She could see the sweat, trickling the length of the spine before disappearing into his waistband. Suddenly, her mouth was very dry. Her throat was parched and she would have sold her soul for a single drop of water. 

Chase rounded the back of the house, out of her sight, and the mower was abruptly cut off. The sudden silence was blissful and Hayley inhaled deeply.  Chase came back into view a moment later, a white towel hanging around his neck. He froze as he spotted Hayley sitting on the grass, her legs curled beneath her. She had no idea how lovely and feminine she looked, her eyes the same pure blue as the sky, her dark hair hanging over one shoulder. 
As she rose to meet him, Chase discovered she was wearing a skirt and his breath hitched. This woman was so damn tempting! Did she even realise the struggle he went through daily to keep his hands off her? To refrain from calling her every minute of every day? To shower her face with kisses, to hold her hand or lay his hands possessively on her waist? No, she didn’t know, couldn’t know. He forced his feet into motion and cleared his throat as he neared the young woman.
The creepiness returns... xD  It’s annoying because it’s making me like Chase less when I know he means no harm. This is where the plot and character progression in chapter two would work very well. If we saw their relationship progressing, Chase thinking like this wouldn’t bother me so much. Also, a touch of guilt in his thoughts would be a big plus.  
“Hayley, hi. You’re early.”

Immediately, her bright smile faltered and he silently cursed himself. Not what she wanted to hear. 

“Well, you said I could come early and well, I was doing nothing so I . . .” She bit her bottom lip, looked left then right. “I’ll come back later.”

“No, wait.” Chase caught her arm as she twirled to leave. The momentum caught her off guard and she careened into him. She gasped as her eyes flew up to his face. Chase’s right hand was holding her left arm, pressed between them and her right hand was settled on Chase’s forearm. He didn’t know if her hand was meant to restrain him from hurting her, in case he didn’t know his own strength or if it was simply the momentum that had caused it to land there. Either way, he didn’t care. He only knew that he liked the feel of her touching him. 

He could feel the sun on his naked shoulders and he could smell the fresh grass he had mown but they paled in comparison to the young coconut-smelling woman he held in his arms. If he inhaled through his nose, the smell of her seared his brain and he suddenly seemed to focus on small details like the bead of sweat on her upper lip of the yellow striations around her blue eyes. 

If, instead, he inhaled by his mouth, his whole body seemed to fill itself up with her and he could feel her from the inside. Snap out of it Chase! But he couldn’t, didn’t want to. . .  

He inhaled from the nose and his gaze sharpened on Hayley’s mouth, her parted lips. 

A sudden shrill bell sounded from behind them and they both turned guiltily. “Hey Chase!” his nine-year old neighbour, Bryan, called out from his bike as he passed and waved.  Chase lifted his hand and noticed that Hayley’s sigh of relief matched his own. He had been about to kiss a minor in the middle of the street!

He took two cautious steps back and said, “I wasn’t lying when I said you could come over. I was just running a little late today. Give me ten minutes to take a shower and I’m all yours, okay?”

He saw the mischief in Hayley’s eyes and he held back a groan. Wrong choice of words, Chase. 

* * *

Hayley and Chase continued their lessons. The end of the year was quickly approaching and Chase convinced his pupil to see the school director and ask to pass two math exams that year. One for secondary three, the other for secondary four math. If she passed both, she wanted to be admitted in stronger math four the following year. That way she could still graduate will all of her credits. The director was hesitant but she assured him she now had the knowledge to pursue her math and he finally agreed. 

In the meantime, her chess lessons continued with Eli. In April, she finally won her first game. Elijah had looked too shocked by her victory for her to think he had let her win. She had danced around the living room –an enthusiastic happy dance- until she waltzed over and hugged her brother, twice. Eli laughed. “Shit Sis, I should have let you win before.”

“You didn’t, Eli, nice try. I won! I won!” She scrambled up the stairs yelling to her parents on the way. 

Hayley and Chase had both been fighting their attraction to the other for months. They both knew it was wrong to feel like they did but neither of them could deny it. It was powerful and it was undeniable. They were both looking forward yet dreading the end of the exams. It meant they wouldn’t have a reason to see each other any more and, whether they admitted it or not, the thought was breaking their hearts. 
The exams started the second week of June. The first Hayley did was math secondary three. One week later, she did the other. When she was done, she handed it to the teacher who corrected the exam on the spot; she needed to inform the principal right away because if she passed, he needed to make the necessary arrangements for the following year. The teacher’s beaming smile was all Hayley need. Eighty-Eight percent! She ran down the hallway and all the way to Principal Percy’s office where she proudly handed him the result to her exam. 

“Well, Hayley, I hate to say I doubted you. Congratulations, you proved me wrong. I will make the arrangements, you will still be in secondary five, math four next year but you will be in 436 which is equivalent to math 516. And again, congratulations.” The young woman skipped out of the office. 

It was the first Monday in nine months that Hayley didn’t have a math lesson. She felt lost somehow, what would she would with all this available time? She walked home and spent the afternoon reading. Her sister was in school and her brother was heading over to his best friend’s after he was done with his own exams. 

The phone rang after supper and Hayley’s heart quickened when her mother told her it was for her. Chase! Of course he would want to know how the exam went. She had to hide her disappointment when she recognised her best friend, Gabrielle Tanner’s, voice. 

“Hey! You finally have a free Monday! I was thinking we could go out and catch a movie. How does that sound?”

It would sound great if you were Chase. Hayley thought, and then felt mortified. Where had that thought come from? They’d been spending way too much time together for the past nine months, that’s where. Wasn’t it normal that her body had accustomed itself to his presence? “Thanks, Gaby, but I think I’ll stay home tonight. This is after all my first free Monday, I just want to relax and read.”
Silence on the line.

“Gaby?”

“Have you found yourself a new best friend then?”

“What are you talking about?”

“Is it really Chase you’ve been spending all your time with, or have you found someone else?” 

“Gabrielle, don’t be ridiculous! I’ve been doing lessons. And guess what? They’ve paid off, I . . .”

“Whatever,” Gaby cut her off. “Michael and I are fed up of being ignored all the time, Hayley! Isn’t it normal we’re beginning to wonder?”

“But don’t you understand, I -”

Once again, she was cut off. “What I understand is that you no longer have your priorities straight. We have always been number one on your important list. Now, you no longer make time for us.”

“Gaby- ”

But her best friend had hung up. Hayley slammed down the phone in frustration and turned to find all the members of her family staring at her. “I’m going for a walk!” She slipped into her running shoes and resisted the temptation of slamming the front door. It wasn’t anyone’s fault that Gabrielle was being stubborn. Hayley’s pace was brisk. She wanted to run, flee, escape her thoughts. How dare she hang up on her! She’d been studying for the past months! She hadn’t asked for the tutoring, Chase had offered! And it wasn’t all fun and games; she had years of catching up to do! But . . . It had been fun. They had played games. For learning purposes, but nonetheless. She hadn’t expected to enjoy learning so much, to actually look forward to her evenings. Her evenings with Chase . . . 
Guilt washed over her as she clearly remembered Gabrielle’s accusations. She was right. She hadn’t made time for her friends in . . .  close to nine months. Oh Lord! She remembered the Christmas supper she went to at Chase’s. It had been the annual Christmas party at Gabrielle’s. The one she went to every year but she’d refused that one. She shook her head, disgusted with herself. She was going to lose her best friend! And why? Because of some crush? Was it only a crush? On her part, no. Hayley believed she was in love with him, truly. And sometimes, she felt he reciprocated the feeling. That couldn’t be. Nonsense. And yet, when they joked and kidded around, when they cooked together or learnt her math, heads bent over Hayley’s work sheets, the young woman felt rightness to it all. As if they were meant to cook and clean and learn together. Be together. She sighed as a stray tear rolled down her face. Her teaching was over, her lessons were over and now maybe her childhood friendships were over. Great year, Hayley! she thought sarcastically.
This is another part that would be so much better and believabel if we’d seen Hayley and Chase’s relationship growing!
“Hayley?” A voice sounded behind the young woman who jumped back in fright. “Are you alright?”

“Chase!” 

Several emotions clouded Hayley’s eyes. Chase could make them out in the setting sun’s light: relief, happiness, guilt, pain. “Hayley, what’s wrong? I heard you sigh, you sounded like you had the weight of the world on your shoulders and . . . Are you crying?”
She wiped the tears from her eyes and turned from him. “I’m alright, Chase, thanks.” She looked around and realised her feet had taken her to the only place her mind knew for comfort; Chase’s house. Of course. She’d done the path so often in the past months, her feet carried her there. After all, it was Monday. Not her feet’s fault that she shouldn’t be here. “Why are you outside?”

“I just got home.” He had told her he’d call her once he got home; he had work to finish at the University since his semester was ending as well. She could feel his steady gaze studying her. “Can I join you for your walk?” He could see she was going to refuse and he added quickly, “Please, it would do me a world of good; I spent the whole day on my butt revising my notes.” He stretched exaggeratedly to prove his point. 
She made a small nod and he fell into step beside her. That had walked together countless times. Sometimes to clear their minds after a particularly gruelling lesson, or sometimes he accompanied her home this way; gave them both a good workout. They headed away from the direction she’d come from. Although Chase really did have some school work to do, the truth of the matter was he didn’t want to come home. Not to an empty house. His mother was gone to bridge and he was done with his teaching lessons with Hayley. They had quit the cooking lessons a few weeks back, Hayley said that she had taught him everything she knew and he passed her cooking classes with flying colours. That had used the Friday to further her lessons. He had felt his heart stop when he’d gotten out of his car and saw her turn the corner on his street. The setting sun had set a beautiful background for the young woman, bathing her in its colourful hues. 
Even in the distance, he had felt her pain and as he walked over to her, he noticed the tears streaming down her cheeks. “Hayley, did you fail the exam?” His heart was hammering. She couldn’t have failed, she was doing so well!

“Huh? Oh, no! I passed.” A faint smile stretched her lips. “Why would you think I failed?”

“I saw you crying and you came to me. I thought maybe. . .”

“Oh. I hadn’t set out to come see you. It just happened.”
When she didn’t elaborate, he didn’t push. He knew her now; she’d tell him when she was good and ready to talk. They walked to the end of the street, then turned left. Their feet followed a familiar pattern. A few minutes later, they entered a deserted park. They loved going there, it was peaceful and quiet. They found their regular swings and took a seat. Hayley tilted her head back and stared at the stars beginning to twinkle in the sky. Chase glanced at her. Her straight nose, her pale skin. Her wide blue eyes, even seen from the side, were still guilt ridden. 
“Why are you staring at me?” she asked softly.

“I was admiring you,” he said quietly. His hammering heart pounded in his ears. 

She chuckled softly. “And why is that?”

“Because you’re beautiful, Hayley.”

He heard her sudden intake of breath and finally, finally, she turned to him. Really looked at him. Her eyes were wide open but he could not see them clearly. However, he had gotten to know her well enough during the last year to know that she was panicking right now, although only slightly. 
“Hayley,” Chase’s voice was but a whisper in the wind, “have you ever been kissed?”

Hayley could feel her cheeks burning at Chase’s question and she was glad for the cover of darkness.  She shook her head and stammered, “No, no, I haven’t.” Feeling shy and embarrassed, she tore her gaze away from Chase’s and stared at her hands fidgeting in her lap. 
The young man reached over and delicately cupped Haley’s chin in his hand and turned her to him until she was once again gazing in his eyes. “Can I be your first?” His heart was hammering as he waited in breathless anticipation for her answer. It wasn’t long in coming.

“Yes,” she whispered. 

He expelled a grateful breath as he leaned in towards her. Her eyes were huge and compelling and he could plainly see the innocence in them. His mind recoiled, She is only fifteen, Chase!  Hm... I swore you said somewhere in chapter two or something that she was sixteen... And wasn’t that almost a year ago? Wouldnt’ that make her seventeen? I’m bad with things like that though, so it might just be me. But his body demanded a taste of her, just one and then maybe –surely- he could get her out of his mind.

Hayley sighed softly as Chase’s gentle lips pressed upon her own. Her ears were buzzing, her heart was thundering, Is this wrong? she wondered as she savoured the young man’s touch. It can’t be wrong if it feels so right. The words repeated themselves in her head, becoming a litany she could not ignore until she spoke the words out loud, breaking up the kiss. She slowly blinked open her eyes and met Chase’s.

“I must say I completely agree with you.”

This time he did not ask for permission; he settled his warm hand on the nape of her neck and he pulled her toward him. She didn’t offer any resistance. She didn’t want to. Their second kiss was less experimental, less soft. She felt the urgency in his kiss, the passion building within him. Her own response seemed to mirror his; she could feel a growing tension coming from the very center of herself. Emotions and feelings started boiling within her, she didn’t comprehend them, didn’t know what they meant. Panic started seeping into her and she suddenly tensed. Immediately, Chase pulled back.

“Hayley? Did I go too fast? I’m sorry, I just, I . . .” His voice trailed off uncertainly as he raked a hand through his dark hair. 

“Oh no, it wasn’t too fast. It’s just I’ve never . . . I panicked, I’m sorry.”

“It’s understandable, it’s my fault.”

“No, I .  . .”
Chase’s laugh caught her off guard. “It is going to be a long night if we both sit here and blame ourselves for this.”

Realising the truth of his statement, Hayley also laughed. He rose swiftly from the bench and held out his hand to her. “Come on, it’s late enough, let’s head home.” She slipped her hand into his and he pulled her up then surprised her with a quick, impulsive kiss. She smiled, happy and giddy over the emotions she was feeling. He smiled, contented that she kept her hand in his. They slowly retraced the route back to his house. In the darkest shadows surrounding his home, Hayley, feeling slightly bold, lifted herself on her toes and kissed Chase fully on the mouth. His arms went around her and pressed her fully to him. When, several moments later, she felt something hard pressing against her tummy and heard his groan, she pulled back, panting. 

He leaned his forehead against hers and she felt reassured by his own laboured breathing. She was exhilarated and scared and giddy and terrified. He was making her feel like this and somehow, she sensed that his own feelings were not unlike her own.


“Wow, Hayley! Where did that come from?”

She shrugged, trying to ease her shyness. “I was trying to make the memory last . . .” Her voice trailed off as she heard his sharp intake of breath. “. .  . Until next time.”


He released a relieved breath. “And there will definitely be a next time.”

Hayley released the breath she hadn’t known she’d been holding.

“Are you sure you don’t want me to drive you home?”

“No, I want to walk.”

“I could walk with you.”

“You still have work to do, Chase. I’ll be alright. I want to walk, really.”

She giggled when he kissed her nose. She turned and headed back toward her house. At the corner, she turned when Chase called to her. “I’m almost finished school. Just give me a few days to finish my exams and then I’ll call you, okay? We’ll talk and maybe figure out where this is going.”

“I’ll wait by the phone,” she replied before resuming her walk. She felt his eyes on her. As soon as she knew she was out of sight, she began skipping her way home. 
This is probably my favourite scene so far. I have a thing for romance. xD  It’s just that I’d have loved to have been more emotional about it and been able to almost want to cheer that they finally kissed. That’s where showing us their time together would have really paid off.
She didn’t know what she’d tell her parents, her brother or her sister. She decided not to tell them anything until her and Chase had discussed what was going on between them. Just a few days. Maximum a week. She could wait that long, she’d take that time and try to patch things up with Gabrielle and Michael. 

Oh yes, things were going great now. How could she have thought differently just a few hours ago? In two months time she would be starting her last year of high school, she would graduate and have all her credits to go to college if that’s what she decided. She would fix things with her best friends; they’ve known each other for so long, something as inconsequential as this was only a bump in the road of their friendship.

Somehow she would have to find a way to balance her family time, her brother’s jealousy, her best friends and Chase. She could do it, she knew she could. Right now, she felt invincible. Nothing could get to her. Nothing at all.

* * *

Alice caught her son staring out the window for the third time tonight. She frowned, worried as his strange attitude. It was very unlike Chase to be so distracted, especially when he had some studying for the exam the next day. 

“Chase?” She called out to him twice before he responded, after blinking his dazed look away. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah, Mom,” His eyes were gentle and his smile was soft and tender. “Yeah, I’m more than okay.”

Alice thought quickly, heart beating quicker than before. Striving to sound natural, she said, “Funny not to see Hayley here tonight after seeing her for so long, isn’t it?”

“Hmm? Oh, yeah. I saw her tonight. She passed her exam.”

“When did you see her?”

“When I got home. She was taking a walk and it led her here.”

Alice’s bridge game had been cancelled tonight; two of her partners had come down with the flu. Therefore, she knew her son and his pupil hadn’t come in for a friendly visit. They probably went for a walk, like they sometimes did. Only . . . this was the first time Chase came back looking so . . . Very unlike himself. Oh, please no, not again. Not to Chase!
She cleared her throat. “I’m going to make some tea, would you like some?”

“No thanks Mom.” He was staring out the window again, oblivious to his mother’s comings and goings. She practically rushed to the kitchen, snatched the phone from the hook. She hesitated before dialling but remembered the love struck look on her son’s face and pressed the numbers decisively. 
Chapter Three – My thoughts

Now, I like the little bit of mystery on the end here! There’s obviously something that Alice isn’t telling us, and I like that a lot. I have to say that this is probably my favourite chapter so far, especially thanks to the love scene in it. You wrote it very well and effectively. 
Chapter 4
One week turned into two, then to a month and finally two but the end of summer brought no news from Chase. I found this sentence a bit awkwardly phrased, so I’d suggest maybe rewording it.
Two weeks after their kiss, a worried Hayley decided to call his house. There was no answer. Maybe he wasn’t finished his studies. But Alice should have been there. She usually only left for bridge. Where was she gone all day long for two days straight? 
Hayley eventually gave up on the phone and walked over to Chase’s house. When she turned the corner, she found Alice reading on the front porch. Hayley smiled, remembering all the times she had seen the older woman read in her favourite seat and the uneasiness in her stomach lessened at the familiarity of the scene.  She made her way across the lawn using the step stones that had been practically installed there to make a path. Alice let out a startled gasp when she lifted her gaze and met Hayley’s. The young woman lost her smile at the quick look of guilt that crossed the woman’s sharp eyes. But she look was immediately replaced by a warm smile. 
“Hayley! It’s good to see you! Would you like some tea, I was just about to make myself some.”

“No thank you. I have to return home. I was just worried; Chase was supposed to call me a week ago and I’ve been trying to call but there hasn’t been any answer.”

Alice blushed. “I’m sorry, I’m afraid that’s my fault; I’ve unhooked the phone. We’ve been getting phone calls from marketing agencies lately and frankly, I’m tired of picking up and it’s tiresome to hear the phone ring all day.” She smiled sheepishly and Hayley laughed.

“They seem to always call us at suppertime. My parents hate that.”

“But it’s good marketing; people are normally home at suppertime; they’re sure to get somebody.”

“Maybe I could convince them to do like you; take it off the hook during our meals.”

They chatted for a few minutes before Hayley impatiently brought up Chase again. “Do you know why he hasn’t called?”

“Well, I probably shouldn’t tell you this but . . .” She took a deep breath. “Chase flunked one of his exams and his teachers permitted him to do it over again because he’s held such high grades all year.”

“Oh my! How did that happen? He was sure that if he studied enough he’d ace the exams!”

“Well, for some reason, he’s been distracted lately.” She shot Hayley a look the young woman couldn’t decipher. “Anyway, that’s where he’s been spending the last few days. He’s taking the exam again some time next week so he’s been studying hard in the meantime, at school.”

“Oh. Okay, I understand.”

“I’m sure he will call you whenever he gets the opportunity,” the older woman said gently. 

But he didn’t, not once. Hayley even went back to Alice but the old woman had an excuse for her son every time. But Hayley eventually caught on to the truth; he thought their kiss had been a mistake. How could she have misinterpreted his signals so badly? He had really seemed to enjoy their kiss. I agree... Maybe there’s more to it than that... Hmm...
Elijah entered his sister’s bedroom when she didn’t respond to his second knock. Once again, she was staring into space, tears running down her face. His hands closed into fists and his jaw clenched at the sight of the girl who had once been his rock, his hero.  She hadn’t said anything but he knew the reason she was acting this way was because of Chase. He despised the man for putting Hayley through this.

“Hayley?” Although angry, he kept his voice soft to not startle his sister. He startled her anyway.

“Eli! What are you doing in my room?”

“I knocked twice and you didn’t answer.”

“Oh. What is it?”

“There’s a phone call for you.” He immediately regretted his words. She jumped up, a hopeful expression on her face. “It’s Gaby, Hayley.”

“Oh.” The look was replaced by one of disappointment. “Could you tell her I’m not here, Eli? Tell her I’m gone for a walk or something.”

“No, I can’t tell her that, Hayley, and I won’t. I’ve already told her you were here. Besides, do you want a repeat of two months ago? Snap out of it, sis! We’re about to start school, do you want to begin it by fighting with Gabrielle?”
Tears were spilling down Hayley’s cheeks in earnest. His heart clenching painfully, he went to her, pulled her up from the bed and hugged her tight. In the last year he had grown and was now a good head taller than his sister and her head was now leaning against his chest. His friends would probably tease him to no end if they ever caught him hugging his sobbing sister so tightly but he’d just have to deal with it. Hayley had always been there for him. He was trying to show her that he was there for her too, even though she didn’t want to talk about her pain. 
Finally, she squeezed his waist one last time before pulling back and wiping her tears with her shirt sleeve. “I think I needed a good cry . . . Thanks Eli, I love you.” 

As he watched her walk out the room, he whispered, “I love you too, Hayley. Don’t worry, I’ll protect you from harm.”

* * *

“Come on Eli!” Her brother groaned. “Fine then, I’m leaving without you,” she threatened. They both knew she wouldn’t but it still got him out of bed. First day of school. Hayley smiled. Unlike her brother, she was an early riser and she loved school, she couldn’t get enough of it; the learning, the teachers, mingling with students. Whenever she had a few seconds to spare Hayley wrote, and schools were rich with ideas; quarrel between teenage lovers, a peculiar way of teaching one of her teachers had, conversations overheard when passing in hallways or in the cafeteria at lunch time. Even certain subjects like biology and history. She loved those especially. It helped when teachers loved their subject as much as her history teacher, Alan Langley did. He was the teacher she’d have probably this year too, he’d taught her the other two mandatory classes and this year she was taking extra history lessons. 
She finally managed to push her reluctant brother out of the door. They turned right and walked to the end of the street before cutting through the elementary school park. They lived far enough to have permission to take the bus but from the year Elijah started high school, one year after his sister, they began walking together to school, rain and shine, summer and winter. They were comfortable together and they enjoyed the time spent walking and talking. 

Hayley was grateful for the wake up call her brother had given her the previous week. Without it, she’d probably still be moping in her bedroom. Instead, she’d taken the phone call from Gaby and had apologised, sincerely, for the past few months. The best friends had spent the remainder of their holidays together. When her friend has asked about Chase, Hayley only told her that they had parted ways; their teaching and learning together was over. Gabrielle seemed to understand that there was more than that but she didn’t insist, she let the matter drop. Same as the four previous years, the teenagers were going to share a locker. Michael, their other best friend would partner up with one of his friends. Elijah would pair up with Adam, his best friend, in another section of the school, reserved for the fourth level. 
They walked in silence; Elijah was still trying to unglue his eyes while Hayley was picturing her first day of school. They were being dismissed from their first period; instead they were to get their agendas, lockers and schedules before heading to their second period. Normally this was done two weeks prior to starting school but this year, the school board encountered a problem and had to delay.
As Hayley and Elijah rounded the last clump of trees from the meadow they cut across, they stopped and stood there, facing the school. Hayley sighed, a huge silly grin spread across her face. Elijah, obviously, groaned. Unlike his sister, he despised school. Waste of time, as far as he was concerned. But their parents insisted that he at finish his high school and get his diploma; after that he could quit if that’s what he really wanted. 
“I really don’t get how you manage to love this old heap of junk so much anyway.”

“I don’t get how you don’t, Eli. It’s beautiful. To me, anyway. And it’s rich.”

“Rich?” He snorted. “You could’ve fooled me.”

She turned her gaze from her brother to the school and acknowledged that he was right; the building wasn’t much to look at. The u-shaped building This will sound a bit picky, but the repetition of the word building here interrupted the flow a little bit. was covered in dated brown brick and in the middle of the entrance stood a hideous hollow-metal statue. Nobody knew what the statue was supposed to represent. Maybe the school board took pity on some local talent. 
The high school was originally only meant for levels one to three. After the third year, the students were supposed to up and leave for another school. That lasted four years before the board gave in to the demands of the students and parents and had built an extension to allow the two other levels to complete their education. Now Moray High boasted some of the best teachers and students in the area. Hayley was proud of it.
“It’s rich on the inside, knuckle head. The mysteries, the quarrels, the conversations, the never ending quest to learn deeper truths . . .” Her voice trailed off, became wistful.

“Unfortunately, big sis, I’m not a writer so, unlike you, I do not see mystery and deeper truths. I see pissed off teenagers trying to escape life at home.”
I liked this xD 

“Same difference,” She replied with a grin.

“Come on let’s go.” Elijah laughed at his sister’s grin. Truth be told, her enthusiasm at starting the new school year was contagious and he wanted to get away from her as fast as possible to not get infected. But he was deeply, truly happy to see her smile. She seemed to have turned a page on the Chase chapter and he was grateful that she had renewed her friendship with Gaby. 
Upon entering the high school, they each went their own ways, Elijah met up with Adam and Hayley joined Gaby in their usual hang out place, in the cafeteria. Gaby and Michael were already there waiting, heads bent deep in conversation. Hayley had to clear her throat twice to get noticed. Her friends both jumped up when they finally heard her and plastered beaming smiles on their faces. 
Hayley raised an eyebrow. “You two look up to no good.”

“Now why would you go and hurt us like that.” Mike settled a hand of his heart and gave her a wounded look. Hayley laughed, which was why he had done it. Both he and Gaby both agreed that something must have happened between her and Chase; if not, she wouldn’t have spent nine months without seeing them. But she had seemed so happy during those months so they hadn’t pushed her. Then the school year ended as well as her tutoring and suddenly she seemed hurt and depressed. She had patched things up with them the day following her and Gaby’s fight and they had spent the week together but the following two months they hadn’t heard much of her. Until last week when Michael had urged Gaby to call. He was glad for the impulse; Hayley seemed better than the previous months. 
I’m liking the fact that you’re including Hayley’s friends into this quite a bit more now. It’s nice to see you not falling into the trap of romance novels where the whole novel is literally all about the couple in it...
They stood in line together, waiting to have their lockers assigned to them and hopefully have them side by side, which they did. They then waited in line for their agendas and schedules. They laughed and joked amongst themselves, wondering which teachers they’d have this year, dreading some of them, looking forward to others. Hayley was certain she’d get Alan in history, Michael had taken physical education as an option and Gabrielle had taken biology. 

“Do you think we’ll have any classes together?” Gaby wondered out loud.

“I hope so. I wonder what our first class will be.”

“I don’t know but I’m glad to have caught up in math.” Hayley’s smile was wide and proud. Her friends’ grins were similar to her own.

Hayley was the first to get her agenda and schedule. She got out of the line so as to not be in the way and she walked slowly away, studying her schedule.  The classes spanned within a nine day schedule, with four classes a day. Today was day one and since the first period was happening now, her first class would in fact be math.  Hayley held back a groan when she remembered that math wouldn’t be a problem this year. She had made it to an advanced level. A smile slowly spread across her face until she glanced down at the name of the teacher that would be teaching her this year: C. Campbell. Her smile froze, her heartbeat accelerated drastically. It couldn’t be! But what were the odds?
Dun, dun, duuuun... Just a quick thought though! If it is him, which I’m assuming it is, Chase knew that Hayley would be in the school, right? Wouldn’t he have tried to get a job somewhere else because of that? Or does he want to prove to himself that he can face her with no problem? Kind of like testing himself. He obviously can’t, but hey, that might have been his intentions. It’s just that I find it a little odd that he’d apply for a job in the school Hayley goes to. 
She dimly heard Gaby ask her in what subject she was starting and before waiting for her answer told her that she and Michael were starting in biology, together. Hayley heard the bell ring, announcing the end of first class. She murmured an apology to her friends and she headed for the staircase. It couldn’t be  . . .  But she would soon find out. If it was him, he’d be there early, to prepare. That is, he would be if she knew him at all. If it was him . . .  What started as a slow ascension soon became a brisk walk until it turned into a dead run. Was this why he had been silent all summer? To surprise her? Well, if that was his point, it worked! Oh, the sneak! Her eyes narrowed as thoughts raced through her mind and finally –finally!- she bursted into the classroom laughing. 

Chase was there and upon seeing her laughing, laughed with her, his eyes and face lighting up with joy. Abruptly he stopped, bowed his head, seemingly collecting his thoughts. Sensing something was wrong, Hayley stopped. Chase was now shaking his head vehemently and as he glanced up, a stern expression replaced the look of joy that had been there previously. 
“Chase? What’s wrong?”

He nodded silently in her direction before bending his dark head toward his desk. “Miss Moore, you will be seated third seat in the second isle.”

“What?”

“You heard me, it’s in alphabetical order. Please take your seat.”

Completely shocked at his behaviour, so unlike the Chase she knew, she took a step in his direction. Startled, the teacher backed up a step. Tears filled Hayley’s wide pleading eyes. 
Ah... Hayley, Hayley, Hayley... When a teacher’s in their classroom, they play the role. Can’t mix business with pleasure... ;)
Why was he avoiding her? This wasn’t why he had avoided her, obviously, he hadn’t wanted to surprise her. Then . . . because of the kiss?

Guilt washed over Chase’s face as he saw the raw pain in Hayley’s eyes. He also noticed her shame and her embarrassment and it wasn’t very hard to know what she was thinking; why hadn’t he called all summer? Not since the kiss . . . Unable to see her pain, pain he had to cause her without wanting to, Chase took two steps toward her.

“Hayley . . .” His hand reached for her but he abruptly dropped it when the sound of footsteps approaching the classroom penetrated the fog surrounding them both. She turned from him and headed for the desk he had assigned her. She made a show out of taking her school supplies out of her bag; her head bent, her hair shielding her face. He knew why; she wouldn’t be able to hide her emotions from her classmates and meeting them the first time while crying would not make the kind of impression this shy teenager would like. She finally sat down but kept her head bent. As the students came in, Chase immediately took their names and directed them to their seats while simultaneously checking for any absent students. Although trying hard to remain concentrated on his present task, he was very aware of Hayley’s tense body, poised on the edge of her seat. She seemed ready to make a run for it, out of his classroom, out of the school. The only time she flinched, that he saw, was when a certain Caroline Washton gave her name to him but she did not raise her head. 
Once the students had settled down, he began by introducing himself and explaining that they were his first group, that he was fresh out of University. Although he had substituted the previous year, he didn’t know any of these students because he had been giving secondary four classes that year. This is where he had met Hayley. He eyes flicked over to her and he immediately regretted the impulse; she had finally looked up while he’d been talking. She may have tried to wipe her emotions away but it hadn’t worked; he could see right through facade. Her eyes were wide and seemed to shimmer still with unshed tears. Her cheeks were flushed and she seemed to be biting her upper lip; he had seen her do this numerous times when they had started her tutoring; she was embarrassed, felt stupid. 
Chase was unreasonably angry at her for feeling this way. He felt like shouting, “Hayley, don’t feel this way, you have no reason to! Don’t you think it’s been hard on me, too!” But he couldn’t say that, not now, not ever. But so frustrated was he, he didn’t even notice he had stopped talking until he began feeling his students’ restlessness. 

“I guess old age is finally getting to me; I’m already losing my mind,” he joked and was rewarded by the students’ laughter. ‘Chase, for Pete’s sake, pay attention!’
But try as he might, he spent the rest of the period being very aware of Hayley. No matter what he did; bent his head, turned his back, answered questions, he felt her pain and confusion boring into him. He could feel the whirlwind of emotions her beautiful eyes were betraying. 

He wanted to go to her, kiss her, tell her he was sorry, but he couldn’t. That one kiss was all he was allowed. Now, he was her teacher and needed to act the part. When the bell rang, he could almost hear Hayley’s sigh of relief; it matched his own. She ran out of the classroom, her long black hair trailing behind her. His heart ached as he watched her leave; she reminded him of a dog with its tail tucked between its legs; one who had gotten beaten more often than not. Part of him thought, ‘Fight for me, Hayley! Where’s the confident woman that grew under my tutelage?’ But he knew she wouldn’t. She may now be confident in her mathematical abilities, but in the matters of heart, she was naive, innocent. And he may have broken her heart. 
Chapter 5
Hayley was breathing hard as she ran out of the classroom. She was ashamed of her behaviour; she wanted to plant her feet in front of Chase and demand some explanations, refusing to leave until he gave them. But that would have to wait. Now she wanted to hide in a corner and lick her wounds. Instead, she headed for her locker, praying not to see Gaby and Mike. She wasn’t up for details of her first class yet. She noted distractedly that her next class was history and she grabbed the appropriate binder before closing and locking her locker. Her heart started hammering when she discovered that the history class wasn’t on the first floor as it had always been; it had changed to the second floor . . . In front of her math class. Lady Destiny had one hell of a sense of humour. 
Dreading a confrontation with Chase, she walked slowly up the stairs and retraced the steps she had run earlier. Her heartbeat accelerated as she unhurriedly approached her history class. A few classes down, she noticed the light to the room was closed. A bit of a mistake here? ;) Not willing to believe it was that easy, she stopped in front of the classroom, but on the other side of the hallway, and she leaned forward until she was peering into the classroom, without –hopefully- being seen. Her sigh of relief was audible when she discovered the empty room. 
“Hayley?” A voice sounded behind her. She yelped and whirled, her heart already sinking that she had been caught lurking but two things registered at once; it was not Chase who had spoken to her and while she’d been trying to hide her presence from the math teacher, she had been standing in front of the history class. She flushed.  “Are you playing hide and seek, child? At your age?” Alan Langley mocked her gently. Hayley laughed; relieved it was Alan and not Chase and even more relieved he was her next teacher. She couldn’t have picked better after that horrendous math class. 

“You found me quicker than I expected, Alan, I must be getting too old for this.” She grinned. “Where do I sit?”
Would a student call their teacher by their first name? I know they do it in quite a few colleges and universities, but I’m not sure about schools.
 
“Rules haven’t changed; anywhere you want.” 

They spoke for a few minutes, of their summer, of his family. Alan Langley was a good looking fifty year old man but you wouldn’t give him a day over forty. He had black hair that he kept long with lines of white hair barely streaking his temples; the only sign of his age, although, he assured her it was the students who gave him those white hairs. He married his wife, Barbara, twenty five years ago and they had three children; the eldest daughter was Hayley’s age but all three of them went to a different school. Hayley had always loved seeing the love and tenderness on the older man’s face whenever he spoke of his family. 

“I was glad to see you in my student list, Hayley. It’s always a pleasure to teach you. If only all my students loved learning as much as you did, my job would be much easier.” He sighed wistfully. Hayley knew she was his favourite student; he had told her the first year he had taught her. When he asked her what she wanted to be later on in life, she had shyly told him, “A writer.” 
He hadn’t been surprised but he had gently reprimanded her for being so shy with her answer. “Be proud of who you are and what you are, Hayley. If a writer is what you are, lift your chin, straighten your shoulders and say it loud and clear ‘I am a writer!’ If you do not believe in yourself, how can you expect others to? If you lack confidence, it will reflect yourself in your writing.” She had nodded, understanding what he was telling her. “If ever you need help, either to review your work or on historical events, just come to me, I’ll help you, okay?” She had smiled gratefully and from then on and straightened her shoulders and told whoever wanted to hear it that she was a writer. At first, she had done it for Alan. Then, for herself.  

“Alan? How long in advance do you receive your student lists?”

“It depends. Sometimes a week before, sometimes a month. This year, it was three weeks.”

“And is it the same for every teacher or does it depend on the subject you are teaching?”

“We all receive them at the same time.” He looked at her curiously. “When the lists are ready, the principal organises a meeting with all the teachers to discuss the upcoming school year. Why are you asking me this?”

She shrugged and averted her eyes. “Just curious. You know me, always asking unimportant questions. Who knows, maybe I’ll need that information in one of my books.”
She knew he didn’t believe her, knew he wanted to press her, that her odd behaviour and line of questioning was unusual for her but, thankfully, students began spilling into the classroom, saving her from his own questioning. 

Hayley only listened to Alan’s class with half a mind. The other, obviously, was concentrated on her elusive math teacher. 

She thought back to the nine months together and, retrospectively, she realised she should have seen the kiss coming. Hands brushing during walks, heads bent together during tutoring then they’d both look up, eyes locked. Always something would happen to distract them; his mother, the phone, Hayley’s phone, a pen dropping to the floor. If Hayley really did believe in Karma, she’d have to think that the forces were working against them, trying to prevent the kiss. Then why allow it on that fateful night two months ago? If she had known the outcome of that night, would she have allowed him to kiss her anyway? Had she been sending subtle signals his way, was that why he’d kissed her?
She had been so giddy, so happy walking home. Her almost-twin, Elijah, had of course noticed the difference in her mood. Her parents also but they thought she had walked to Gaby’s and apologised or something. And although she spent the next week patching things up with her best friend, it was Elijah who was right; Chase was the reason for her happiness. Her brother was angry, yes, but she let him win at chess. That put him in a better mood. 

When a week had passed with no news, she hadn’t yet been worried. After two weeks, she was. She spent the rest of the summer asking herself millions of questions and she never found the answers. But she had been certain of one thing; she had felt used, cheap. As if, in some way, she’d been just another ‘notch on his bedpost’, even though they hadn’t taken it that far. She had thought him a gentleman. Now, she didn’t know what to think. 

She heard a distinctive clearing of throat and she looked up, locked gazes with Alan. It was a silent warning, she knew, to pay attention. He would never rebuke her in front of the classroom; he knew she would be mortified. Then again, she had never before given him a reason to. She bowed her head slightly to him, simultaneously thanking him for the subtle warning and to tell him she was sorry; she’d pay attention. 
As promised, she concentrated fully on what her history teaching was saying. Not once did she let her mind wander. The class went by much faster. 

* * *

Two weeks went by. Hayley was having difficulty studying, her mind wandered constantly. The only class where she paid fully attention was history. She wasn’t afraid of Alan; she wanted to make him proud. Her math classes were a constant struggle. Her feet felt like led every single time she made her way to class and even when she left; they were never fast or light enough to get her out of there. She knew Chase was struggling also. This strained teacher-student relationship went against every single time they spent together previously. They had always been comfortable together, maybe too comfortable. Maybe that was the problem. They had taken for granted the simple gestures, touching when laughing or wanting to gain the other’s attention, Chase opening the door for her and guiding her with a hand on her shoulder or lower back, even hugging sometimes when they had succeeded in a particularly hard test in math or in Chase’s cooking lessons. Yes, Hayley decided, that was the hardest. Math was the only other subject she really paid attention in. Her reasoning was simple; she knew –or thought she knew- Chase well enough. If he saw her grades suffer from this strained relationship, he’d either confront her about it –a situation she was trying to avoid at all costs- or remove her from his class, send her to another. For her own good, of course. 
Hayley’s seemed to have changed her mind a lot here! At first, History was the only class she could concentrate in, and maths was the biggest struggle. Then you said that maths was where she paid attention. 
She told Gabrielle and Michael about having Chase as a teacher. She even gave them a reason for her moping around this summer; she said that over the course of the nine months, she had fallen in love with the teacher and had told him the night she found out she passed her math exam. Told them he had gently but firmly told her it wouldn’t work out between them. They were sympathetic at first but then Gaby got angry. “I’m your best friend, why didn’t you tell me? We could have gotten through this together, Ley!”
I think that this is a great dialogue opportunity. I mean, if my friend came to me and revealed something like that, I’d have a lot of things to say! One of the elements in this story that I like are some of your character’s conversations. I think that this conversation could have lots of potential.

“I’m sorry. I was ashamed and I didn’t want my parents to know; they had been afraid of this. I was trying to deal with it on my own but I didn’t do a very good job of it.” She had grimaced. She didn’t want to lie to them, but it was the closest to the truth she could get without telling them about the kiss. She was still keeping that to herself. But now her best friends understood why she acted so peculiarly before and after her math classes. 

As usual, she was the last one to arrive in class. She did it on purpose. She knew it and she knew Chase knew it. He waited for her to walk in before closing the door. Each time she had to step out of the way to not brush herself against him. As she headed for her desk, Chase raised his voice above the noise the students made. “Since I’ve now grown accustomed to your faces and your names, you may now be seated where you please.”

A cheer rose. Even Hayley cheered and kept walking until she made it to the last desk on the complete right, the one hugging the wall. Chairs screeched noisily as her classmates moved around, pairing up with their friends. While she was taking out her binder from her bag, she realised someone had taken up the desk beside hers. “Hey, Hayley.”

She turned, wondering who had spoken to her since she hadn’t made any friends in this class, but wasn’t surprised to discover Caroline Washton. For some reason they had always, since preschool, ended up in classes together. “Hey, Caroline.”
 
“Mind if I sit here?”
 
Hayley merely shrugged. Even if she minded, Caroline would sit where she pleased.  This class was the first breathable one in two weeks. The fact that she wasn’t seated in front of Chase helped. Somewhat. She could still feel his gaze on her. And she still followed his every move, tracking him like a predator its prey. 
Caroline noticed the looks passing between Chase and Hayley. The tension between those two was almost palpable. Did they know each other before this school year? And why was Hayley so sombre, so withdrawn? She had always been shy but not like this, not in an unapproachable way, she had always made friends easily. So what was it? What was the cause of the tension between her and the teacher? Intrigued, she glanced to the teacher again. Tilting her head to the side, she studied him carefully. He was tall, at least six-foot two with broad shoulders. Not slim or skinny by any means but not fat either; a muscular, athletic build. His hair was dark brown and was kept longer than the current style called for. Although he didn’t have ‘nerd’ stamped in his forehead, the man seemed very smart, he was quick on mental calculations and he was quick in his replies, witty. Caroline had always been attracted to guys with more brawn than brains but she could definitely see the appeal of this one. She glanced at Hayley and found her childhood classmate staring at Chase, eyes wide with confusion and something else . . . Pain? Sorrow?
Hayley noticed the speculative gleam in Caroline’s eyes but she ignored it. She also ignored the tightening in her stomach at the thought of Caroline sinking her claws into Chase. It wouldn’t be the first time.

They had been friends once. It had been a brief friendship; they were too different to remain that way. Hayley had been soft spoken and gentle and Caroline was brusque and preferred taking things forcefully, stepping on people in the process of getting what she wanted. If they were on the playground and she’d decide she wanted to swing, she’d shove one of the smaller children off and take their place. If they were coloring in class, Caroline would wait for Hayley to begin drawing, then draw the same picture as Hayley and boast it was the nicest. If any other classmate tried to approach the little duo, Caroline would scream at them and call them names. If that didn’t work, she’d shove them. Hayley had protested many times and told Caroline that if she wasn’t any nicer, she’d stop being her friend. It worked, but only for a day or two. When Hayley told Caroline she wouldn’t be friends anymore, the girl had slapped her across the face, thrown sand at her and had run away crying. A few days later she had approached Hayley to apologise and ask if they could be friends again. Hayley had been firm in her decision. It had been that way for them ever since. Every friend Hayley had made over the years, potential boyfriends also, acquaintances, anyone at all, Caroline had tried to come between them. For many of them, it had worked. They had, with time, believed Caroline’s lies of friendship and honesty. Because her parents were rather rich, she was able to buy their friendships with gifts. That lasted until they realised how deceitful she was and dropped her as Hayley had done. Shame-faced, they’d come back to the young woman and pray for her forgiveness. Hayley forgave but she never, ever, forgot. She let Caroline have her way; it was easier than constantly fighting with her. But, now, if she guessed her feelings for Chase . . . Hayley wasn’t sure she could let that go. 
I felt that this paragraph was a little too long. There are areas where you could easily slice it up, so I’d consider doing so. That way, it will be a bit easier on the eyes.
But what harm could Caroline do? It wasn’t as if Chase had branded ‘Teenager kisser’ on his forehead. Hayley winced at that thought. What did Caroline think she could accomplish this time? 

* * *

The following two weeks were not as painful as the previous ones. Hayley was beginning to see the light at the end of the tunnel. Math classes were still as painful but she managed to pay attention in her other classes as well. History was the one subject she truly loved and listened to with undivided attention. And so what if she often went to the front of the class to throw out a gum wrapper. Or went to Alan’s desk and ask a question to which she already knew the answer. It was just a quick peek inside Chase’s class. It meant nothing, really, no one would be the wiser. She thought she was so smart with her subtle glances but she saw the speculative look in Alan’s eyes. He knew something was up. Fortunately for her, he didn’t yet know what. She was aware of playing with fire. Not for herself, for Chase. What if someone discovered she was .  . . Not in love, no. But, infatuated with him? Would they change teachers? Transfer her to another class? No! She couldn’t switch! He was the reason she made all her efforts! Of course, she only did it so she wouldn’t be confronted by him but still . . . If she didn’t want to speak with him, why was she stealing glances into his classroom during her history lessons?

“Hayley, please stay after class, I need to speak with you.”
“Yes.” She tried to say but when it wouldn’t come out, she nodded. 

They were beginning of October and not once had Chase asked to speak with her privately. Why now? Why now when she was finally breathing again? What did he want? He had no reason to single her out, she was doing perfectly! They had done an exam last period and Chase had given them the results at the beginning of this period; she had gotten 98 percent, she had the highest mark in class. Was she doing too well? Did he think she had cheated? Because she hadn’t! Of course, she couldn’t prove it and Caroline, her only neighbour, had gotten 94 percent. So, maybe, he really did think she had cheated! She paled. But. .  . He couldn’t think that of her, could he? Chase of all people knew what she was worth in math. 
No, there was no reason to worry herself . . . She’d find out in due time. Even if that time killed her. 
Ten minutes later, the bell finally rang. The students ran out. Hayley took her sweet time stuffing her books in her bag. She’d spent a month working hard to avoid this confrontation. What had she done? Did he want to discuss  . . . The kiss? She blushed. No, he wouldn’t. Not like this in school, in class. Hayley walked up the isle reluctantly, like a condemned woman heading for the hangman’s noose. 
Chase remained seated as the young woman approached his desk. He was afraid that if he stood, he might throw caution to the wind and hold her, hug her. He couldn’t afford to let his guard down around her. 

“Yes?” Her voice was a whisper. 
 
He didn’t look up to answer her. He kept his eyes carefully averted from her very expressive ones. “I wanted to tell you how impressed I am by your math notes. You’re so far the best student I have this year. I just wanted to encourage you to continue the good work.”

Hayley couldn’t reply. She was speechless. She knew what this cold unfeeling shell of a man was telling her; ‘Keep up the great work, Hayley! I’m proud of you! The tutoring paid off, didn’t it?’ Even though he had changed drastically toward her over the summer, the Chase she had known felt it was his duty to encourage her. To keep her motivated. She felt her eyes watering and she hated herself for it. “I had a good teacher,” she replied in a whisper. 
His head whipped up at her words. Unshed tears were shimmering in her eyes. Her heart was right there for the taking. His gut wrenched painfully. He knew he hurt her with his callous attitude. She was a teenager for Pete’s sake! She had experienced her first kiss and he had abandoned her. He felt like a cad.  Tut, tut... and so he should!
She should hate him, slap him, spit in his face, something. Instead, she stood there, all five foot five of her with her soft lips trembling, her heart in her eyes. Unable to stand her pain, he pushed his chair back to stand. “Hayley, I-”

“Hayley!”

She glanced up, locked gazes with her brother. Chase turned to the door, saw the fierce protectiveness in Elijah’s eyes and he knew he must thread carefully. He remained seated; Hayley’s brother looked ready for murder. 

“Is there anything else you wanted to say, Mr. Campbell?” 

Chase winced at her formal tone but he realised she was doing it to diffuse Elijah’s anger. His mind yelled, “Yes! I’m sorry! Please forgive me! I care for you too much!” His mouth thankfully disobeyed him, “No, that will be all. Just keep up the great work.”

She hurried to her brother who wrapped a protective arm around her shoulders and guided her out of the almost empty classroom. 
Elijah’s anger was palpable. “What the hell were you thinking, Hayley?”
 
His temper ignited her own. “I’m not a brainless moron, Eli, I wouldn’t do it on purpose to stick around if I didn’t have to.”
 
“Then why did you?”
 
“Weren’t you listening? Because I had to; he asked me to stay. I couldn’t very well run out screaming now could I?” True, but it would have been ever so funny. 
Elijah felt his lips twitch. The image of his calm, shy sister running out screaming of the classroom made him want to laugh out loud but his sister was now mad and it wasn’t time to crack up. Hey! This kid thinks like me! I like...
“Why were you there anyway?”

 
He felt the annoyance in her question but the relief also. If they hadn’t been so close, he may not have heard it, but it was there. “It’s the end of the day, we walk home together, remember? When you didn’t come out, I caught up with Gaby and asked if she knew what class you were in. When she said math, I ran to you.”


She was quiet for so long he thought she was giving him the silent treatment. Finally she spoke, “Afraid you couldn’t find your way home without me, little brother?” 

He laughed, which had been her intention. It’s how things were with them; their very similar tempers ignited, they blew steam, made a joke and they were fine. Not many people knew this temper of Hayley’s. She was too shy to let it out unless she knew you well. Some people had all the luck, Elijah thought to himself with a chuckle. He was glad they were okay. Hayley was used to caring for everybody else. She didn’t take too well to getting protected when she considered herself the protector.
Furtively, he glanced at his sister. She was looking straight forward. Her gaze was steady, unflinching. He wondered, briefly, what she was thinking before deciding that girls were too complicated; he didn’t want to know. 

He missed her, his big sister. She wasn’t light hearted and carefree like she used to be. She was more weighed down now, by her thoughts, her memories, maybe? What could he do to put a smile on her face? He thought for a few moments. “Hayley, you want to play a game of chess with me when we get home?”
  
“Sure, Eli, I’d love to. But after our homework, okay?”
 
“Sure, okay.” He smiled to himself. He knew how to get a smile on her face; he’d let her win again.
Aww... I like Elijah. His name’s cool too...
Chapter 6

Chase was beginning to believe that he and Hayley needed couples therapy. Hell, who knew? It couldn’t make matters worse now could it? Scratch that thought. Of course things could be worse.  She could demand to have herself transferred. She could ask for him to be transferred. Would she tell the principal why? Would she tell them that one night, almost four months ago, a fifteen year old girl and a twenty four year old man had a moment of weakness, and kissed? He shuddered. Oh, God, he hoped not. That kiss haunted him nightly. He had forgotten, for a few moments, everything about Hayley; her age, her tutoring. Her trusting parents, her protective brother. The reason she’d been crying, everything! The only thing that had counted was the there and now. No matter what, he didn’t regret that kiss. He only hoped Hayley didn’t either. 

He could feel himself glaring at her in class and he made himself stop. He hoped nobody noticed but after a quick glance, he discovered that their heads where all bent while they did the work he had given them. He glanced back to Hayley who was just as busy as the others. He sighed. 

She had gone stone cold on him three weeks ago, after that episode with her brother. Now she no longer waited until the last second before arriving in class; she arrived with a group and mingled with them. That way he couldn’t brush up against her. Had she noticed? Damn it! It wasn’t his fault, he was missing her! Could he really be blamed for the idiotic things he thought up for a bit of physical comfort? He had even asked her once to stay after class so he could discuss this behaviour but she walked out on him. He remembered being completely flabbergasted. It was unlike Hayley to be outwardly rebellious.
He leaned back in his chair. How could he fix things with her? If consciouses I know what you were trying to say here, but I don’t think consciouses is actually a word... I’d replace it with consciences if I were you. were actually represented by Angels and Demons perched on shoulders, a tiny angel would have popped up on his left shoulder. “But isn’t that what you wanted? To distance yourself from her? Your wish has been granted, hasn’t it?”

“But why can’t you have your cake and eat it too?” A little demon would have said.

“Because you’ll get fat.” The angel would reply. 

“Who cares? The point is, why couldn’t he maintain a civil teacher-student relationship with Hayley? He’d keep in contact with her and she wouldn’t be mad anymore.”

“But being in close contact with us is hurting her.”

“But not being in contact is hurting us.”

“But we knew that before starting this whole mess.”

“Right.”

“Right.”

“You guys were great help,” Chase muttered then was startled when a student appeared beside him looking at him strangely. “You talking to yourself, Teach?”

“It happens to the best.”
Hee hee! I liked that part xD
The teenager, Martin, laughed before asking Chase about the page he was working on. Destiny had apparently given him a shove in the right direction with Martin’s question; on the page was a question he had to resolve. The question involved cookies. That’s what he would do. He would bake Hayley cookies. A kind of peace offering. Now the question was: how would he give them to her?
If a 24 year l’d guy gave me cookies... uh... well... creepy. I get it because she taught him how to cook, but maybe he should cook her something different? Man giving kid cookie is a bit of a clichéd perv thing...
* * *

The stress was getting to her. It was to be expected, of course. The past month of juggling school, homework, Gaby and Michael, Elijah, Alyssa and her parents, preparations for the upcoming graduation and maintaining a cool facade around Chase. It was way too much for her. She was trying to keep everyone happy. She was acting so out of character to lessen Chase’s guilt. He seemed to have some misplaced sense of duty and guilt around her, and she’d decided to deal with it. She had seen the anguish in his expression just seconds before her brother had arrived to ‘save her’ from Chase. She understood his anguish was caused by her own. And so she struggled daily to be cool and aloof around him. It was working; she could feel his puzzlement whenever he glanced her way. She knew Caroline had also noticed. Maybe this way, Caroline would lose interest in Chase. If she didn’t, maybe this new facade of Hayley’s would help block out the subsequent pain of seeing Caroline cozying up to Chase. 
Friday, last period of the day; math. Hayley sighed, looking forward to some R & R over the weekend. She was surprised to find Chase was absent when she arrived to class. The door was open but no teacher in sight. She shrugged and headed for her usual seat. Chase finally came in as the bell rang. He had a huge platter in his hands and a wide smile on his face.

“Class! I’ve brought you a surprise because you’ve been such a great group these two past months. He set the tray down and removed the aluminum foil from it. “Tada! Cookies!”
Oh! Thank God...! I genuinely thought he was going to meet up with her and give her cookies, like, in an alley or something... Ignore my previous comment then... This works perfectly fine.
The class laughed and cheered. Hayley sat there, stunned. He had baked cookies for the whole class?

“On one side, I baked peanut butter. For those who dislike or are allergic to peanut butter, I also baked some butter ones.” 
But I wanted chocolate chip... D:
He went through one isle then another, serving paper towels and cookies to excited teenagers. The last student he came to was Hayley. He prompted her to take one and while she hesitated, staring at the tray with a confused expression in her eyes, he slipped her a small brown bag that he had kept hidden under the tray. Her eyes were wide as she took the bag and hid it under her desk. Wwww... What’s in the bag? O.O She looked around but nobody was watching and Chase was shielding her with his body. Thankfully, Caroline was absent today or it would have made things much more difficult. 

She took one of each cookie and set them down on the paper towel he had supplied. 

“Hey Teach, these cookies are real good!” 

Sorry for being picky again, but would the students really be allowed to call their teacher Teach? The students in this school seem rather free willed. Hayley calling her History teacher Alan, for example. Just a thought!
“Yeah, thanks a lot!”
“Tell us the truth; they’re store bought, eh?”
“There’s no way you’re this good. Your mom made them, right?”
“If not, who taught you to cook?” Awkward! xD
Chase had been straightening during their questioning, but he froze at their last question and he locked eyes with the dark haired teenager. They were both remembering when she’d taught him how to bake these very cookies. How Chase had started the mixer too high and they had ended up with flour all over the place. Both were covered with it; hair, clothes, the counter and floor also. They had simply burst out laughing, hanging on to each other for support. It had been a good night.
I’d have liked to have seen this earlier! It could be a building relationship moment in the past few chapters.
“Hayley, stop hogging the cookies, we want some more!” a classmate shouted. 
The spell was broken. She absently snatched a cookie and started nibbling it. It was delicious. Her classmates weren’t doing his cooking justice, far from it. “Delicious,” she whispered as he turned from her and faced the room. But he had heard her. And his heart soared. 
Chase hadn’t planned on a big class. Of course, giving his students sugar at the beginning was a sure way of sending discipline to hell in a hand basket. Besides, his own mind was elsewhere; like how Hayley would react to his gift. The rest of the hour went by smoothly; he gave them homework to do and allowed them to start it in class. Of course, the students weren’t very serious but most of them got their work done. As far as he could tell, Hayley was the only student who took her task seriously. And after she’d done with her math, he saw her pull out other notebook, pick up a pen and start writing furiously: she was most probably writing her novel. He didn’t rebuke her for it; after all, it was a free period. 
Chase wondered what Hayley was writing about. She loved Fantasy and Romance Like me. xD she had once told him. He’d love to read anything she’d written, but he knew she wouldn’t let him; her writing was too close to her heart. That had been the one thing of hers she’d never shared with him.
When the bell rang, the students thanked their teacher for the cookies and for the free period. Chase only listened to them with half a mind. He kept glancing back to Hayley who was shoving her books into her bag. Chase smiled as she walked up to him but he slowly lost it as he took notice of her serious face. She held the crumpled bag of cookies he had baked especially for her in her tight closed fist. 
Without saying a word, she dropped the bag on his desk and walked to the door, without looking at him.

“Hayley.” 

Maybe it was the frustration in his voice that stopped her. Maybe it was the anguish she could perceive in the way he said her name. She turned. “What do you want from me? You pushed me away and it worked. I don’t want anything to do with you anymore, you hear me? You won, Mr. Campbell.”  Owned!
He flinched but she didn’t see it; she was already out the door. As he reached over and grabbed the paper bag, he remembered her harsh tone. But he also remembered her tear filled eyes. It was killing her to act this way toward him. It went against her nature. Chase smoothed out the bag and opened it, peered inside. He had baked her the same cookies as the rest of the class but he had added smarties in them. Oh! In that case, I’ll have them! She had always wanted to try that but never had any on hand when she felt the urge to cook. He had only wanted to remind of her what they had shared, maybe make her smile. 

Obviously, that hadn’t worked out well. 

* * *

“Hayley, sweetie? Is everything okay? You’ve been distracted all through supper.”

Hayley blinked and glanced up at her mother, smiling apologetically. “Sorry about that, I guess I’m just glad it’s Friday.”

Her mother smiled, accepting the explanation but her brother stared at her suspiciously. She mentally shrugged. She couldn’t do anything about her brother’s suspicions. He was sure that her thoughts were with her math teacher. And he was right. 
“Keeping the grades up?” her father asked between mouthfuls of Lasagne. 

“Yes, especially in History, everything going great.”

“Even in math? Did your tutoring help.” Leave it to an eight year old to bring up a delicate subject. But to be fair, no one knew how painful going to math class was now. She didn’t speak about it to anyone, not even Elijah. 

“Doing better than I could have ever hoped for. The teacher kept me after class and congratulated me on being his finest student.”

Her parents beamed, her brother glared and her sister was oblivious to it all. As Hayley started clearing the table, her mother took the plates from her and said softly, “Go talk a walk. It’s what you do when you’re upset or you need to think, isn’t it?”

The teenager gratefully accepted her mother’s offer. She needed to be away from her home and her family. She slipped into her long black coat, wound a scarf around her neck, opened the door and slipped into the night. 
Once at the end of her driveway, she stopped, looked left and then right. She took a deep breath of cool crisp air, turned right and began walking. She slipped her hands into her gloves, shivered from the cold and quickened her pace. By the end of the street, she had warmed up considerably and she sighed contentedly. Fall had always been her favourite season and after her long day at school, the walk was the best way to end her week. She loved the colours of the trees in fall, the cool cleansing air, sitting in front of the fireplace, sipping a warm cup of hot chocolate. 
Relaxed and finally unwound, she smiled thinking that when she would get home, she would do just that; build a fire and sip hot chocolate. Maybe play a game of chess with Eli. The sound of footsteps alerted her to someone’s presence and she looked up, startled. She hadn’t been paying attention to her surroundings; she’d been staring at the ground picturing the rest of her evening. She was only half surprised to discover Chase a few feet in front of her. Both of them had stopped walking and were staring at the other. They remained still, unmoving; two silent silhouettes in the night. 
Chase had been upset about his failed attempt at mending bridges between him and Hayley and had decided to take a walk. Unfortunately –or fortunately- his treacherous feet had taken him half way to his pupil’s house. He had decided to turn around when he realised where he was when suddenly the young woman had turned the corner, just a few feet away from him. 
“I don’t understand why you just picked up and left, Chase.” 

He was relieved she didn’t call him ‘Mr. Campbell’ again; in his present frame of mind, he might have started yelling at her. Her eyes were wide as she stared at him and puffs of smoke escaped her mouth. Realising he was indeed cold himself, he said gruffly, “Walk with me?”

“Why would I?”

“For old time’s sake?” When she didn’t seem convinced, he sighed and said, “Because I need to talk to you.” He didn’t wait for her answer; he began walking in the direction she had come from and when she fell into step beside him, he automatically adjusted his pace to not distance himself from her with his long legged walk. 
“Did I ever tell you that my father was a teacher?” he asked.

Hayley was bewildered by the subject; she had expected him to talk about them, not his father. “Yes, the first time we met. You said your father was a math teacher like you were on your way to becoming.”

He shot her an impressed look. “Good memory.” He looked forward again. “Fifteen years ago, my father made the biggest mistake of his life; he fell in love.”
Startled, Hayley looked up, searched Chase’s face but he kept looking straight. “He fell in love with one of his students, a sixteen year old girl named Audrey Chester and she was equally head over heels in love with him. Was that what Alice meant when she was thinking to herself a while ago? I knew there was something! They met up in secret, at school and out and they were very careful not to get caught. But not careful enough. Rumours started flying at school and the board eventually investigated and discovered that Randy Campbell had not only cheated on his wife but with a minor.” Chase glanced briefly down at the teenager walking beside him. “He was 45 years old at the time Now that is creepy! Chase and Hayley look like saints now!, Hayley Audrey and he lost everything. He destroyed his marriage and his career; he was banned from ever being in schools. 
“What about Audrey?”

“When her parents found out what had been going on, they grabbed their daughter and moved out of the city without telling any of their previous relations where they went. Audrey never even tried to reach my father. So you see, he really did lose everything because of his stupidity.”

“No, your mother lost everything, Chase. I don’t feel sorry for your father; he committed adultery.”

“You’re right; my mother lost everything. Everything but me. She kept in contact with him but I refused to; he broke my mother’s heart, I wanted nothing to do with him.”

They walked for a few moments in silence. Then, “Besides, I wasn’t telling you that so you could feel sorry for anyone, I was trying to explain myself to you. At the end of the semester when I . . .  When we kissed, I wasn’t able to keep it together and my mother noticed there was something different about it. She called my father and told him about it. The last day of school he was waiting for me by my car, said he needed to talk to me and wasn’t taking no for an answer.”

“We went to a nearby café and he went straight to the point. Told me how it had been between he and Audrey, how she had needed tutoring, how they stayed late together after school, how they fell in love. They had been careful not to be seen, but not enough and he subsequently lost his job.”
I’d have really loved to have seen this scene, especially if Chase hadn’t seen his father in ages. I have a thing for dodgy parent-child relationships, and I’m interested in what Chase’s father is like.
They started walking in circles around the preschool at the end of Hayley’s street to pass time without getting cold. “My father decided to come see when my mother told him I had been offered a job at Moray High. Hayley, that’s where he taught, do you get it? I had meant to surprise you with the announcement that I’d be teaching at your school but my father’s talk was like a slap in the face. I was Randy Campbell’s son. Of course they’d keep a close eye on me to make sure I wouldn’t make the same mistakes as he did.”

Chase stopped, turned to Hayley. “You were as much a part of my personal life as my professional one. I had to cut you out of one or the other and I had already decided to accept Moray’s offer.”

“But why couldn’t you have told me?” Hayley cried out. “You just disappeared on me! I tried your cell phone, your home phone. You mom kept making excuses for you. I tried sending you emails, I even went to your house, hoping to see you! I spent all summer wondering what I’d done wrong, if maybe the kiss had only been good for me . . .”  ( I hate it when word does that... (

Chase inhaled sharply. “You think it was any easier for me, Hayley? I didn’t want to hurt you but I had to get away and do something drastic. It wouldn’t have done either of us any good to smile at each other constantly, sharing our own private jokes, being so obviously physically comfortable with each other. We were so used to spending so much time together that we often absently touched each other,  we had our inside jokes, our shared laughs. There’s also the fact that we seemed to know what the other was thinking, always. And Hayley, with your expressive face, you wouldn’t have kept hidden very long what happened between us.”

“I wouldn’t have told anyone. No one knows what happened that night.” 

“But you know and your eyes would have eventually revealed that, whether you wanted to or not. We were just too comfortable with one another. Hell, Hayley, in the nine months we spent learning together, I spent more time with you than with any of my previous girlfriends.” He tried to joke. 

Hayley looked startled. “You weren’t dating anyone during that time, were you?”

“No I wasn’t and I’m not now either. My point was that we became too close for it to pass unnoticed and considering who I was and who my father was, I couldn’t afford that degree of intimacy.”

“Did you know when you accepted the job that I’d be in one of your classes?”

“That’s the funny part; I only did all that in case we would cross paths in school. It never occurred to me we might end up in the same class.” He chuckled.

“Karma,” Hayley said softly.

“Lady Karma has one hell of a sense of humour.” Didn’t Hayley say/think something extremely familiar earlier on? 

They shared a smile and continued walking around the school but at a slower pace. 

“Why are you telling me now, Chase? Why not this summer or two months ago when we started school?”

“I couldn’t stand it anymore,” he confessed. “The pressure was unbearable. Well, for me anyway.”

“For me too,” she admitted softly. 

“As for why I didn’t tell you this summer, well, I thought it would be easier by making a clean break.”

“Well, you thought wrong. I would have understood, you know, if only you had explained it to me. Anything would have been better than spending the summer wondering what I’d done wrong, feeling like some cheap who-”

“No, never,” his voice was quiet but forceful. He forced her to stop by grabbing her shoulders and turning her to him. “Never think that, Hayley. I’m sorry you felt that way by my actions but know that that kiss kept me going these past few months. It was beautiful and pure and innocent; just like you.”
Hayley stared up into Chase’s eyes and her lips parted, anticipating a kiss she knew would come. She may be innocent, but a man didn’t look at a woman the way Chase was looking at her without wanting to kiss her. 

Chase leaned into her. “We can’t . . . We shouldn’t .  . .” he murmured but her pull on him was magnetic and he was powerless to prevent it.

“Hayley? Hayley!” 

Elijah’s familiar voice was enough to jar Hayley out of her state of dazedness. She wasn’t sure whether her brother’s presence was a blessing or a curse. Cursed Karma, again. 

Chase chuckled, relieved to have his thoughts back in place. He just couldn’t think around this young woman. 

“Hayley?”

Her brother’s shouts were getting closer. He was on the side on the school; they were in front facing the main street. “I have to go. It might be a good idea for him not to see us together.”

Chase leaned his forehead briefly against hers. “Are we okay then?”

“We’re okay. We will be. Now go.”

He nodded against her. As he turned to leave, she called to him. “Chase?”

He turned and raised an eyebrow. “Yeah?”

“I want my cookies back.”

She turned and fled toward her brother, his laughter following her. “Elijah! What are you doing out here?”

She ran into her brother. He hugged her tight and she could feel his heart hammering. “I was worried,” he confessed gruffly. 

“About what?”

“About you, Sis, you’re never gone this long on walks. I know you often come here; I was just coming to check if you were okay.”

Hayley looked up into her brother’s dark gaze and she felt a smile curve her lips. He looked worried and miserable out in the cold, looking for his big sister. “I’m all right, Eli. Thank you for caring enough. You’re right; I was out too long but you know how much I love this season. I couldn’t resist, I’m sorry.” She hooked her arm in his. “Come on, let’s go home. Maybe I’ll let you beat me at chess, how does that sound?”
The sound of his laughter was all she needed as an answer.

Chapter 7
Caroline paused in her writing and raised her head. She was in math class jotting down the notes Prof Campbell was writing on the blackboard. The room was quiet; the only noise heard was the scratching of pen on paper as thirty students scrambled to copy the teacher’s notes. If the room was so quiet, what had bothered her? What had made her pause? She scanned the room, wondering if something was going on without her knowledge; friends whispering, notes being passed. But her sharp gaze found nothing. She shrugged and bent her head to her notebook when she felt Hayley fidget beside her. She turned her head slightly to the left and was rewarded with the realisation that her childhood classmate was the reason for her disquiet. 

For the past two months, Hayley had been quiet, practically motionless except for when she was doing the work asked of the students and always she wore a pained expression on her face. Now her leg was shaking under her desk and she bounced it up and down on her foot. Waves of excitement were rolling off the teenager and Caroline had to wonder what the cause of this abrupt change of mood was. Just as she finished her thought, Hayley lifted her dark head to the front of the class. The movement caught Prof Campbell’s eye. He smiled at her. She grinned and resumed her writing. 

No one but Caroline had noticed; they all had their heads bent. Caroline was only pretending to write; she was more intrigued by what was going on beside her. To the untrained eye, that smile had looked innocent. But Caroline knew Hayley and the teenager was an open book. She had grinned at Chase, when previously, all she had done to him was alternate between glaring and looking pained. What was it with these two? Whatever it was, Caroline was going to find out . .  . Dun... Dun... Duuuun.
* * *

“Okay, Alan, what’s all this about?”

Alan Langley and Chase were seated at a table in a local bar. At lunch time, Alan had found Chase in his class and had asked the younger man if he’d go out and have a beer with him that night. Chase had been surprised and had accepted. He did not think Alan was being friendly; he suspected there was a reason for this meeting and he was afraid it involved Hayley. At the thought of the young woman, Chase’s heart began hammering. He resisted the urge to lay a soothing hand on his chest. He did not want his colleague to realise how nervous he was. 
The other teacher looked up and raised a brow. “Do I really need to say it?”

Now Chase’s heart felt like it was trying to leap out of his chest. “I don’t follow you.”

Alan sighed. “Yes, you do. Look, I’m not here to cast any blame or to get you fired. I simply wanted to talk to you away from school walls, in case someone managed to listen in on us, okay? So please, relax.”
Chase nodded but knew he wouldn’t relax, not until the discussion was over. Maybe not ever again. 

“I knew your father.” Alan began, running a hand through his hair. “He was a good man and we got along well. He was very laid back and easy going, easy to talk to. But he took his work very seriously and the students appreciated that of him. When Audrey approached him and told him she wanted some tutoring, I thought nothing of it; it was common enough to have teachers helping their students. Only  . . . There didn’t seem to be much learning done. Whenever I’d pass in front of the classroom, their heads would be bent over the desk and they’d be whispering and giggling.” A dry laugh escaped Alan. “I may not have tutored many students but there has never been whispering and giggling during my lessons, I can tell you that.
“I tried warning Randy to lay off or at least be careful and he seemed to take my advice to heart but suddenly they were caught by a student and Randy was fired. He lost everything then, didn’t he? Banned from schools?”

“Yes, he went back to school and trained to become a mechanic. That’s what he does now.”

Alan shook his head. “What a waste. He was a fine teacher. I saw him at the mall a few months later. He was alone. I asked him why he’d gone ahead with her knowing what the consequences would be. He shrugged and said ‘I was in love.’ I asked him if it had been worth it and he didn’t answer. He turned and walked away.”

“Her parents and she moved out of town and she never called my father back.”

“I suspected as much.”
They both took a sip of beer.

“Last school year it became obvious that we needed more teachers and I highly recommended you.”

Chase was surprised; he hadn’t known. “Why?”

“Because my students thought highly of you after the week you spent teaching them in my stead. But the board hesitated because of your father’s history.”

Another sip.

“I told them that the son shouldn’t be punished for the father’s crimes and in the end, they agreed which is why you were offered the job.

“Thank you,” Chase said evenly. He was wary of Alan’s intentions and was waiting to see what it is he wanted to say before telling him how deeply thankful he was for the opportunity to teach at Moray.

“I’ve noticed the way you and Hayley look at one another.”

Chase appreciated the directness Alan was demonstrating. The man didn’t like to play games and Chase could only respect him for that. Because he didn’t know how to answer Alan’s statement, he remained silent. 

“Being that my classroom is directly in front of yours, she rises repetitively from her chair to ask me questions she already knows the answer to or to throw out invisible gum wrappers in the garbage. And always, every single time, she looks out the window to you, to your classroom. Now, I might be mistaken but I’m pretty sure she isn’t longing to be in math, learning.”

Chase smiled, but again remained silent. 

“And if that wasn’t enough, the fact that she arrives early to every one of your classes and leaves much later than the rest of her classmates is a dead give away for me. I’ve watched you two together, listened to you talk. You’re very comfortable with each other, at ease. It’s obvious there’s more going on, more than a simple teacher-student relationship. Care to elaborate?”

Chase hesitated. He didn’t want to tell Alan anything. Hayley was his secret to keep and he was afraid of what Alan could tell the school board. But when he remembered that Alan had been aware of his father and Audrey but didn’t report them, he decided to confide in the other man. 

He told the older man everything. From Hayley and he meeting the first time, his offer to tutor if she taught him to cook and the subsequent time spent together. Because Alan had been frank with him, Chase even told him about the kiss, his mother’s phone call, his father’s visit and how he pushed Hayley away to avoid them both pain and heartache.

“But in the end, it was even worse. We were too comfortable with each other and it was a strain on both of us to appear like a regular teacher and student. One night in early November we crossed paths during a walk and I told Hayley everything and she understood my reasons.” He kept silent the fact that they would have kissed again if not for her brother’s interference. “Now we talk whenever we can and try to keep it professional without reverting to our old habits of joking and being too comfortable with each other.”

“Sorry to break it to you; you failed.”  A half-smile lifted the corner of Alan’s mouth. “But I only noticed because I’m a direct witness to it all. I’ve not heard rumours or musings about you two; I think you may be doing just fine.”

A sigh escaped Chase’s lips and this time, Alan smiled in earnest. His gaze was levelled on Chase’s and he stared at him thoughtfully as he took another sip of his beer. He nodded when the waitress stopped at their table and asked if they wanted another beer. When she came back, he paid for both beers, left a tip then set the bottle down in front of Chase. 
“The same happened to me, you know,” he said casually. 

“The same what?”

“Same situation. I also fell in love with one of my students.” 

Chase choked down a big gulp at the mention of the word ‘Love’. “Hey but wait, I didn’t-”

“As I said, same happened to me.”
Student-teacher relationships are popular in that school, aren’t they? xD

Chase understood. His interest wasn’t polite or even feigned; he really wanted to know what had happened. “Really? What happened?”

“I married her.”

Chase gaped. “Barbara was your student?” He had seen a picture of Alan’s wife on his desk. She was a lovely blonde with grey eyes and a soft smile.

“Yes. We waited until she finished high school and began college before showing ourselves in public and after college, we married. You see, nothing had happened between us while she’d been a student here but we didn’t want to get tongues wagging.

Chase was reeling from Alan’s confession but he was also confused. What was he trying to tell him? That like his father, it was wrong to pursue a relationship with Hayley or simply wait and be patient and good things would come in heaps and mounds?
“What I’m trying to say,” Alan said as if reading Chase’s mind, “is to not do anything rash or reckless and if you and Hayley were meant to be together, you will be. Now, let me get this straight; I don’t condone this type of relationship. But the fact that you two got close while out of school is your saving grace. Nevertheless, the school board would not see the difference if you two ever get caught or if rumours start circulating. Especially since you are Randy Campbell’s son. They are keeping an eye on you, remember that Chase.”

“I don’t know what to say Alan. I’m not sure what your intentions are here.”

“I’m not sure either, Chase. I guess I’m extended the hand of friendship. I’ve been through the same situation as you, maybe I can help you through the rough patches if you’d like.”

“And you won’t alert the board?” Chase asked cautiously.

Alan laughed. “Never too safe, are you? If I had meant for the school board to know, they would have, okay? I’m not here to blackmail or threaten you; I’m simply here to tell you that I’m here.” He smiled. “Don’t worry, your secret’s safe with me. I’m mentioning it now because the students are leaving for Christmas holidays at the end of the week and maybe you and Hayley could use this time apart to set your priorities straight and figure out your feelings toward one another.”

“Thank you,” Chase’s voice was sincere and full of emotion. This man was offering his friendship and some advice on his relationship with Hayley. As long as they kept their relationship straight until she graduated, they’d be okay. Then what? He didn’t know but they’d figure it out, together.

“You’re welcome.” Alan stood and donned his coat. “And Chase? Don’t forget, the teachers will keep an eye on you. Be careful.”

* * *
Hayley had always looked forward to Christmas break. Three weeks of vacation without having to get up early, no homework, she could take as many walks as she wanted and she’d get to spend quality time with her family. Only this year, things were different. Chase had told her about his discussion with Alan and she still wasn’t sure how she felt about that. Relieved that they had an ally? Or terrified that if one person had discovered them, others could too? They had decided to take the older man’s suggestion to heart; they would stay away from one another during the break and think. About them, individually and together, about their present and their future. They needed to remain professional at school and to not see each afterwards, in case they got caught, like his father did. Not only was Chase’s reputation on the line, his career also and they had to proceed with caution.
Hayley felt a shiver run up and down her spine at the thought of Chase. Lately, she’d been getting those shivers a lot. She bit back a giddy giggle because giggling seemed so childish and she was anything but a child. She opened her locker ready to start her last day of school. A bright red box caught her attention. Puzzled, she lifted it up delicately and shook it. It was light but it made no sound. A tiny card was attached to it, she flipped it open. 

“Hayley, this is from my mother and I; we both thank you for my cooking skills. Affectionately, me.”

The card wasn’t signed but she knew who it was from. She ripped open the wrapping paper and lifted the cover. Her mouth formed an O as she examined the delicate silver charm bracelet lying on a bed of white cotton. She lifted it and studied the charms carefully: one was a tiny book; there was a tiny pen with an ink bottle, the first three letters of the alphabet and the PI symbol from her math books. Hayley laughed delightedly, touched by Chase’s gift. She decided to wear it around her right wrist and just as she locked the clasp on it, a movement caught her eye: at the end of the row were Gabrielle and Michael. Hayley hurriedly shoved the box in her bag and pulled her shirt sleeve until it hid her bracelet. She turned to her friends with a smile that froze on her face. “Since when?” she asked, shocked. 
Gabrielle and Michael were beaming. And holding hands while cuddling. A fact that hadn’t occurred to her when she glanced at them the first time, so busy was she trying to hide her secret gift. 

“Since when?” she repeated, dumbstruck. Her best friends were cuddling?  

“Since well, now I guess.” Gabrielle giggled.

Hayley raised a brow. “You woke up this morning and felt the incredible urge to make out with Michael?”

Michael laughed. “Okay, maybe not since this morning. But, well, we’ve been getting closer these past few months, Hayley. It’s not surprising you haven’t noticed; you’ve been quite distracted with your studies. But . . . Yeah, we’re a couple now.” His smile could light up the sun.

“Are you okay with this?” Gabrielle searched her friend’s face worriedly. “I mean, all three of us have been best friends a lot time, do you find this weird or something?”

Hayley realised she hadn’t said a word and probably looked as flabbergasted as she felt. She shook her head and laughed. “Guys, that’s great! I’m so happy for you!” She hooked an arm around her friends and hugged them tight. They hugged her back just as tightly. 
Her friends looked relieved and she grinned, still surprised by the turn in their relationship. She couldn’t believe she hadn’t seen it coming but she should have; they were perfect for each other! All three of them had been neighbours as children. Gabrielle, being the more outgoing out of the three, had rang their doorbells one day and demanded to play with them. She got her way and the three of them had become inseparable since then. A few years later the Moore’s had moved but Gaby and Mike were still neighbours. 
Hayley watched them share a grin and she suddenly remembered the short stories she used to write. “It’s ironic, isn’t it?”

“What is?” Gabrielle dug in the locker to pick her books for next class.

“You remember the stories I used to write for you guys?”

“Of course I do. I still have them, you know. One day when you’re famous, I’ll auction them or something. Maybe try selling them on eBay.” Michael grinned. 

“You kept those? How sweet!” 

Michael shrugged and blushed.

When it became obvious Hayley had a talent with words, her friends demanded stories from her. Hayley was nine years old at the time. Her friends each had a set of stories, each their adventures but sometimes she integrated Mike in Gaby’s stories and vice versa. When that happened, she threw in some romance for her own pleasure. Only because they were a boy and a girl and she felt that all of her stories needed some romance. Who would have thought her stories would predict the future?

They each headed for their classes as they spoke of the different adventures her stories had taken them on. Gaby and Mike were going to biology, Hayley to math. It was the period right before lunch and the friends wanted to go out to lunch at the little restaurant beside the school for an early Christmas lunch. Knowing she was going in math, Gaby warned Hayley to hurry it up or they wouldn’t have an available table at lunch. “Don’t worry, I’ll be there!” Hayley called to her friend before walking into a deserted class. Frowning, she turned to look out and she saw Chase with his back to her, talking to Alan in his classroom. 
Realising this was her chance, she quickly looked out the classroom and when she saw no one coming, she hurriedly walked to Chase’s desk, slipped a small object out of her bag and slipped it into his bag. Then, smiling, she hurried to her desk and busied herself preparing for the beginning of class. 

“Good morning,” Chase’s deep voice made her shiver as she turned and smiled at him. She studied his face carefully, even though she already knew its every contour because she wouldn’t get to see it for three whole weeks. 

“Good morning,” she said softly. They both remained at their desk. That way they resisted the urge to touch or to lean into each other. Better safe than sorry. She lifted her arm until her bracelet dangled freely. “Thank you for the gift. I wasn’t expecting it.” 

“That is generally the point of a gift.” His eyes were twinkling. 

“Why were you with Alan? Have we . . . ?” Her sentence trailed off but he knew what she meant; have we been caught? Been obvious?

“No, actually we were discussing the meeting tonight after school. Our last homework before the break.” He smiled but she saw he was relieved that was all Alan wanted. She believed in her history teacher. She was sure he was telling the truth; he would keep their secret. Understandably, Chase was more reluctant in trusting him but he didn’t really have a choice. 

“I can’t stay after class; Gaby, Michael and I are going out for lunch.”

“So this is our last few minutes?”

“Yeah.”

“Yeah.”

“Can we still talk by email?” She knew the answer but she asked anyway.

“We can’t, it goes against the ‘let’s take a three week break and set our priorities straight’ thing.”

Hayley laughed. “It was worth a try, wasn’t it?”

Heavy footsteps were coming down the hallway and the teacher and student knew that the next few seconds alone.

“I can’t wait to . . .” Chase said softly.

“Me too,” her voice was a whisper. Can’t wait to be together again. The words were unspoken but they both knew what the other meant. 

“Well if it isn’t the teacher’s pet.” One of the students, Travis sneered as he walked into the classroom. “First in class, as usual. Maybe you should get a life, Hayley, because you obviously need one.”

“Maybe I’ll get one once I’ve graduated, Travis. It seems to pay off my arriving early in all my classes; I’m passing them with flying colours. Maybe you should try that. How many times have you restarted your school years?”

Travis went from laughing to ashen in a heartbeat. Hayley immediately felt guilty for her low blow but he’d been teasing her ceaselessly for weeks now; it was getting tiresome. She was worried enough about her and Chase and not being discovered, she didn’t need some class clown to poke fun at her.

Chase’s chest swelled with pride at Hayley’s retort. The shy teenager she once was would not have stood up to a class bully like Travis. Chase hadn’t realised the other students could be giving Hayley grief because of the time she spent here in class. It was very clever of her to mention that she arrived early for all her classes. Very clever. Chase wondered briefly how many times exactly Travis had restarted his school years then decided it wasn’t important. He had been angry at the boy’s mocking tone and was about to rebuke it but Hayley stood up for herself on her own. Good thing too because he may not have chastised Travis properly; he would have wanted to make him pay for insulting Hayley. Wow! They really needed a break before he lost a grip on reality and made a fool of himself. 
The period was passed in silence; he’d given them an exam. They weren’t pleased about it but he reminded them that he was the one who’d have to correct them during the holidays and on the bright side, he wasn’t giving them any homework.

When the lunch bell rang, Chase wished everyone a Merry Christmas. He tried to lock eyes with Hayley but Caroline Washton came barrelling down the aisle and stopped in front of him, demanding his immediate attention. He couldn’t search for Hayley subtly. Disappointed, he nevertheless refrained from glaring at Caroline. “Yes, is there anything you need?” 

She batted her long eyelashes at him. “I just wanted to thank you for the excellent semester we’ve passed. It’s truly a pleasure learning with you.”

“Well, thank you. It’s always nice to have compliments.” He hoped his smile looked sincere. He turned, grabbed his bag and set it on the desk. “Was there anything else?” he asked when she remained there. 

She laid a hand on his arm, startling him. Nobody touched him without his permission. He tried pulling away but she dug her fingernails in his arm. “I was wondering if I could hire you for some tutoring.”

Chase frowned. “You’re one of my best students, Caroline, you don’t need any extra lessons.

“Please, Chase, I’d love for some one on one with you.”
He sure does have an effect on kids ;)
The teacher turned and gaped at his student. “Excuse me?”

She batted her eyelashes again, feigning an innocent look. “I love to exceed aspect of my life. I don’t want to be one of the best; I want to be the best.”

She was seriously starting to freak the hell out of Chase. He was trying to pry her fingers from his arm. “Extra math lessons would only be a waste of time and money in your case, Caroline.” He stressed the word math. 

She finally released his arm and he rubbed it absently. “You want Hayley to remain number one, don’t you Chase?”

She left the classroom without a backward class. 

“What was that all about?” Alan walked in. “I was just about to come and save her from her clutches.”

“I don’t know but it was weird.” He related the conversation to his colleague, including her departing sentence. “What do you make of it?” 

Alan stared at the door with narrowed eyes. “I don’t know Chase but be careful with her; she looks like a wicked one.”

Alan left and Chase picked up his notes and opened his bag. He paused. Inside was a square sized gift wrapped in green and red Christmas paper. He turned his head toward Alan’s class but the other teacher had already left. He unwrapped the gift slowly. He couldn’t remember the last time someone had surprised him this way, with a gift. Of course, he and his mother exchanged gifts at Christmas but Hayley  . . . Well it was different coming from her. He stood there shocked when he discovered what the gift was: Phil Collins’ greatest hits. The night they kissed, he had mentioned wanting to purchase it; Phil Collins was his favourite singer, ever. And my mother’s favourite! Hayley had agreed with him, said she’d grown up with his signing; her father was a huge fan. 
One thing though... If Phil Collins was Chase’s favourite singer, ever, wouldn’t he already have all of his hits? Obviously, it’s the thought that counts, but I was just wondering.
Chase stood staring at the gift for what seemed like an eternity. His heart was hammering and his thoughts were spinning. This past month and a half had been great. He and Hayley had rekindled their friendship. They were careful not to let anyone know how close they were and the thought of being discovered was the only stormy cloud in their bright blue sky. But the fact that they had both secretly bought the other a gift, had gone through a bit of trouble to make sure the other would find it without being discovered, that had alarm bells ringing in his head. It meant that once again, their minds were speaking without words. It meant that they were closer than he had thought. Did it show when they were together? What should they do? Continue as they’ve been for the past month or so? Or . . . Should he pull back, as before? No, definitely not. That had been a disaster for both of them. Get transferred to another level? Get Hayley transferred? As the thought crossed his mind, he banished it. He had to remain her teacher. She was learning with him, making efforts with him. Another teacher might not comprehend that Hayley needed to learn on a more profound level. Another teacher may not have his patience. So, what? Nothing, he decided. He’d wait until the holidays were through, like they had planned, and see where their relationship will lead them. In the meantime . . . He would listen to Phil Collins.  Loved that! :D
Chapter 8
Hayley knew something was wrong the moment she set foot in her house. First of all, her parents were home; both their cars were in the driveway. Second of all, her parents were crying. Heart thundering, Hayley dropped her bag and ran to her parents who were seated at the kitchen table. She dropped to her knees in front of her mother. “What is it? Is it Elijah? Alyssa? What happened?” Her brother hadn’t walked with her today because he was spending the night at Adam’s house; they had planned a video game tournament with a bunch of their friends. Alyssa was still in school and wasn’t due home for another hour.

Her mother tenderly slid a lock of Hayley’s hair behind her left ear. Her dark eyes were red-rimmed and troubled. “Mom?” Hayley’s throat was constricted.  
“I – Nothing’s wrong with your brother or sister. As far as I know they’re fine.” Tears slipped down her mother’s cheeks. Hayley turned her terrified gaze to her father’s but his eyes were closed; he was crying worse than her mother.

“Then who . . . What?”

“Do you remember how often I complained of headaches and migraines these past few months?”

“Yes, I do. Doctor told you it was job-related stress.”

Amy Moore snorted between tears. “There’s nothing stressful about my job.” She was an interior designer. “I told him that several times.” She took a deep, steadying breath. “A few weeks ago I went to the hospital and told them about my headaches. They told me the same thing as the doctor but I demanded they run tests on me. They did. They called me back and the appointment was today. Your father and I went together.”
Suddenly, Hayley didn’t want to know what the doctors had to say. Didn’t want to know why her parents were at home, crying. Why her father refused to meet her gaze. Why her mother was looking and touching her so tenderly. As if she needed to touch her enough to last a lifetime . . .

“Hayley, sweetie, they discovered a cancer in my head. It’s  . . . It’s inoperable.” O.O

“No!” she whispered the denial. “It can’t be! Mom, mom, you’re fine! You were fine yesterday you can’t . . .” She opened her eyes, her wide blue ones pleading with her mother’s own dark ones. “It’s Christmas mommy, you can’t leave us.”

“They told me I might have one month to live, baby.” 
Hayley’s eyes widened in shock and horror. “One month! No! That can’t be right, are they sure?” 

Crying, nodding, Amy said, “They did the tests twice. The cancer is too advanced.”

Hayley jumped up. “That damned doctor! If he had taken the tests, he would have found this out before! They could have saved you!” 
If she only has one month left to live, wouldn’t she be in a lot of pain? I don’t know anyone who’s had cancer before, but after a while, I think cancer becomes painful. This is from what I’ve seen on TV and what I’ve read, so I might be wrong, but I’m pretty sure it makes you weak and frail. Especially considering it’s in her brain, wouldn’t Hayley’s mum have noticed things worse than a headache by now?

Another slight issue I have with this at the moment is I didn’t see it coming. At all. We’ve hardly seen any of Hayley’s parents, and for her mum to suddenly develop cancer seems awfully sudden, and I’m not sure if I’ll be able to sympathise with her so much because I haven’t gotten to know her well. We’ll see though!
If Amy was surprised by her daughter’s vehemence, she didn’t let it show. Instead, she shook her head. “No, Hayley, there was nothing to be done. Even if the doctor had taken me seriously, the doctors at the hospital said it wouldn’t have made a difference.” She pressed a palm to her head. “The cancer is in too deep, they can’t operate without causing permanent damage; it just isn’t done.” 

The teenager’s shoulders slumped and she dropped to her knees again in front of her mother. She wrapped her arms around her mother’s waist and leaned her head against her breast. She heard her mother’s sobs from inside her chest; they matched her own. 

“Mommy, you can’t leave me mommy, it isn’t fair. What will we do without you?”

The mother and daughter rocked together until Bruce kneeled behind his wife and wrapped his arms around both the crying mother and daughter. They hugged tightly, as they would be for the upcoming weeks. Their crying finally quieted down but they remained all three of them hugging at the kitchen table. Amy on a chair, Bruce and Hayley on their knees. That was how Alyssa found them half an hour later. 
Awww... 
* * * 

Out of the three, Hayley was the sibling who reacted the best. When Alyssa found out, she started screaming until she hyperventilated and subsequently lost consciousness. Then she spent the next 15 hours in bed, curled on her right side with a teddy bear clutched in her arms. She wasn’t sleeping, simply staring at the wall. 

Elijah only found out the next afternoon when he came home. Amy and Bruce had agreed to let him be, tomorrow would be soon enough to find out. When their parents told him, he paled considerably. Instead of crying, he turned and rammed his fist through the kitchen wall. He pulled out his fist and blood began seeping out of his closed hand. He stared at it indifferently for a second before turning back to their parents. “Excuse me,” he murmured before heading outside in the rain. He went to the end of the backyard where an old punching bag hung. As Elijah began punching it with a fury and a rage that they had never before seen in him, the rest of the family stood at the patio door watching him, crying for him. When Elijah finally dropped to his knees, his head bowed in defeat, Hayley made a movement toward the door handle but her mother stopped her. “Let me go.”
Bruce curled an arm around both his daughters as they watched Amy run to Elijah, she herself dropped to her knees in front of her son. She wrapped her arms around him and at first, he resisted but finally he hugged her tightly, his head cradled in his mother’s neck. Both soaked to the bone, they remained there for a long time, rocking back and forth.  
Again, Awww...
* * *

The following three weeks were bittersweet.  Bruce took a leave of absence from his architectural firm. They visited family and friends. Spent a weekend in an expensive hotel suite, and spent the entire time in the hotel; swimming, getting massaged, eating and watching movies. Although they refused to acknowledge it, they could all see that Amy’s headaches were getting more frequent and more painful. 
The five of them lived those short weeks to the fullest. They laughed and hugged and kissed a lot. Then there were moments when, alone, they cried and sat quietly, contemplating the bleak future ahead. 

Hayley cried picturing her upcoming graduation and prom that her mom wouldn’t see. Of course, she would watch from Heaven but it wouldn’t be the same. She wouldn’t have mother-daughter conversations about her first real boyfriend. She had never told her mom either about her feelings for Chase. Would she be relieved that her daughter knew love? Or worried about the difference in the two of them? Hayley couldn’t be sure and she didn’t want to worry her mother needlessly. 

Elijah was mad at God. How could he take their mother away? She was still so young, not even forty years old! She still had so much to live for! Her husband, her three children. She wouldn’t see Alyssa grow up and go to college, wouldn’t see Hayley and Elijah graduate. Wouldn’t see Hayley when she’d published her first book. What if there was no Heaven? What then? What would happen to his mom’s beautiful caring soul? Elijah shook his head, frustrated. He was barely fifteen years old. Much too young to have these thoughts and worries. Maybe he should go back out and have another round with the punching bag. His hands fisted instinctively. Yes, that was definitely what he needed.  

Alyssa was numb. She understood the concept of death. Knew you couldn’t come back from it. But she was too young to comprehend exactly how things would be without mommy. How much changes there would be. After all, what does an eight year old know about parental chores and responsibilities? Then, one night, she was watching television with her brother and sister. Discovery channel was presenting a show about reincarnation. The act of a soul being reborn. Alyssa began to hope. Would her mother choose to reincarnate? If yes, as what? Another human? An animal? A dog, cat, bird? A whale, a horse? From that night on, Alyssa spoke to her mother often about reincarnation and the merits of being either animal or human. She was hoping her mother, once reincarnated, would find her way back home. Would she recognise her?
At night, Bruce and Amy lay in the dark in each other’s arms. Both needed to comfort and be comforted. They spent their nights talking, picturing what their children would become. One night, Bruce cried out, “It isn’t fair! Why did He have to call you to Him? Your place is here with me, with us, Amy!”

“I know honey. But better me than the kids, right? That’s how I choose to see it. That is how you must also see this trial. You will have to be the strong one, my love, our children will need you.” Silence fell between them. “I’m worried about Hayley,” Amy whispered after some time.

“Me too. I know what you mean. She’s being strong for Eli and Alyssa. But she’s just a girl, just a baby herself.” His breath hitched. “Don’t worry baby, I won’t let you down; I’ll take care of our babies, I’ll make sure Hayley can lean on me.”

“I’ll miss you, Bruce. But I will be up there watching over you, don’t ever forget that. Don’t let the kids forget that either.”

“I won’t Amy, I won’t. I promise.” They kissed gently to seal the vow. 
One week later, Amy died at the hospital. Her husband and children were all there. Since she’d been admitted a few days earlier, they had spent every single second there; the hospital staff had even allowed them to sleep there. Since it was a private room, they made themselves comfortable while they waited. 

The funeral home picked up Amy’s body and the rest of her family went home. Amy hadn’t wanted a regular funeral. She wanted to be cremated and her ashes scattered from a mountain top. When spring came, the four of them would take a nature walk and grant Amy her last wishes. In the meantime, she would hold a place of honour on a shelf in the living room. 

There was no laughter in the Moore home. Each curled in on themselves, isolated from those who loved them most but they could do nothing else. It wasn’t until Hayley realised that her eight year old sister hadn’t eaten a decent meal in days that some form of normalcy returned to the household. Bruce, upon seeing his eldest daughter’s efforts to recover from their ordeal, picked himself up from the pit of despair he’d been wallowing in. He had a promise to keep. 
Once again... Awww.... :’(
* * *

Chase was panicking in earnest. School had started over two weeks before and there was no sign of Hayley. He went to the secretary and asked if Hayley’s absence was called in by her parents. After checking her notes, Eleanor Walker confirmed that Bruce Moore had called and said his children were sick and wouldn’t be to school for some time. “Nothing else? Did he mention what their illness was? Pneumonia? Bronchitis? Mononucleosis?” 
“No, nothing of that. Simply that they were sick.”  

That conversation happened on the first week. On Wednesday he searched for Gabrielle and Michael. He cursed himself for not thinking of them before. He finally spotted them looking lost, sitting at a cafeteria table. 

“Gabrielle? Michael?” he spoke softly. For some reason, he didn’t want to jar them; they looked lost and confused. Chase knew them because he had taught them briefly the year before when he had replaced Alan for those two weeks when he met Hayley. But they were Hayley’s best friends; if anyone knew what was up with her, it would be them. “I’m worried about Hayley. She and Elijah have not come to school since the beginning of the semester.
Michael’s jaw clenched and Gabrielle’s eyes filled with tears. Her lip trembling, she said, “Amy, Hayley’s mom, died last week. Our last day of school, Hayley went home to find her parents crying. They had just found out that Amy had an inoperable cancer in her brain. They spent the last month together, making memories that would last . .  . When Amy would be gone.” A tear spilled down her cheek and Michael wrapped a comforting arm around her. 
Would they really have told Chase that much? Maybe they’d tell him that her mother died, but telling him just about everything else seemed a little odd. Maybe it’s just me...
Feeling weak-kneed, Chase knelt on the hard floor. “Is . . .  How is Hayley? And her family?”

Gabrielle shook her head. “I don’t know. She called me crying the night she found out about her mother and again on the Sunday before we started school; her mother had been admitted to the hospital. A few days later, she called again to tell me it was done; her mother had gone peacefully in her sleep. But her voice frightened me; she was numb, she wasn’t crying.”
Once again... too many details maybe?

“Since then, nothing.” Michael’s voice cracked as he spoke. Chase remembered that Hayley once told him that these three friends had known each other since childhood, had once been neighbours and their families had remained close. Gabrielle and Michael were sharing Hayley’s pain so strongly because they had, in a way, also lost a mother. 

“I’m worried about her,” Gabrielle’s voice was small as she admitted that small truth. “About them all. They only had one month to come to grips with the loss of her.”

“If by Friday she hasn’t come in, I’ll go see her,” Chase said quietly. It wasn’t a question; he was simply stating his intentions.

Gabrielle nodded. “For some reason . . . I think it’s a good idea if you go. She might pull back from us because we remind her of better times.”

“I’ll ask her to call you if she’s up to it, okay? Thank you very much, and I’m sorry for your loss as well.”
Gabrielle and Michael watched the teacher leave. They shared a look. There had been more than professional worry in Chase’s deep blue eyes. Was Hayley hiding anything from them? No way. And yet . . . 
Gabrielle leaned her head on her boyfriend’s shoulder with a sigh. Poor Hayley. 

* * *

Friday didn’t arrive fast enough for Chase. The emails he’d sent to Hayley had gone un-replied to, the phone calls unanswered. He parked his old Toyota in the driveway behind two Mazda’s, ran up the stone steps to the Moore’s door, held back his impatience as he knocked, willing someone to answer fast. After a minute, he rang the doorbell. Half a minute later, he knocked again.  
His impatience and frustration reached a new level when his knocks remained unanswered. He glared at the door, his fists clenching and unclenching, unreasonably angry at it for not opening and reassuring him that Hayley and her family were okay. Needing to vocalise his anger, he banged his fist once again on the door, this time yelling that he wouldn’t leave until he’s spoken to a member of the household. When that didn’t work, he started yelling out Hayley’s name repeatedly. At first, it had been an attempt at getting them to open the door; annoy the hell out of the neighbours and hope the Moore’s will be convinced to open, but when more minutes past and still no one answered, Chase began to panic in earnest. What if they had done something desperate? What if Hayley was . . .  NO! His mind refused to take him down that path. Still pounding on the door, his voice getting hoarse and more frantic by the second, Chase wondered what he should do. Call the cops? Was it too soon? What could he possibly tell them? Um, my student didn’t turn in her homework. Yeah .  . .  He’d wait a while longer. There had to be a perfectly good reason they weren’t .  . .
Would almost breaking the door down really be the realistic thing to do here? Chase is a smart guy, so I’m sure he’d figure out that banging on the door and shouting wasn’t going to do much for a family whose mother had just died. I’d have thought that Chase would have been more careful and thoughtful about that.
Chase gasped as the door finally opened to reveal a bleary-eyed, dishevelled looking Hayley.

“Chase?” she said, confused.

Without thinking, he walked in, grabbed her and pulled her into a tight hug until after a moment or so she started pushing at his chest. “Chase, I can’t breathe!”

“Chase?”

The teacher released his hold on the teenager before looking up to find Hayley’s father in the hallway, looking just as dishevelled as his daughter. “Mr. Moore, I’m sorry to bother you but I was worried about Hayley and neither Gabrielle nor Michael had any news from her. I decided to check on you all to see how you were doing.”

Hayley and Bruce’s eyes clouded with pain. “I’m very sorry for your loss,” Chase said softly. Now that he knew they were okay, he wanted to run out of there. He was uncomfortable because they were obviously mourning their loss and he didn’t want to intrude on their thoughts and memories. 

Hayley looked over her shoulder, shared a look with her father before inviting Chase in and closing the door behind him, effectively blocking his exit.

“Please, I don’t want to intrude. I just needed to know you were okay.”

“Chase, we need this. We need some company. Alyssa and Elijah couldn’t take it anymore; they’ve spent the past night with friends. I was going to call my friends over the weekend and I was coming back to school on Monday.” She flicked a quick glance to the kitchen where her father had disappeared, presumably to make some coffee. “I would have left too but I’m worried about my dad. He’s not holding up very well. We let him believe he’s in control of things, but he isn’t; my siblings and I have been picking up the pieces on our own.” 
Over a cup of coffee, Bruce and Hayley alternated telling Chase about Amy’s sudden cancer, the time they spent together this past month, her peaceful death, the subsequent withdrawal from one another and how they were struggling to set things back to normal. As normal as things could get, for the next few months or so. 

When it became obvious that the Moore’s were having difficulty sleeping, a doctor friend of theirs gave them some sleeping pills. Bruce and Hayley had decided to try them the night before and had been sleeping for twenty hours when Chase woke them. It is also because of the pills that it took them so long to hear his repeated knocks and rings. 
Chase was reassured that although chin deep in ocean’s of grief, Hayley and Bruce seemed normal and lucid enough. For a moment there, while he’d been pounding at the door, he’d been afraid that they had committed an unforgivable act . . . He should have known better but nowadays, you just never knew. 

The phone rang and Bruce went searching for the wireless phone before picking it up on the third ring. While he spoke, Hayley leaned into Chase and murmured, “Would you stay for supper if I invited you? I just don’t want to put you on the spot.”

“I’m not sure I should be here.” He raked a hand through his hair, still feeling like he was intruding. 

“If you’re saying that because you really don’t want to eat here, then just say it Chase. But if you’re only saying it because you think we feel obligated to invite you, then I can assure you it’s the farthest thing from the truth. I was being completely honest when I said that we needed this distraction. Especially my father. Your being here is forcing him out of his shell and that’s just what he needs. So what do you say?”

He glanced quickly at the teenager. She was wearing striped pink pyjama bottoms with a white t-shirt. While they’d be talking she had pulled her long hair back into a ponytail. He’d never seen her look more natural or beautiful. And although this appearance of hers was new to him, she was the same Hayley he’d known for almost two years. The same smile, the same quick wit. Her mannerisms hadn’t changed, neither had her soft, gentle voice. But her eyes . . . Her eyes seemed to have aged impossibly fast since he had last seen her over a month ago. There was seriousness and weariness there that shouldn’t taint a sixteen year olds eyes. The vulnerability he found there made him want to wrap his arms around her and protect her from any more pain. But he couldn’t of course, it was impossible and it wasn’t for him to protect her, even if her wide blue eyes seemed to be pleading for that very thing.
Bruce hung up the phone and joined Hayley and Chase at the kitchen table. “Elijah called to say he was sleeping at Adam’s again tonight and while I was on the phone with him, Alyssa called and asked if she could stay at Jessica’s. I gave them both permission.” He sat down heavily and cradled his head in his hands. 
Hayley looked at Chase insistently; silently asking his permission to invite him formally. As uncomfortable as he felt, Hayley and her father needed him and he had nowhere else to be. He nodded. She thanked him with a small smile before saying out loud, “Dad, could Chase eat supper with us tonight?”
Bruce slowly lifted his head, glanced at Hayley’s appearance before glancing at his own. Chase remained still and silent as Bruce seemed to consider the question, his eyes wide and almost wild. He seemed to be considering a means to escape normalcy, routine. To be protesting getting on with his life when his wife couldn’t. Chase wondered if the older man needed to be shaken back to his senses. He had three kids to care for, he couldn’t leave it all to Hayley; she was only sixteen!

Bruce Moore’s voice was slightly shaky as he said, “But what would we eat?”

Hayley must have been anticipating the question, because she answered right away, “You haven’t made your home-made pizza in a long time and I think we have all the necessary ingredients. How does pizza sound, Chase?” 

The expression in her eyes told him that even if he didn’t like pizza, he had better agree. Holding back a smile, he nodded gravely. “Hayley taught me to make it during our lessons; she said she learned it from you but try as I may, I can’t make it like she did. I’d love to see how you do it.”

Hayley’s beaming smile was worth the small lie; not only did he make the pizza, Hayley said it was even better than her own. At Chase’s words, Bruce seemed to sit up straighter. A small smile curved his lips. “I’d love to teach you. Would you mind if . .  .” He looked down at himself again then raked a hand through his hair and grimaced. “If I showered first? It might just be what I need to really start my day.”
Chase didn’t point out that it was past four o’clock in the afternoon; way past the beginning of the day. Instead, he insisted Bruce take his time, knowing the man’s disgust with himself was a step in the right direction.

As soon as they heard the shower go on, Hayley turned to Chase. “Thank you,” She said softly. “I couldn’t have found a better way myself to pull him out of his bubble. Trust me, I’ve tried.” She smiled at her teacher. “You were exactly what the doctor ordered. A healthy dose of returning-to-normal.”

Chapter 9
All things considered, supper went well. Bruce emerged from the bathroom half an hour after entering it, clean and shaven. Hayley excused herself and headed for the shower while Bruce and Chase got together to make supper. The teacher patiently listened to his student’s father while he made his pizza, explaining to Chase as he went along. 

Chase felt Bruce stare at him speculatively quite a few things and he dreaded a confrontation with the man. Did you mean times here? Each time, though, that he turned to ask if anything was wrong, Bruce would simply return to his meal preparation as if there was nothing wrong. Chase wondered what was going through the other man’s mind. Thoughts of Amy? Or of Hayley and Chase?

Mealtime was quiet. Chase commented on how good the pizza was and Bruce beamed his thanks. When the meal was done, Chase offered to do the dishes. When Hayley would have protested, Bruce agreed. He stretched and yawned. “If you two kids don’t mind, I’m going to head for bed.”

Chase raised an eyebrow at being called a kid but he didn’t comment. Instead, he thanked Bruce again for the supper and wished him a good night. Hayley accompanied her father to his bedroom down the hall before returning to the kitchen table and sitting down heavily with a sigh. Her eyes were wide and warm when she said softly, “Thanks Chase. For everything. And don’t worry about the dishes, I’ll do them later on. Or tomorrow.”
Chase took in her weary expression and her slumped shoulders. “Hayley, I’m here, let me help. When was the last time you did something to keep yourself distracted?”

She thought back but couldn’t remember. “I guess I’ve been too busy taking care of . . . Everyone here. I haven’t had a moment to myself. And when I wasn’t busy, I was sleeping. It . . . Keeps the pain at bay.” Her voice cracked and she bowed her head. Chase could see her fidgeting with her hands. He pictured all the school work he had waiting for him in his car, the chores he had to do at home, the busy weekend ahead. Impulsively, he shoved everything out of his mind and he reached over, tugged lightly on Hayley’s ponytail. She looked up, eyes flooded with tears. 
“Hayley,” he whispered, his heart throbbing at the pain in her eyes, “would you like to watch a movie with me?”

“I  . . .  It’s Friday, Chase, don’t you have something to do?” 

“I do now,” he quoted her words from the previous year. 

<3 I love that. xD

A trembling smile appeared on her lips. “Are you sure? You’ve done more than enough to help us, you don’t have to . . .”

“I want to.” His voice was firm. The truth was, at the very moment, he couldn’t think of anything he’d want to do any more than watch a movie with her. “Come on, I’ll let you pick.”

She wiped moisture from her eyes as she flashed him a quick smile. “You could live to regret that decision. What if I want to watch Ghost or Dirty Dancing?” 

He laid a hand on his heart and groaned. “I think I’m getting too old for that kind of torture. But . . . A promise is a promise; you pick.”

She opened a cupboard in the living room and picked a DVD, inserted it into the player before snatching a blanket off the back of the couch and covering both her and Chase with it. As the opening credits to the movie flashed on the screen, Chase smiled. Hayley had chosen Face/Off, one of his favourite movies. The smile she had on her face when she turned to him told Chase it hadn’t been a random pick; she had remembered his preference. Feeling quite content with how the evening had went, he leaned back into the couch and concentrated on the movie. Or at least, he tried to. She was so close to him he could feel the warmth of her seeping into his flesh. The familiar smell of her coconut shampoo and body wash permeated his senses until he almost tasted it. He glanced at her but she didn’t seem to notice; the movie had done what Chase was hoping for; it had totally captured her interest. He almost groaned at how well it had worked; she was completely oblivious of him! But . . . It was worth it if it meant she could relax for some time.
Hayley woke up to the sound of a repeated song. She didn’t want to move, she was so warm and comfy. She hadn’t felt this good in . ..  Well, a long time. She blinked, narrowing her eyes against the glare of the television screen. When she was able to focus, she noticed that the repeated song was the menu from a movie. Confused, she frowned. She fell asleep watching a movie? Since when? She finally realised the movie was Face/Off and everything came back to her with sudden clarity; Chase, supper and movie. She froze. She just realised why she was so comfortable, she was leaning into Chase! His arm was around her waist, keeping her close while her head was nestled on his shoulder with her hand on his hard chest. Oh God, what if her father woke up to find them like this! She backed up quickly but her head hit something hard and an answering groan confirmed her suspicions; she hit Chase’s chin!

“Chase, I’m sorry!”

“That head of yours gives new depth to the expression ‘hard-headed’, Hayley.”

She muffled a laugh behind her hand but Chase saw her eyes twinkling in the light provided by the television. “Very funny.” He tugged at her ponytail playfully before grimacing and rubbing his sore jaw. Concern immediately replaced the laughter as she reached for his chin and touched it delicately.
“Will it bruise, you think? Do you need some ice? I’ll get you some!” Chase caught her hand as she launched herself from the chair. 

“I’ll be okay, it’s a little sore, that’s all.”

She looked doubtful but she sat back down. She glanced down at their joined hands; he hadn’t let her go. He knew he should but every cell of his being was protesting. “She is your student!” His mind roared. “She wasn’t before!” His heart roared back. Chase wanted his heart to win the discussion. But he released her hand. And immediately felt cold from having lost her touch, her warmth. 

Chase glanced down at his watch and was startled to discover it was almost midnight. How long had they slept? What if her father had caught them? He felt guilty, as if he’d been taken advantage of Hayley. But he hadn’t, he had only wanted to distract her! By holding her in his arms while they both slept? Yes! No! He sighed. “I have to go, Hayley. It’s late and I don’t want to explain to your father why I’m still here if he happens to wake up.”

“I think he’s gone for the night again, he’ll sleep until late tomorrow morning. But, I think that maybe he might be feeling better once he wakes up.” She accompanied Chase to the door and while he tied his boots and donned his coat, she murmured, “Again, thank you. For caring enough to come here and for spending the evening.”

“I’m just glad I thought of asking Gabrielle and Michael. And Hayley? Do me a favour and call your friends; they’re worried about you, okay?” 

She nodded, feeling guilty. They had also lost her mother, maybe they could have leaned on one another. But her father had needed her more than her friends, she was certain they would understand. She’d call them in the morning. 

As Chase opened the door and slipped into the night, Hayley followed and called to him. “Chase? If it had been any other student, would you have come looking for them too?”

Chase turned slowly from the bottom of the stairs and looked up at Hayley. The moon reflected in his eyes, and bathed his beautiful features in a white glow. “What do you think, Hayley? Would I have done this for anyone else . . .  But you?” Then he left her there, speechless, got into his car and drove away. He figured he’d get started on his school work once he got home because, as he glanced back in his mirror and saw Hayley standing there watching him drive away, he knew he wouldn’t get any sleep for the rest of the night.
Hayley finally returned inside, shivering in her jeans and long-sleeved shirt. She went downstairs and decided to start a fire. What the hell, she wasn’t going back to sleep, not with the twenty plus hours of sleep she’d gotten in the past twenty-four hours. She was grateful that the logs and kindle were already set in the wood stove, waiting to be lit. She lit the fire with a long-nosed lighter and sat back on her haunches as she watched the flames catch the paper and small wood. When the flames began generating real heat, she closed the heavy stove doors, then went to her bedroom for a spiral notebook and a fountain pen. She wanted to write about her mother. She would never ever I always think of never ever as a rather immature phrase, so it bothered me a little bit here. forget her; Amy Moore was an unforgettable person. But she was afraid that, with time, she would forget the sound of her mother’s laughter. Forget the curve of her smile, of how deep the dimples in her cheeks were. How her nose would wrinkle in distaste when something displeased her, or how her eyes narrowed when she was lost in thought. Tears flooded Hayley’s eyes but she wrote, wrote all night through. She felt she owed it to herself –and to her mother- to find the perfect words to describe her. She filled a notebook of thoughts and memories of her mother. 
N’awww... I liked this part.
Sometime during the night, she had opened the doors to the wood stove and had put the protective screen in place so she could watch the flames whenever she looked up. Now she closed her memory book and clutched it to her chest while leaning her chin on it, pensively staring in the flames.

“Where are you, Mom? Are you up there in Heaven watching over us? Elijah’s afraid that there isn’t any Heaven. He’s afraid he’ll never see you again,” she murmured to herself as she stared into the flames. “We’re doing as best as we know how without you, Mom. Dad’s struggling though. You guys had been together since you were my age, right? We understand that it’s rough for him. It’s hard for us too, we can only imagine his pain.” Hayley’s heart clenched painfully as she spoke to her mother. “Will the pain ever go away, Mommy? Can you see the future up there? Will my heart hurt forever at the thought of you?” Tears slipped down her cheeks, unnoticed. 
The next morning, Elijah arrived to find his father up and about. He was surprised; his father had slept most of his days since his mother’s death. Bruce walked over to his son, hugged him tight and whispered, “We’ll be okay, son, we’ll get through this together, okay?”

Elijah could only nod. He went downstairs to drop his bag in his room. He found Hayley sitting in her favourite sofa, sleeping in front of a dying fire. As he neared her, he discovered a notebook clutched in her hands. Elijah shook her softly. She immediately came to, a disoriented look in her eyes. “Eli?”
“Hey Sis. I came home early to keep you company but apparently I didn’t have to; Dad’s already up.”

Her eyes were wide with wonder. “He is? Really? Our Dad?”

“I’m sure, Ley; we only have one.” He chuckled as he busied himself adding logs to the fireplace; it was a cold morning and they would need to keep the fire going all day. “What did you guys do yesterday?”
“We slept until Chase showed up and huffed and puffed and nearly blew our door down.” A corner of her mouth lifted as her eyes wandered at the memory of the night before.

Elijah stilled. “He what?”

Hayley focused her eyes and looked up at his tone of voice. “He came here, Eli. He was worried because we hadn’t gone to school in two weeks. He asked Gaby and Mike about it and arrived here when school ended. We invited him for supper, it was just what Dad needed; a distraction.” She lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “I guess it worked.”

Elijah clenched and unclenched his fists. Anger flooded him at the thought of Chase Campbell being in his home, with his vulnerable sister in her time of need. Guilt washed over the anger: he should have been there for her. I never know and this could actually happen in the future, but I’d love for Eli to lose it with Chase... Violently. I have a thing for violence... But the emotions were too much for him and for Alyssa, they’d decided to leave and go spend some time with friends. They also knew that Hayley was wearing herself to the bone for them; they had only wanted her to relax a little, without feeling guilty. 

Trying to distract himself from his anger and guilt, Eli asked his sister what her notebook was about. She’d been writing for as long as he could remember and she always had book ideas or stories going. He couldn’t remember seeing this notebook before which meant it was a new idea. Hayley laid the book down on her lap and smoothed its cover. “It’s memories and thoughts about Mom. I . . .  Spent the night on it. I think I’ll add her in one of my books. I just needed to write this, you know, in case I ever forgot . . .”

His throat constricted painfully. He turned to his sister; her wide blue eyes were tear filled and were gazing at him pleadingly. He knew what she needed; he pulled her up and wrapped his arms around her body. Sobs wracked her entirely as she abandoned herself to her brother’s strength. Elijah felt helpless as he smoothed her hair back from her face. But there was nothing else he could do; his sister had been holding in her tears for too long, while caring for them all. 

When she finally pulled back from him, her eyes were red rimmed and she was sniffling but there was a small smile on her lips. “Thanks little brother, I needed that.”

“That’s what I’m here for, Ley, don’t ever forget it.” He actually meant: Don’t go leaning on Chase instead of me, I’d advise for you to italicise this. but he didn’t say it, couldn’t. He only had suspicions about those two. If he ever found out that the teacher had laid a hand on his sister . . . Beat him up! :D
His mental ranting was interrupted by his sister’s shy voice. “You could read it, if you’d like.” For a second, he didn’t know what she meant but when she handed the book over to him, he understood and he was touched. After all, she could have kept her thoughts to herself, they might be private. “Thank you sis, I’ll read it.”

Hayley headed for her bedroom to call Gaby and Eli took her seat to read what she’d written. 

It was beautiful and it did their mother justice. “I miss you, Mom,” Eli murmured as he closed the book and clutched it to his own chest. 

* * *

“Hayley, I’m very sorry for your loss.” Alan Langley was studying his student closely, in case she broke down crying at his words; he could quickly excuse her from the classroom if that was the case. But she didn’t. Instead, she gave him a small smile and said, “Thank you Alan. It means a lot to me.”
She took her seat quietly. Although her mother’s death was still recent, Alan couldn’t wait for her to stop mourning her; he missed the spark of life in her lively eyes. He tried to imagine himself in her shoes, losing her mother at such a young age but he couldn’t, didn’t want to. And if something ever happened to Barb, or his children . . . He’d go insane, that was for sure. 
Alan felt movement at the corner of his eye and he turned his head to the left just as Chase walked into the room. The teacher ignored him and locked his gaze on the only other person in the room: Hayley. 

“Hayley . . .”

The teenager’s head snapped up and the spark of life missing from her a moment ago suddenly flared to life. “Chase . . .”

The teacher took a step in her direction but seemingly remembering Alan’s presence, stopped. “I just wanted to confirm you came in and you were alright.”

“I’m fine, thank you. Elijah and I both came back this morning.”

“And are you okay?” 

His voice was warm and vibrant. Alan knew he didn’t normally speak to the young woman this way but had the utmost confidence in Alan.

Hayley swept her gaze from Chase to Alan and back to Chase again. She nodded. “I’ll see you later in class.” Chase seemed to understand the silent warning to thread carefully, in case students came in and he reluctantly departed the class, shooting a thank-you glance to Alan.

Hayley watched the doorway for a few moments, her eyes alive and her cheeks slightly pink. Alan sighed. He hoped he had done well by promising to keep these two a secret. He honestly did not think they had jeopardised their future by getting closer out of the classroom but keeping their special relationship secret would not be easy; they shared a very powerful bond, it was obvious to anyone paying attention. As the students began filing into the classroom, chattering and laughing amongst themselves, Hayley returned her empty gaze to her text books. Alan decided that whether or not he completely agreed with Chase and Hayley together, he was the best thing to happen to her at that very moment.
* * *
I’d actually suggest a new paragraph here
By May, Chase and Hayley were impatient and irritable. They wanted to be together, wanted to stop hiding. Wanted to touch, to talk without feeling guilty or afraid. They didn’t see each other out of school, except for the rare occurrence when they’d both been on walks, but besides emailing, school was their only point of contact. 
The Moore’s were doing much better but the death of their mother and wife still weighed on them. Bruce sat them down one evening and told them that Amy would not have wanted them to die with her. They had to start living their lives again, like before. She would live through their memories, through their laughter and their love. But they needed to live first.

Slowly, tentatively, they had come out of their shell. Bruce had begun working again but he came home every night; before he often worked overtime but no more. He wanted to be there for his family. Alyssa, Elijah and Hayley went on with their lives. They had sleepovers but at home. Bruce didn’t mind having people in the house; he was just glad his children preferred staying home. They had a family meeting and decided they wanted a dog to shower with love and affection. Two month old Max, a pure bred golden retriever soon became part of the family. The members of the household took turns caring for the puppy; poop patrol, walks, feeding and brushing, the siblings got along now like never before. They were very aware of their own mortality and never missed an opportunity to express their love and affection to those surrounding them. 

Now, in May, Hayley was at the shopping center with her father, looking for a prom dress. She wasn’t sure what she wanted and even less if there would be anything; prom was less than a month away. But considering how the Moore’s year had started, it was understandable that a prom dress would be last on their priority list. 

Gaby had offered to go with Hayley but Bruce had insisted that it was a parent’s honour and since there was just him left, he wanted to go. Hayley was touched; she knew how much her father hated shopping. By the end of the day, the teenager was willing to call it quits. They hadn’t found much and what they had found didn’t come in her size. The sales people all told her the same thing, “You should have come months ago. There’s nothing left. You’re too late.”

“I know!” Hayley wanted to scream. “But while the other girls were picking pretty pink dresses, I was mourning my mother!” But she couldn’t do that. First of all, it wasn’t anyone’s fault, least of all the sales people.   

Fed up, disappointed, Hayley told her father, “Let’s go, Dad.”

“Hayley, there are other stores, we could . . .”

“There’s nothing,” She cut him off. “We’ve been everywhere already.”

As they were heading out of the shopping mall, a flash of blue caught Hayley’s eye and she snapped her head to the left. There, in the window on a mannequin, hung the most stunning dress she had ever seen. Her breath caught as she walked toward it, her father following close behind. 

“I guess we hadn’t done every store.” Her father chuckled. Hayley grinned sheepishly as they walked in and asked the sales lady to try on the dress. Hayley held her breath as she told the woman her size and prayed they’d still have it. They did!

When she walked out of the dressing room, Hayley saw the look of pride on her father’s face and knew she had picked perfectly. She turned to the mirror and studied herself carefully. It was a deep blue Grecian-styled dress which left one shoulder bare while a delicate chain circled her slim waist. Her long legs were emphasised by the floor-length gown and a pair of inch high heels completed the look. Hayley was impressed with the way she looked and suddenly a memory surfaced. During one of her and Chase’s tutoring lessons, he had laid out a problem for her to solve using Grecian style dresses. She had been intrigued, had asked Chase about it. He had told her that to him, Grecian style dresses were the very symbol of beauty and grace. 
A mischievous grin curved her lips as the memory disappeared. With this on, she was definitely going to knock him dead. Less than a month before she got to see his reaction. She couldn’t wait.

Chapter 10
The school bell rang announcing the end of classes. Hayley smiled when she heard her classmates cheer and run for the exit. It was, after all, the last day of school. They still had to get ready for the upcoming graduation and prom but after that, it was Hasta la Vista! 

Hayley slowly picked up her binders, carefully placed them in her bag, her mind wandering to where she would be going next. Her teacher’s impatient cough encouraged her to go faster although not by much. Reluctantly, Hayley bid her French teacher goodbye, tossed her school bag over her shoulder and headed for the stairs. She put her left foot on the first step, her left hand on the ramp, looked up and hesitated. 
“What do I have to lose?” she asked herself. “Okay, so I fell in love with him.” And even though he hadn’t said the words back to her, she was pretty sure she knew how Chase felt. It was there in his eyes when he looked at her. And okay, he had kissed her. And what a kiss that had been! She blushed at the thought. So why the hesitation? If he didn’t feel the same way she did, then she’d just have to deal with that. She could choose to never seem him again; she wouldn’t have any more school anyway, no chance of meeting him. Hayley’s heart clenched painfully and tears sprang to her eyes at the thought.

“No,” she said decisively. “I know he loves me. I know it. This just can’t go wrong.” She quickly walked up the stairs. 

* * *

Chase couldn’t wait to get out of there. He knew he still had exams to correct, report cards to turn in and paperwork to finish but he just didn’t give a damn: he could do all that later on at home. For now, the young teacher had only one thought in mind: meeting up with Hayley. He was amazed at how much she had grown since the first time he saw her, from a shy, quiet teenager to a self-confident and beautiful young woman. With him, she had become a top grade student in math, had even won an award in the ‘Effort’ category. He was very proud of her. She had learned, over the past year, to work hard for what she believed in, to get what she wanted out of life. And what she wanted was him. And actually, the feeling was quite mutual. 
He shook his head in pure amazement. How could he have fallen in love with a student? His student. It totally went against everything he went for. Hadn’t his father’s experience taught him anything at all? And yet, it wasn’t the same situation at all. He hadn’t fallen in love with her while she’d been his student, but before, when they’d been learning together. To him, it made all the difference. And they hadn’t pursued their relationship since he became her teacher. They had maintained a careful distance. 
Still with all that in mind, he still fell in love with a sixteen year old minor. Almost seventeen, I’d suggest italicising this as well. Chase corrected himself with a chuckle. He was still chuckling when Alan walked in.

“In a hurry to leave, Chase?” the other teacher asked with a grin.

“A big one.”

“Meeting anyone in particular?”

Chase spared a look toward his friend’s knowing grin and couldn’t help but laugh. Alan had been a true friend this past year. At first, he had worried about trusting an outsider about his and Hayley’s special relationship but the young woman had complete confidence in her history teacher. One of the biggest reasons they had kept each other at a distance during the school year was out of respect for Alan’s confidence in them. It had kept them motivated. If Alan and his wife had made it, Hayley and Chase could too.

“Was that a question or a fact you were stating?” Chase asked, referring to Alan’s previous question about his hurrying.

“Merely stating a fact, old friend. By the way, I noticed how Caroline seems to be clinging to you a lot lately.”

Chase made a face of disgust thinking about Caroline. “Well that’s the understatement of the year. She clings like a leech; the girl just doesn’t get the picture. She just sat there during the whole period batting her eyelashes with her big blue eyes written I love you all over them.” The end of this sounded a bit awkward to me.
He raked a hand through his hair. “She’d follow me home on these walks and she’d stick around until I came out and she’d act all surprised. She even cozied up to my mom who thinks she’s cute and sweet.”

“Well, have you given her a reason to believe she would ever have a chance with you? I mean, maybe she feels like you’re really into her. Now that school has ended, maybe she thinks that she and you . . .”

“Hell, no!” Chase cut him off. “Even if I didn’t feel like I was cradle robbing, my . . .  Well, my heart belongs to someone else. I think she has no idea and I couldn’t tell her, obviously.”

“Obviously.”

Chase smiled, thinking that the arguments he was giving about Caroline’s age could apply to Hayley too but there was a world of difference between the two young women. Hayley was so mature and wise beyond her years. Chase often forgot that she was almost seventeen instead of twenty-five, just like he. 

Chase blinked back to reality as he noticed Alan peering behind him, toward the open door. “Chase . . .” Alan gestured behind him.

Chase spun around and saw Hayley. A broad smile spread across his face, then froze. Hayley was crying! Silent tears were tracing down her beautiful face, her stunning blue eyes were wide open and very hurt. 
“Hayley?” He took a step in her direction but she raced off. Chase took off after her. “Hayley, wait!” He yelled, not caring who heard him. But she had flown down the stairs, her black hair floating behind her and sped out of the school before he could reach her. Climbing back up the stairs, swearing, he thought back to what had caused her abrupt reaction and froze. The conversation about Caroline. He had just been thinking that part of what he said to Alan could have applied to Hayley too. If she arrived during the last part of the conversation, she might have felt they’d been talking about her!
He swore and ran up the rest of the stairs. He quickly explained the situation to Alan and ran back out, chasing after Hayley, guessing where she would be heading, knowing that when the time would come, he would find the words to convince her, to make her understand that he’d been talking about someone else. She had to know that he loved her and couldn’t live without her. She had to. 

* * *

Prom night. Chase was nervous. He still hadn’t reached Hayley and it had been a week. He tried everything; he went to the library first which is where she went when she was upset but she wasn’t there. Next, he headed for Gabrielle’s house: Hayley had once pointed it out to him during one of their walks, but there was nobody home. He finally went to her house but Bruce refused to tell him whether she was there or not. Then he calmly but firmly told him that his daughter didn’t want to see him anymore. When Chase insisted, Bruce’s expression became pained. “I owe you for having checked up on us after Amy’s death; I realise that. But please don’t make this any harder. I don’t know what happened between you and my daughter and maybe I’m better off not knowing. But she refused to see you and you’ll have to respect that. Don’t make me call the cops, Chase.”
Chase had fled at that but had come back that night to discreetly knock at her bedroom window: No answer. He tried Gabrielle’s again and that time she was home. She opened the door and slapped him across the face. Hard. He hadn’t bothered trying Michael’s; he probably packed a harder punch.
Do Gaby and Michael actually know about Hayley and Chase? I’m kind of unsure because from this part, I get the impression that they do. The thing is that we didn’t know how or when they found out.
He sent her emails but she’d closed her account. She was at the graduation but she stood in groups and ran off as soon as it was done. She wouldn’t meet his gaze. He figured he’d bide his time until the prom which was tonight. Saying he was nervous was the understatement of the year. He was afraid of both their reactions. Nevertheless, he couldn’t wait to see her. He remembered the look of pure delight on her face when she’d told him she found the perfect dress and that he would love it. He’d been going crazy since then. 
Chase scanned the crowd when he arrived at the Hotel where the prom was being held. He searched frantically for Hayley and was irritated when students stopped him to chat. He didn’t have time for them but he couldn’t just leave. Unfortunately. During supper, he scanned the crowds, looking for either Hayley or Gabrielle or Michael. He found neither. Finally, on the dance floor, he spotted Michael just as the young man spotted him. He made his way over to Chase with narrowed eyes. “Uh-Oh,” Chase thought. 

“I hope you’re happy, Chase. My two best friends aren’t here and one of them is my girlfriend, but they both refused to come because of you. Thanks a lot.” He shoved past the teacher and kept going. Chase slowly deflated. Hayley hadn’t come! She preferred staying home to running into him. But it was her high school prom! And . . . Although it was a big misunderstanding, he had ruined it for her. 

Chase left the party without looking back. 

* * *

Prom night. Instead of being all dolled up at the prom, hopefully making heads turn, Gabrielle and Hayley were in Gaby’s bedroom, eating popcorn and watching sappy movies. It had been Gaby’s idea. Hayley had refused because she hadn’t wanted to ruin her friend’s prom night. 
“If you’re not there, I prefer not going, Hayley; it wouldn’t be worth it.”

“I’m not sure Michael would appreciate that train of thought.” Hayley smiled.

Gabrielle shrugged. “He can go if he wants. If not, he can join us.” Her smile was wicked; they both knew he’d prefer getting run over by an eighteen-wheeler than watching love movies.

She glanced to her friend and smiled. The love movies were her friend’s idea. The farthest thing from her mind right now was love. She would have taken Texas Chainsaw Massacre over P.S. I love you any day. Well, in her present frame of mind.

While Gaby cried over Holly’s husband’s death in P.S. I love you, Hayley let her mind drift back to that day one week ago. She had heard Chase describe his true feelings about her to Alan. Had he been leading her on for two years? Had she misread everything about him, about them? Had he been mocking her and her feelings all that time? And Alan! She had thought him to be their friend. Had told Chase he could trust the teacher with their secret when all along, Chase and Alan had a secret of their own; their scorn for her adolescent feelings. Is that what Chase thought? That she had a simple crush on him?

When she heard his words, saw his expression of surprise, quickly masked by a smile, she ran home. Ran and licked her wounds. Thankfully, her father had decided to surprise his children and come home early that day. She told him that things had gone bad between her and Chase and that it had been her own fault; she had expected too much. She could have told him the truth, but, for some reason, she refused to get Chase in trouble. By telling her dad it was her fault, she knew he’d keep Chase away without calling the cops and getting him arrested for rape or something else. She blocked her email, refused phone calls unless it was Gaby. 
She even heard Chase knock at her bedroom window but she hadn’t answered, hadn’t even opened the blinds, she knew it was Chase. Why was he chasing after her? xD That entertained me. Probably because he thought she might tell people how close they had once been. “Don’t worry Chase,” she thought to herself. “I wouldn’t go and advertise how you humiliated me.”
She hadn’t told the truth to Gaby. Only that, once again, she had thought too much of Chase and he had let her down, not so gently this time. She didn’t think her best friend believed her but she kept quiet, pretended she accepted the explanation.
Oh, so they don’t know. Wasn’t Gaby’s reaction when Chase knocked on her door a bit harsh considering she didn’t actually know what the whole situation was? Speaking of Chase knocking doors, I find it a little bit creepy that he went around kids’s doors and called for them... 
“Hayley?”

The teenager blinked and realised the movie was paused. She turned to Gaby. “Sorry, I guess I wasn’t paying attention.” She blushed guiltily. Gabrielle had refused to go to her high school prom on her account and she couldn’t even pay attention to the movie she’d chosen.

“Would you prefer watching something else? And be honest,” she warned. “I prefer watching something else with you than this alone.”

“Actually . . .  I’d love to watch a horror movie or action. Something really busy.”

“Oh geez, Hayley, I’m sorry! I should have realised that love wasn’t for you tonight.” Gaby scrambled from the bed and went for her DVD collection. “How does Saw sound to you?”

“Great! Do you have them all?”

“All six of them.” She grinned.

As the movie began, Hayley couldn’t prevent one last thought about Chase: she wondered if he had gone to the prom tonight and if yes, how he reacted when he realised she hadn’t gone. 

She hoped he was disappointed.

2nd Part

Eight years later.

Chapter 11
“Thanks a lot, Alan, I’ll see you on Monday!” Hayley hung up the phone and whooped. “He agreed!”

“Was there any doubt in your mind?”

She looked at her friend Michael Williams and smiled. “Yes, there was, actually. I was afraid he wouldn’t remember me.”

Michael gaped. “Wouldn’t remember you? You’re joking, right? Hayley, honey, you were God’s gift to teachers. Hell, I bet even your elementary school teachers remember you: Strait A student, never missed a class, cherishing every minute spent learning in those wretched classrooms.”

Hayley laughed. “Aw come on, Mike, they weren’t that bad. We had fun back in high school, didn’t we?”

“Yeah, I guess,” he said with a wry smile. “I’m pretty sure you weren’t even listening during those classes. You were probably daydreaming or something and just happen to come about the right answer when the teacher asked you.”

“Oh? And what was I daydreaming about, might I ask?” Her tone was light, teasing.

“Chase would be my guess.”
Hayley abruptly lost her smile and turned away from him. She hadn’t thought about her old teacher in quite some time. Yeah, two days, maybe. She had never forgotten him. When she dated other guys, they never compared to Chase Campbell. She could only hate him for that. And miss him. 
I’m assuming these two haven’t been in contact in the past 8 years. Maybe this is just me, but I find that a little bit unrealistic. I won’t say much now though because we haven’t seen Chase yet, and he might come up with a reason he stopped trying to get hold of Hayley. If there isn’t a really decent reason though, I’ll find it a bit hard to believe that he hasn’t contacted her in any way whatsoever within the past eight years.
“Hayley . . . You’re seriously still hurt about all that business with Chase, aren’t you?”

“Don’t be silly, Michael, it was eight years ago. I don’t even think about him anymore.”

“Yes you do, I’m sure of it. But has it occurred to you he may still be teaching at Moray High?” Mike asked carefully.

Hayley paled, then shook her head. “No, he won’t be there. Do you remember when we graduated? We heard one of the teacher’s talking about Chase being transferred.” She remembered; she thought it had been because of her, that someone had found out about them and she had been terrified for him. Then she heard the teacher say that Chase had asked to be transferred, that he was still young and wanted to try out another school while he still could. Maybe even another school board. “Besides,” she continued, “Alan would have told me; he knew how close Chase and I had been.”
Michael frowned pensively. “I guess you’re right. And besides, that school board thing rings a bell. “So,” he said, clearly eager to change the subject, “What did Alan say?”

“He said he’d love to have me back in his classes; he misses the undivided attention I used to give him.” She chuckled at the memory of her incessant questions her teacher used to patiently answer. “I start on Monday.”

“Like there was ever a doubt in my mind,” Michael muttered. He got up, “I have to get going, Honey, Gaby’s waiting for me at home.” He grimaced. “Maybe I should call her and ask if she wants some pickles and ice-cream or something. Better yet, can I stay here a few more hours? She might fall asleep and I can go home safely?” 

Hayley laughed. Two years ago, Gabrielle had given birth to twins. She was pregnant again for another set of twins and although Michael joked about not going home, he was a proud, responsible father. Wow... They’ve been busy... :D He said that Gaby had made him the happiest man alive to which she wryly replied, “Of course; you aren’t the one carrying all these babies.”
Opening the door to her house, Mike asked, “Do you need anything special for school?”

“Yes, actually, I have to get the same text books as the students and during his spare time, Alan will tutor me personally. I’m going to spend the week-end working up questions to ask Alan during our tutoring hours, I don’t want to be unprepared when he was nice enough to help me out. Now, shoo! Gaby’s waiting.”
Why is she actually going back to the school? And why is Alan tutoring her?
She laughed and pushed her friend out the door. He kissed her on the cheek and left. She leaned against the closed door and sighed. She almost wished Michael had stayed. Almost. She enjoyed her solitude but lately, there seemed to be too much of it.

She’d grown up entertaining her friends with made-up stories, had even become semi-famous for them. Gabrielle had often invited some of their girl friends over for a sleepover for the sole purpose of having Hayley tell one of her stories. The shy child and teenager that she had been would only have a few hours notice, sometimes less, to develop an enticing story. One that would unmistakably leave everyone, sometimes even herself, breathless. It had seemed the logical thing to do, putting her thoughts in sentences, her ideas on paper. But she had never gotten around to it, only spoke of it. Then, the summer following the fiasco with Chase, Hayley finally decided to write a book. 

When she completed her first novel, Everlasting Love, Michael convinced Hayley to hand over her book to him and he promised he would get it published for her, would act as a literary agent. She had hesitated, then had handed over her whole world to her ambitious friend, praying. 

Turned out to be best decision she’d ever made. Michael had found a publisher and had gotten her to sign a contract within two weeks! It was published three months later and her modest book actually landed her in the top 10 list of best-sellers in the world. Quite a feat for a seventeen year old woman. Within six months time, Hayley Moore became world renown. She continued writing, practicing her hand at different genres but always being pulled back to romance. At the prime age of twenty, she moved into an apartment nearby. Out of that tiny apartment came her book Fate and its sequel Destiny, each book more popular than the previous one.
With the money that came from those sales, Hayley bought a house just on the outskirts of the city, but far enough to be able to enjoy the silence of the woods surrounding her cozy home. Hayley had been living there for two years now and her latest book, Eternally Yours, was an even bigger success than its predecessors. 
I’m not sure how I feel about the whole best-selling author thing. I’m sure that she’s a wonderful writer, but it just seems a little unrealistic. She was published at seventeen, and by the time she was 25 or so, she had about five bestselling novels. The publishing process also seemed very quick... Just a couple of thoughts.
“I should be thrilled,” Hayley said out loud to herself. “I’ve already had a fuller life at twenty-four years old than some people had during their whole lives.”

But the young woman knew what she was missing in her life; love. It was that simple. Her lifestyle had kept her away from any kind of serious relationship. Between the tours and the television appearances, plus the constant pressure of bringing out a new novel, Hayley hadn’t had any time for a man in her life, although God knew how much she’d love to have a companion to share her life with. 

The image of Chase’s dark brown hair and clear blue eyes flashed in front of her eyes and she felt herself grow cold. “Not that kind of man,” she admonished herself. She would have loved for that years ago but she was a different woman now. She shook her head, disgusted with herself. She didn’t need thoughts of him before going back to their old school. Bad enough the classrooms would be flooded with memories of him, of them. Never seeing him again would only be too soon. 
With that final thought on the subject of Chase Campbell, she headed for her office, intent of writing a few pages of her new book before heading for a shower and then to bed. She would need all the rest she could get before starting high school again in four days time. 

* * *

Hayley closed the door to her VW Rabbit and she pat it affectionately. The car and her house had been the only large expenses she had permitted herself since her fame and wealth. She paid her bills –utilities only because she had paid her house and car cash-, didn’t shop excessively, didn’t go out. That was it. Basically, she wrote and read and occasionally went out for a nice meal with friends. 

She helped her brother out by loaning him the funds to start his video game company. She had offered to give him the money but he had refused. She sent her sister through college and would do the same if she decided to go to University. For her father, she paid off the rest of the mortgage on his house and had set up a fund where his utilities would be paid automatically without him having to worry about them.

Bruce had protested at first, said he was perfectly capable of caring for his own because, after all, he was the father. But Hayley had hugged him and said she made a lot of money doing what she loved best; writing. She wanted to share her wealth with those she loved the most. Besides, her needs were minimal. And even with all the money she was spending on her family, she had more than enough to last her until her retirement. He had only then reluctantly accepted the money. 
Alyssa, who had been saving up for college had been ecstatic over her sister’s generosity but even more so when Hayley bought her VW and gave her baby sister her older car, a pale green Tercel. Hayley wanted to help her family out, not give them everything, especially where her siblings were concerned. She didn’t want them turning to their big sister whenever they needed money. They needed to learn to save up on their own. That was why she had been so proud of her brother for refusing her offer. He had paid her back within a year, minus interest; she hadn’t charged him any. As for Alyssa, she had decided to follow her older sister’s example and with the money she had saved up for school, she had went to the bank and asked them to place it in a special account where she could save up and accumulate it with some compound interest. All in all, Hayley was proud of her siblings. 

She shouldered her school bag and headed for the teacher’s entrance where Alan had insisted she come in. She passed two doors and then entered the main hallway. She glanced to the left and smiled. Hayley entered the receptionists’ office and cleared her throat. An older woman with curly white hair had her head bent over some paperwork. She didn’t look up when the young writer cleared her throat.

“May I help you?” she asked instead in a curt tone.

“Why Ellie, do you need some more peanut butter cookies?”

Eleanor Walker raised her head so sharply her glasses fell off her nose. She sat there for a moment, mouth hanging open and then suddenly propelled herself off the chair, rounded the desk and yanked Hayley into a bear hug.

“Hayley? Hayley Moore!” She pulled back and glanced at the younger woman from top to bottom. “Oh my, how beautifully you have grown.” 

Hayley blushed. “How are you, Ellie?”

“How am I? How am I? Who cares, I’m not famous! How are you, child?”

Hayley chuckled. When she started high school, it quickly became apparent to the teachers that Hayley was a quiet, studious teenager. When they had messages or packages to deliver to the receptionist, they’d ask Hayley to go. The teenager had been terrified of Ms. Walker. She’d been always strict and curt, never allowing any tallying or conversations around her desk. Hayley had tried everything to get the older woman to talk to her. She had been sensitive that way: she wanted everyone to like her. She didn’t know whether it was because the woman didn’t like her in particular or if she disliked everyone. 
One day, Hayley was heading out the teacher’s entrance to one of the cars on an errand, when she passed in front of the receptionist who was biting into a cookie, her eyes closed, a delighted smile on her lips. Hayley immediately decided she wanted to see that smile again. That night, she made a batch of peanut butter cookies and the next morning she left for school earlier than usual. She shyly made her way to the teachers’ entrance, walked in and was immediately yelled at by Ms. Walker. 

“That isn’t your entrance, Miss Moore! You’ve been in school for four months now, don’t you know better? Or do you think that because you run errands for your teachers that you have special permissions? Because I assure you; you do not.”

Her eyes filling up with tears of shame and frustration, she approached the woman’s desk and set down the jar of cookies. 

“What are these?” she had demanded.

“Peanut butter cookies. I . . . I baked them for you,” she had stammered, retreating toward the safety of the hallway.

Ms. Walker had raised herself from her chair and dropper her hands on either side of the jar, first staring down at them, then up at Hayley. “Why? Are you trying to poison me?”

Crying in earnest, Hayley had shaken her head. “No, Ma’am. I had only to see you smile again.  Like yesterday, when you ate the cookie,” she had whispered then fled down the hall, toward the bathroom to hide her shame. She had had such hopes and had gone through such trouble! Her mother had assured her that she shouldn’t go about and buy people’s affection that way but she had helped her bake those cookies. For nothing. Obviously, she would have to live with the fact that Ms. Walker didn’t like her. Maybe she could ask her teachers to send someone else out on their errands. But what excuse could she give them?

She pulled back the lock to the bathroom stall then stepped out. She halted when she found Ms. Walker standing there, the jar of cookies in her hands. Wordlessly, Hayley held out her hand to accept her gift back. To her surprise, the woman had fallen to her knees in front of the teenager. 

“I’m very sorry, Hayley, for the way I’ve been acting.” Her green eyes rapidly filled with tears. “I haven’t always been so jaded. But recent years have been hard. Teenagers don’t have the respect they used to have for their elders and more often than not, I get the brunt of their disrespect. To them, I am only a hired hand, a receptionist. Not a woman with feelings.” She sniffled and took Hayley’s hand in her own. “With the years, I have learned to harden myself against everyone; that way I do not give them the opportunity to hurt me. Do you understand?” she’d asked softly.

“Yes, ma’am, I do. Kids can be very cruel to other kids too.”
This seems a little melodramatic to me, Tanya. Would a woman really fall to her knees and start sobbing like that? Especially for something not so major...

Ms. Walker had chuckled wearily. “My name is Eleanor, Hayley. You can call me Ellie if you’d like.”
With incredible insight, Hayley had understood more than what Ellie had been saying. It had been there in her eyes; she was putting her renewed faith in the young teenager before her. The one who had gone through the trouble of baking cookies just to see her smile.

Impulsively, Ellie had quickly hugged a very surprised Hayley before rising to her feet. “May I still have the cookies? I will understand if you do not want.” She held out the jar to Hayley.

“Of course, I baked them for you.” She gently pushed the jar back. 

Ellie had lifted one corner of the cover and had sniffed delicately. Her beaming smile was all the thanks Hayley needed. “Peanut Butter! My favourite!” Hayley had blushed, happy to make the woman happy.

Now she smiled at the other woman. “I’m doing great, keeping busy.”

“Oh!” Ellie released Hayley and hurried over to her desk where she pulled open the first drawer and pulled out a hardcover book. Hayley laughed when she noticed the hopeful look on the older woman’s face. “Could I please have your autograph?” She brought Hayley a pen and her latest book, Eternally yours.

Delighted, Hayley wrote a nice long message then handed the book back to the beaming woman. She loved signing autographs, meeting her fans and hearing their comments about her books. 
“What are you doing here, Hayley? Did you have a craving to see old faces?”

“No, I called Alan up last week and asked him for some help. He agreed to tutor me so I’ll be following all four of his classes and he will give me extra tutoring between classes.”
Tutoring for what? xD  Is he helping her to get some historical facts for a novel or something?
 
“And how long to you plan of sticking around?”

“A few months. I’ve decided to write about a certain period in Canadian history but I have no knowledge of that time frame. I tried reading about it but I’ve never been quite good at that type of reading. I learn better when someone explains it to me and I can take notes. Seeing how passionate Alan is about history . . .”
And my question is answered! One thing I’d say though is that I’d really liked to have known why Hayley was going into the school at the beginning of this chapter because it was very confusing at the start, especially when we didn’t know Hayley was a published author.

Ellie laughed. “You can’t really get more passionate than Alan.”
Eleanor informed Hayley that Alan still taught in the same classroom and after promising to be back to see her, Hayley headed out into the hallway and up the central staircase. On the top landing, she turned left and walked slowly down the hallway, letting memories of her past assail her. Because her writing kicked off right away, she did not pursue any studies out of high school and she had missed the daily learning, the mouthfuls of knowledge she had devoured each day. Without realising, she slowed even more when approaching Alan’s classroom and, her heart beating, she peered into the class directly in front of Alan’s. Eight years ago, it had been Chase’s classroom. Now it was dark and empty. 

She breathed out a sigh of relief she hadn’t known she’d been holding and she glanced into Alan’s room. As was his habit, he was concentrating on some paperwork. He used to spend hours, head bent, frowning in concentration. When he would finally raise his head, for a moment or two, he’d looked dazed and confused. Hayley used to tease him that trying to read his own  writing was probably what caused all of his headaches.

Apparently sensing her presence, the object of her attention turned his head to the left. Blinked. Then he practically jumped out his chair in his hurry to get to her. “Hayley! You look great! Haven’t changed a bit, have you?” He embraced her warmly and she returned his hug, taking in his familiar smell and smiling over the memory of it.

“You haven’t either, Alan. You look great. How are you?”

They spent the next half hour speaking of how things would go for the classes. As the students started entering the classroom, Alan showed Hayley where her permanent seat would be, at the very back of the classroom where she could plug in her laptop and write in peace. “Remember, during our tutoring, if you are on a tight schedule, you’re going to have to shut me up. You know when I start talking about history, everything else is . . . History.”

Hayley chuckled at her friend’s humour then braced herself when she took notice of the students staring at her. She had no idea how kids were nowadays and she hoped that all would go smoothly with her new classmates.

Chapter 12
For the past two weeks, Chase had been hearing rumours about famous young writer Hayley Moore being back at school. As a student. Flashbacks from nearly a decade ago made him groan out loud. The first time he saw her, their endless conversations, their first kiss. Their only kiss.
Chase shook his head and sighed. He hadn’t had the nerve to confirm the rumours and was utterly disgusted by the lack of balls he was displaying. Wasn’t that what he’d always wanted? To see Hayley again? To be given a chance to explain what the never got the chance to eight years ago?

Chase frowned at the paperwork on his desk, willing himself back to work, knowing from past experiences that once thoughts of Hayley infiltrated his mind, he was lost. He finally gave up the battle with his mind and leaned back in his chair.

The week before Hayley graduated, Chase had asked for a transfer from schools, if possible. He hadn’t told the young woman, he had wanted to surprise her. Although it wasn’t easy to obtain a permanence as a teacher in any school, he had decided to leave his own permanence and try somewhere else. His reasoning was simple: If he and Hayley started a relationship, he didn’t want eyebrows to raise and begin to wonder what had happened between them during the school year. He didn’t want to be putting his or Hayley’s integrity on the line. They had worked hard at staying away from each other during the year, as much as they could anyway. When he spoke to Alan about it, he couldn’t help but agree. The last day of school he found out his transfer was accepted. That was why he had been in such a hurry to see Hayley, to tell her that he had taken a step for their future. Of course, he hated the idea of leaving the friends and colleagues he had made at Moray, but it was a small price to pay to be with Hayley. Afterwards, they would have to deal with Hayley’s family who seemed to like him and he was confident he could convince them how much he loved the young woman. She had come to mean the world to him, surely they would see that. 
And then . . . All hell had broke loose and he had no reason to retract his transfer. He spent two miserable years at Leonard Skype High before asking –almost begging- to return to Moray. There, he felt closer to Hayley. 

He had, of course, followed her writing career. He owned all of her books and he knew them by heart. Maybe even better than she did. He was so proud of her, that she’d went for her dreams, wrote her books and got them published. He was not ashamed of going to the library and picking up one of her hardcover romance books. Whenever a new one came out, he devoured it. Unmistakably, afterwards, he’d be left shaking from the emotions that she made him feel. Her stories were about forbidden loves that, in the end, always found a way to be together. He wondered if she realised that all of her characters had a bit of her in them. And him. He comprehended that, through her books, she was living the grief that he lived with daily. Only, unlike him, she had found an outlet to her feelings. 

“Chase!”

Blinking back to reality, the teacher turned to the voice that had just called his attention. “You hollered?” Chased asked mockingly.

“Has old age finally caught up to you? I’ve been calling your name for several minutes while you’ve been dozing here,” Alan Langley said with a grin.

“Not likely. I was merely . . . resting my mind.”

“Is that what they’re calling it these days?”

Chase, having given up the thought of working, pushed his chair back, stood up and assembled his papers. “Besides harassing me, Alan, was there anything else you wanted?”

“Although I truly only live to harass you, I came here to tell you I brought the chess game I’ve been telling you about.”

“The wood carved one your grandfather made?”

“Precisely but I left it in my car and I was wondering if you’d get it for me.”

“You want me to fetch (it?)?”

“Well, the game is for you.”

Shaking his head at his friend, Chase walked over to Alan and presented his hand, palm up. Grinning, Alan dropped his car keys in Chase’s hand.


“That’s a good boy. Now, I’ll be in my classroom when you come back, resting my old legs.”

Chase snorted. “Old legs? Alan, you may be 25 years old, you’re a lot fitter than I’ll ever be.” Alan’s certainly done a lot for twenty five. Typo, I think. ;)

“Ah! My friend. Whether I’m fitter or not is not the issue. Soon you’ll understand that age makes all the difference between sitting in your classroom and doing errands for an old friend.”

“Tell me, how does Barbara put up with you?”

“She has the patience of a Saint, that’s how.” Alan admitted. “By the way, the board is in the trunk, I didn’t want anyone else to see it before you. Make it snappy, Skippy! I’ll be waiting.”
Chase would have continued their bantering but he was too excited about seeing the chess board. Ever since Alan had found out, years ago, how much Chase loved chess, he had promised to bring him his grandfather’s board. The old man had been a natural at wood carving and had made the board and the figurines himself. 

Chase hurried down the stairs and headed out the teacher’s entrance. He reached Alan’s Jetta, popped the trunk and carefully lifted the bag holding the board. He raced back to the second floor, walked into Alan’s classroom. 

“I can’t wait to see the details of . . .” Chase started saying but stopped mid-sentence. Alan wasn’t in the classroom. In his place was a young woman with long black hair tied in a ponytail. She raised her blue eyes to his own and the recognition was instantaneous for both of them.

“Hayley!”

“Chase!”

For a moment, Hayley became the girl she’d been eight years ago. She quickly rose from her seat and took a step toward him, a smile on her lips, her eyes bright with excitement. Surprised by such a greeting, Chase smiled and took a step in her direction but she froze before they reached. She slowly lowered the hand she had raised to him and a sad look crossed her features. Her beautiful eyes filled with tears as she stood there and stared at him. Still unable to see her cry, Chase took another step toward her.

“Hayley . . .”

At the sound of his voice, she turned her back to him with her hands fisted at her sides. He saw her takes deep breaths, struggling to control herself. After a few moments, she turned back to him. Her face was composed, her eyes once again dry.

“Hello Chase. It’s been a long time.” Her voice was cool.

“Hayley . . . It has. You look great.” And she did. Her hair was long, as she preferred it. The last time he had seen her she had been a woman living in a teenager’s body. But now she was definitely all woman. “I read your books,” he said, lamely trying to fill the uncomfortable silence. “I enjoyed them, you have real talent.” If she was surprised that he’d read her books, she didn’t show it.
“Thank you,” she said simply.

He stared at her, longing to touch her, to hold her. But he couldn’t, wouldn’t. She’d changed, he discovered. Physically, she was just as beautiful as she’d ever been but the change he felt went deeper than that, he was certain of it. It was most obvious in her eyes. At one time, they’d been twinkling with excitement, with love and with happiness. She had a very expressive face and her every emotion had been written in her eyes. But now . . . They were hard, cynical eyes. They gave nothing away of her feelings. Chase wondered what had hardened Hayley to the point of hiding her emotions, when expressing them came so naturally to the young woman.

“I didn’t know you still work here. Alan hadn’t mentioned that small fact.”

“No? I came back two years after you graduated. I wasn’t adjusting well to the other school and Moray took me back, without hesitation. Funny Alan didn’t tell you . . .” Would it have changed anything, Hayley? Chase silently asked her. Would you have refused to come if you have known? 

Hayley opened her mouth to speak but was interrupted by Alan.

“Wow! Blast from the past my friends! I feel like I just took a step back ten years to find you two again in a classroom together.” A smile crossed his face. “I remember after a long day’s work, with only a thought of going home in mind, leaving my classroom only to find you two debating on subjects ranging from abortion to politics. Sometimes I’d spend a few minutes just standing there listening to your point of views. You never even noticed, did you? You were simply lost in your own world and nobody else was invited.”
The only hesitation that I have to this is that I’m wondering if Alan would really say that. Wouldn’t he have figured out that this is probably a terribly awkward moment...? I’m questioning whether he’d really rekindle their memories of spending time with each other because he’s bound to know about everything that happened. I’m not sure if I’m making sense! xD
Startled by the memories of how it had once been between them, Chase and Hayley’s eyes locked. They were remembering their first time together, tutoring and cooking. Her parents’ initial disapproval, then their acceptance. Their first kiss.

As the memories flashed before their eyes, Chase’s eyes took on a tender look. He took a step toward Hayley. Still lost in their past, she answered in kind. They were now standing only three feet apart. Abruptly, her eyes welled up with tears and she shook her head while taking three steps back. 
She glanced at her wrist watch while blinking back tears, and exclaimed, “Oh my! I have to get going, I’m meeting with Mike in one hour.” She hurriedly dumped her school supplies in her bag, shrugged into it, headed for the door, kissing Alan on the cheek on the way out. At the door, she hesitated, turned to Chase but did not look him in the eye when she said, “See you around, Chase.” And then she was gone.

Insanely, jealousy surged through him at the mention of Hayley’s dinner date with Mike. How could he possibly be jealous? He hadn’t seen her in eight years! For all he knew, she could be married! But . . .  She wasn’t, he had looked it up on her internet biography. There was no mention of a boyfriend or husband. Still, she kept to herself and the press didn’t know everything. 
Shrugging of his jealousy, Chase turned to Alan. “So, you want to explain to me why you hadn’t felt the need to tell her I was still teaching here?” You don’t have to put still there, but I thought it fit a bit better.
* * *

Hayley was meeting Michael at their favourite restaurant Pasta Italiano. She was a little early but it suited her that way; she needed a little time to unscramble her thoughts. She really hadn’t expected to ever see Chase Campbell ever again. Alan knew how close they had been, why didn’t he mention something?
“Why the sigh, Hayley?”

She jumped up then smiled when she realised it was Michael who’d spoken to her. “What sigh?” she asked, slightly confused. Michael gave her a light kiss on the cheek and sat in front of her. 
She studied him carefully as he glanced at the menu, although she was sure he’d take his usual. Just like Gabrielle, Michael had blond hair and blue eyes. They made a striking couple, and their children were perfect-looking little cherubs, both taking up after their parents. After his success at getting Hayley’s book published, he proclaimed himself her agent. He made deals for her, got acquainted with editors and publishers and other agents to get into the loop of the business. Michael was a go-getter. All of his friends thought he would have made a fine lawyer. Instead, as he said, he’d decided to shack up with his best friend for the rest of her writing career. A long, long haul, he said with a smile. 
When Hayley’s success became obvious, Michael approached other young, struggling authors. Explained a little about himself and said he was willing to represent them, go the extra mile to see them published. The authors were all smitten by his good looks, charming smile and confident attitude. They trusted him. Michael now had over fifty authors and was able to afford two sets of twins and a stay-at-home-wife. Thinking of her friends and family, Hayley realised what good fortune it brought everyone –and herself- being a famous writer. 
Everyone seems to be... well, incredibly successful. And good looking... At the moment, I’m not seeing any flaws in anyone’s life except for Hayley and her struggle with Chase. Gaby and Mike come across as wealthy and they have two sets of beautiful twins, Gabe and Mike themselves being beautiful. Hayley’s a famous published, best-selling author, and what you’ve told us about her siblings, they seem to be pretty happy too. Right now, I feel as though I want someone’s life to go wrong! xD
“While I was approaching the table, you looked a million light-years from here and just before I reached you, you let out a tiny sigh.

“Oh.”

“Is there anything wrong?” he asked, worried. “Is it the book? School?”

She let out a small laugh. “I guess you could say its school.” She looked him squarely in the eyes. “I ran into Chase Campbell today.”

“You, what?”

“There’s nothing wrong with your hearing, Mike. You understood me.”

“But Chase? Didn’t you say he asked for a transfer or something the year we graduated?”

“Apparently he came back.” Hayley paused. “The thing is, Alan knows how close Chase and I were, he even mentioned it to us earlier. So why not warn me in advance? If I had known, I . . .”
Speaking of Alan, after what happened with Chase and Hayley, wouldn’t he have explained to Hayley that Chase wasn’t, in fact, talking about her when she overheard them? Alan and her are awfully close, so wouldn’t he have at least tried to explain that she misunderstood what she heard? 

“You what, Hayley? You wouldn’t have went? Wouldn’t have followed those classes you so badly need?”

Michael awaited her response, knowing the emotions she was going through. Years ago, Hayley had cherished the ground Chase had walked on. And though he hid it well, it was obvious to some the feeling was mutual. To those unknowing, they had shared a close teacher-student relationship. A teacher and his pet. But for those who watched closely, you’d notice the look Chase gave Hayley when she wasn’t watching. The fierce protectiveness in his eyes when someone talked down to her. Gaby and Mike began picking up on the signs after Hayley came back to school, following her mother’s death. They had been touched by the concern in Chase’s eyes and they had made it their mission to discover what was going on. Because their best friend, Hayley, never confided in them. At first, they’d been hurt at the thought of her hiding something from them but they understood that if something was going on, the teenager would have to keep it secret. And so, they had pretended to believe her evasive answers. Now watching her struggle with her words, Michael wondered just what exactly had happened all those years ago.

Hayley was a loss for words. Her friend’s question rendered her speechless. Would she have gone anyway? Her first instinct was to say no. She had thought she would never see him again and she had learned to live with that. Knowing he was teaching at their old high school wouldn’t have changed anything.

And yet a tiny voice in her head was disagreeing: Yes! I would have went! Nothing would have stopped me! I need my classes! I need to see . . . After telling that voice to shut up, Hayley questioned herself: Hadn’t he hurt her enough? Was she really willing to go through all that pain again?

“Hayley?”

She quickly came back to reality and tried to remember what the question had been. “I have to say that I’d have seriously considered changing my mind. However,” she added, noticing Mike’s intent to interrupt, “I really need these classes.”

“And that’s the only reason you would have went?” Mike asked with a raised eyebrow. “You can’t seriously lead me to believe you wouldn’t have wanted to see him again?”

Hayley shut her eyes and rubbed her temples. With a sigh she said, “It was a bad idea bringing up Chase, could we please change the subject?”

Michael agreed, knowing she’d eventually bring up her high school teacher again, but he could clearly see now wasn’t the time. He had the feeling she was still in shock from seeing him.

The waitress suddenly appeared, creating the distraction they both needed. They ordered their usual –Fettuccini Alfredo with a Caesar salad- and spent the meal discussing her progress with the book and speaking of the students that had at first seemed wary of her but now seemed to be warming up to her. After supper, they asked for coffee and dessert. 

Michael glanced at Hayley over the rim of his cup. Her eyes had a faraway look in them, as she stared into her own cup. She had been distracted during the meal which was unlike her; she was usually open and attentive during conversations concerning her books but tonight, she didn’t seem up to it. 

She finally looked up and met his eyes and he discovered a sadness in those depths he had never before even guessed at. The second after, the look was gone and Hayley was back. But for the second time that evening, Michael wondered what had happened to Chase and Hayley eight years ago.

* * *

“I guess it must have slipped my mind,” Alan replied to Chase’s question.

“Do you actually expect me to believe that it slipped your mind to tell Hayley –Hayley!- I was teaching here again?”

“Well, yes, because that’s the excuse I’m going for.”

“Alan, why didn’t you tell her?” Chase was serious this time.

Alan shrugged, then glanced at Chase, his eyes pleading. “I did it for you. You’ve been mourning her for eight years. Eight years, Chase! You’ve barely dated anyone since her, you don’t look at other women and Lord knows they’ve tried everything to gain your attention. You do your job, and you do it well, but you don’t display the same passion you had when Hayley was part of your life. You’re a changed man, all because of what you and she had, of what you both lost. 

Chase stared at his friend, memories assailing him of that day eight years ago, the day he lost Hayley. “I tried everything to reach her, Alan, I really tried. I even sent her a letter via-snail-mail but it came back with the mention ‘Return to sender’.” Chase laughed softly. “To this day, I still can’t listen to Elvis Presley’s song ‘Return to sender’ without cringing.” He glanced at his friend. “You know what’s worse? This was all a misunderstanding. If only she’d known it wasn’t her I was speaking about, but Caroline.” He clenched his fists, angry at Caroline for his loss of Hayley. 
“Then can you understand why I didn’t tell Hayley, Chase? You both have some unresolved issues, you both need some closure.”

“I understand, Alan, but what about Hayley? After all these years, do you really think she’ll listen to what I have to say?”

Chapter 13
Hayley woke up with a feeling of uneasiness in the pit of her stomach. It must be nerves, I’d italicise this because it’s a thought. she decided. Alan had decided that she would be given the exam his students were doing in the morning. He said it would be a good way of finding out if Hayley was grasping the subject. Perfectly understandable, she thought, but she hadn’t done an exam in years and her nerves were a little jumpy. 

She dressed quickly, ate breakfast, knowing Alan would ask if she’d eaten, and she hurried off to school. She walked in by the teacher’s entrance, which everyone insisted she do since she was obviously not a student. She glanced at her watch and hurried to her class. She knew she was too early but she wanted to look her notes again and make sure she hadn’t forgotten anything. 

She went up the flight of stairs and turned the corner, headed down the hall. She noticed the classroom door was open and she quickened her pace, thinking she could ask Alan her questions directly instead of looking them up. She walked into the room, a wide smile spread across her face and then stopped dead in her tracks. Although a man was seated in her friend’s seat, it wasn’t her friend at all. And not just any man: Chase Campbell!
Apparently he hadn’t heard her arrive, his head was bent in concentration on the paperwork littering the desk. A lock of dark brown hair was shielding his eyes, making it nearly impossible for him to see her. Hayley angrily walked over to him and placed her hands flat on his desk. “What are you doing here?”
Chase looked up into her eyes and almost smiled. Finally, he thought to himself, a reaction, an emotion! It’d been three weeks since their first encounter and she’d been as cold as the arctic wind around him. He hadn’t been trying to run into her on purpose but it seemed that everywhere he went in the school, he’d always end up bumping into her. A coincidence she didn’t seem to appreciate, but it was only that; a coincidence. Or karma! A small voice shouted in his head. He ignored it.

He leaned back in his chair and plastered a puzzled expression on his face. “I’m sorry, what was the question?” 

Hayley slowly straightened, balled her hands into fists, her eyes flashing angrily. Yet, she repeated her question with a surprisingly soft voice. “Where’s Alan, Chase?”

Chase, knowing his old pupil, had figured Hayley would lose her temper which was exactly what he’d been looking for. If they locked into a shouting match, maybe things would get said! Instead, because she had shocked him with her calm voice, he unthinkingly said, “Alan’s in the hospital, undergoing triple by-pass surgery.”

This time it was Hayley’s turn to be shocked. She shook her head in disbelief. “No, it can’t be, he was fine on Friday.”

Isn’t that operation pretty serious...? I would have thought that Alan would have told her about his illness, or Hayley would have at least noticed a difference in him or something. Like the cancer thing, I don’t know much about it, but this seems a bit shabby to me.

“Actually, he hasn’t been fine in months. He’d been waiting for a call to schedule the surgery and they called him Friday night. If you want to see him later on, he’s at St-Peter’s . . .” Chase jumped out of his chair and hurried over to Hayley; her face was ghostly while and her eyes were closed tight. He stopped a foot from her, unsure how she would react if he tried to touch her. “Hayley, are you alright?”

She suddenly opened her eyes and stared at him. She seemed to be making a decision about something, she turned on her heel and quickly walked out of the classroom.

“Hayley!” Chase yelled as he ran after her. She didn’t turn around, just kept walking, her heels hitting the tiles noisily. 

“I’m going to the hospital,” she called over her shoulder.

“You can’t; you have an exam! Chase called out desperately. 

She spun around and gave him a look of disgust. “Then flunk me, Chase. Alan is undergoing surgery and I intend to be there with Barbara when he wakes up.” She ran down the flight of stairs and out of the building before Chase could summon up a reply. Damn! he thought. That was the second time she ran out on him!
Hayley got into her car and glanced at herself in the rear view mirror; her cheeks were flushed and her eyes were bright with unshed tears. “How dare he try to stop me!” she said out loud. She needed to be at the hospital, with her friend. She put on a pair of sunglasses, started the car and sped off toward the highway.

Chase dropped himself in his chair, swallowing the ball of guilt that was lodged in his throat. After Hayley’s brusque departure, he had returned slowly to the classroom, going over the argument that had just ensued. In his mind’s eye, he saw blue eyes flashing, hands balled into fists and then her face going white, her stilled hands. He remembered the anguish in her voice when she said that Alan had been fine on Friday . . .
“That was it!” Chase groaned. He should have remembered! He had been so hell bent on getting a reaction out of her impassive face that he had forgotten about her mother . . . 
Much like her mother, Hayley had thought everything was fine with Alan until she showed up this morning. And he remembered the way he had told her about the surgery, with a shrug and a bit of casualness. Ah, God, No! 

“Chase!”

His head snapped to the left and he locked eyes with a pair of furious blue ones. For one second, his heart beat accelerated, thinking Hayley had come back.

“What the hell is a matter with you? Are you going dumb on me or what?”

Chase frowned, disappointed. “Sorry, I guess I’ve been distracted lately.” He glanced around the classroom and discovered students had entered the room. His gaze settled back on Caroline Washton’s hard features. She’s not still in school, is she...? O.O

“Yeah, I wonder why all of a sudden you’re so distracted, eh?” The question was rhetorical. They both knew what the cause of his distraction was: Hayley Moore.

Caroline was the very same Caroline who had unknowingly –or maybe knowingly- caused the demise between Chase and Hayley. In the years since he’d seen Hayley, Chase had wondered about Caroline. The cause of her sudden interest in him. During one of their after school talks, Hayley had explained her and Caroline’s ‘special relationship’, how Caroline had always wanted what Hayley had. What if she had noticed how close Hayley and Chase were? What if she wanted how Hayley had: Chase’s heart? But surely, she could not think to compete. Then again . . . Maybe she wasn’t functioning to her brain’s full capacity, in that department. 

To Chase’s surprise, Caroline decided to become a teacher, in math also, and this was her first year teaching. Oh! Thank God xD I really thought she was still a student then. Moray High had taken her in because she’d been one of their own students. Unfortunately, although eight years had passed, Caroline hadn’t gotten over her crush on him. She still clung like a leech and it irked the hell out of him. But the Principal had asked him to take the young teacher under his wing since they were teaching the same subject –if not the same year- and her classroom was next to his.
“What is it, Caroline? Did you want anyone (anything?) in particular?”

“Well, I was wondering if you’d have lunch with me and we could discuss my progress in class with my students.” She batted her long eyelashes and smiled seductively at him. Chase had to hold back the urge to gag. He was pretty sure that wasn’t the reaction she wanted from him. Because she tended to be too lax with her students, she’d been getting pointers from Chase, even though he was sure it was only an excuse to be around him.
“I’d say yes, but unfortunately I can’t. I finish at noon and then I’m off to the hospital to check up on Alan.”

Caroline didn’t ask why Alan was in the hospital or what Chase was doing in his classroom. He couldn’t help but compare Caroline’s indifference to Hayley’s passionate response earlier when she’d run off.

The school bell rang, saving Chase from a lengthy discussion with the young teacher. She walked out of the classroom and looked back to see if he’d noticed the way she swayed her hips. He didn’t but he knew because the teenage boys in the class were gawking. As she finally left the room, Chase stood and faced the class.

“Alan won’t be in for quite a few weeks; he’s in the hospital undergoing surgery. In the meantime, I will fill in for the classes that don’t interfere with my own schedule.”

The students looked puzzled and worried; Alan hadn’t told them he may have to leave for an extended trip to the hospital. Chase briefly explained why Alan was getting a triple by-pass surgery then said, “I know what you’re thinking but you’re wrong. The exam won’t be cancelled just because Alan isn’t here. Now, are you ready?”

A collective groan filled the room.

* * *

As the elevator doors opened, Chase walked out, turned right and headed down the hallway. Barb had called Chase to tell him that Alan was out of surgery and in his own room, 309, recuperating. Chase had been relieved when she’d told him the operation went well and there hadn’t been any complications during surgery. He hadn’t asked if Hayley was still there, he didn’t know what Barb would have made of it. He turned left in another hallway, found room 309 and walked in. Hayley was seated in a foldable chair beside Alan’s bed. Alan was sleeping and the young woman was holding hand but Barbara was nowhere to be seen. 
Chase took a step into the room. “Hayley?” Her back straightened and her shoulders tensed but she didn’t say a word, didn’t turn to him. She obviously recognised his voice or she wouldn’t be ignoring the person who just walked into the room. Chase approached the bed quietly, cautiously. He noticed that Alan was connected to several different machines that monitored his breathing and heartbeat. He glanced down at Hayley and wished he hadn’t; her head was lowered and silent tears were tracing down her cheeks. His breath caught in his throat and he crouched beside the chair.

“Hayley.” 
Her eyes were pinned to Alan and hers joint hands. Her gaze was unwavering as she whispered, “He made it through, Chase, no complications or anything.” She finally turned her gaze to him. “He’s alive.”

He understood that she was not only crying for Alan; she was crying for her mother also. Meh, I preferred this without the also. The shock of Alan’s sudden departure for the hospital probably brought back some awful memories and once again, waves of guilt came crashing into him at the thought of how callous he had been this morning. “Hayley, I’m so sorry about how I told you. I forgot about your mom . . .” His anguish at having hurt her was obvious in his voice and something seemed to pull at her because she turned tender eyes to him. She seemed to really look at him for the first time in weeks. She lifted a finger and traced his face lightly, then gently ran a hand through his hair.

Chase held his breath.

“I’m okay, Chase. My mom died a long time ago. I still miss her but it doesn’t hurt anymore. I believe that someday I will see her again. I was just rattled that Alan was going through something so important without telling me about it.”
Their gazes connected and a familiar feeling passed between them; the feeling of belonging together, of sharing something special. They had always been close and that closeness was not something you came by every day. It was one of the things they both missed about the other. Hayley tilted her head to the side, studying Chase. Their gazes still locked, she leaned into him. His body reacted to the change in her because he leaned in also. A lock of black hair escaped her ponytail and, without thinking, he gently placed it behind her ear. He playfully tugged on her hair, like he used to do, but the tug brought her mere inches from him, from his mouth. Startled, her eyes widened and her lips parted. Her tongue darted out to nervously lick her lips and Chase groaned in response. His senses were filled with her; he could smell her coconut perfume, the one she’d worn years ago. His vision filled with her, her large blue eyes, her long black hair, her blushing cheeks. His hand transferred from her ponytail to the back of her neck and he slowly, gently, pulled her to him. 

With a sigh, Hayley closed her eyes and offered her parting lips to Chase but before he could seal the connection between them, he heard a female’s voice call from outside the room, “I’m sorry it took so long, I couldn’t decide . . .”
Hayley was pretty quick to forgive him! I’m not overly bothered about this, but part of me finds it kind of weird that she was willing to kiss him because from what you’ve told us so far, she hated him for what he (or what she thought) did. She might have just been a bit caught up in the moment though, so I won’t stress you too much about that. Plus, she’s clearly missed him a lot. I would maybe think about it though.
With a small cry, Hayley jumped up from the chair and rushed to the door to greet Barbara. Chase swiftly rose from his crouched position and grimaced at the pain shooting up his legs; he had been crouched too long. Oh! But it had been worth it, he thought to himself. If only Barb had taken a few minutes longer . . .

Barb smiled when she noticed Chase in the room. “Chase! How are you?”

“I’m good, Barb. How are you holding up?”

“I’ll be better when Alan wakes up. He’s having a bit of trouble getting over the anaesthesia.”

“Nonsense, woman, I was only faking it so you wouldn’t nag me anymore,” said a hoarse voice.

“Alan!” Barb cried and rushed over to her husband. Hayley came closer to the bed but kept a careful distance from Chase. Desperate to reconnect with her, he said, “Hayley, how about you and I go have lunch and leave Alan and Barb for a few minutes.”

“I’m not hungry,” came her swift reply.

“Hayley?” She plastered a smile on her face as she approached her teacher. “What are you doing here, girl? I thought you had an exam to do.” 

Hayley smiled genuinely, relieved he was doing okay. “I wanted to be here, Alan. You can always flunk me, I’ll think I’ll live through it.” 

She grinned and he grinned back and Chase envied their easy camaraderie. It had been that way once, between she and him.

“Hayley, I’m really happy to see you but . . . Do you think you could take Chase up on his offer? It’s just that I just went through a particularly difficult operation and I would like to spend a few minutes alone with my wife . . .”

“Of course! I’m sorry, I should have thought of it. I’ll come back later.” She gently kissed Alan and then Barb’s cheeks before passing beside Chase without sparing him a glance as she walked out. Chase turned to Alan who urged him to follow her. He caught up to her before she reached the elevator.

* * *

“Two more minutes, Barb, only two more minutes!”

“What in the world are you talking about?”

“Hayley and Chase! If you had waited a few more minutes before coming back, they would have kissed!”

“How do you know that?”

“Because I woke up to find Chase walking in the room. I peered at them between half-closed lids and waited to see what would happen if they were alone together.”

“It definitely explains the look on Hayley’s face when she met me at the door; she looked like a deer caught in headlights. Whatever was going on before I walked in scared the wits out of her. You may think I should have waited but she seemed to wish I had been there two minutes before.”
Alan waved an impatient hand. “It’s not her wits I’m worried about, it’s her heart; it belongs to Chase. She just doesn’t seem to remember that.”

* * *

Her finger hesitating on the down button of the elevator, Hayley turned to Chase. “I don’t need nor want your company for lunch,” she told him stiffly. 

“I do recall Alan suggesting you have  lunch with me, so why not?”

“Because I don’t want to. Besides, I have to study my notes for my book.”

“And you carry them in that tiny purse of yours?”
She glanced down at her hand bag and held back a curse. She hadn’t brought her notes with her. “They’re in my car, I’ll just go get them.”

“Hayley, is it really that hard for you to eat lunch with me? It’s just a half-hour lunch. Will it really kill you?”

She shook her head and sighed. “Fine, I’ll have lunch with you. Will you stop harassing me afterwards?”

“Yes. For now. Until I decided I want another lunch with you. Or maybe supper.”

He grinned when she cut him a  glare and her heart did an unexpected somersault at the sight of it. Oh, how she had missed him! That brief reconnection in the room had reminded her of that. No matter what had happened in the end between them, she had never forgotten this man. Never forgotten the exact timbre of his deep voice, nor his smiles. The feel of his arms around her when he hugged her, or his patience with her. 

She had tried dating several men in the eight years since they had seen each other but compared to Chase, they were never good enough for her. Chase was right: the lunch may not kill her but if she didn’t get a grip on herself soon, she may end up with another broken heart.

* * *

Hayley stared down into her bowl of cream of broccoli soup. She stirred it with her spoon then brought the spoon to her lips, blew on it softly and swallowed. They hadn’t said a word since they’d sat down which partly frustrated Chase. On the other hand, he had never thought he’d enjoy watching someone eat as much as he enjoyed watching the woman facing him. Even if she was being silent, ignoring him, he was happy to be with her. Watching her, smelling her delicate perfume. Oh man, do you ever have it bad! he thought to himself.

“Are you going to ignore me during the whole meal?”

“I’m trying.”
He studied her for a second or two and she was aware of his gaze but she kept eating. 

“Tell me about your book,” he said finally.

“My book?” She blinked and looked up.

“Yes. The reason you’re back at school in Alan’s classes. The reason he’s tutoring you, you know: the book.”

She frowned slightly, obviously not amused by his teasing tone.

“Lighten up, Hayley; I was kidding. It was humour, remember that?”

She returned her gaze to her bowl of soup. As Chase stared at Hayley’s bent head, a feeling of longing slammed into him so hard he almost cried out. He missed Hayley. Not this Hayley Moore, this cold, indifferent cynical looking woman. He missed the girl from eight years ago. The bubbly, passionate, generous soul he had come to love. She had had the power to brighten his day with a single smile, make him laugh with her ironic humour. She had tugged at his heart when she’d been sad. The teenager had had complete power over him and she’d been only sixteen. 
I liked this little part right here. (
Get over her, Chase; you’ve spent enough years mooning over the ghost of her.
This is what he should have been thinking at the start. He caved into her very easily, and I’d have liked to have seen more sentences like this nearer the beginning, showing us that Chase really tried not to fall in love with Hayley.
    For once, Chase decided to listen to his conscience. Just as he prepared to shove his chair back to get up and head on back to Alan’s room, she began speaking to him.

“The book will be a murder mystery set in the eighteen hundreds. The whole focus of the story will be on the gruesome murder and on the way of life of the people living in the village where the murder will take place. Unfortunately, I do not know enough about that time period to be convincing and I need extensive information, that’s why I came to Alan.”

“But couldn’t you have hired a historian or something?

“Yes, I could have. I can afford it, it that’s what you meant, but a historian would not dispose of the time Alan has; I get to learn in and out of his classes. I keep a notebook for questions that I ask after classes to not bother the students while they are learning. Besides, I need things to be explained in a way I’ll understand; Alan has that gift. It was always a pleasure having him as a teacher.”

“But don’t you get bored? I mean, Alan has four classes and he teaches each group the same subject so you get the information over and over again.”

“Well, I listen for the first two classes, take down notes, make sure I didn’t leave anything out. Then the last ones, I work on my book.”

“Isn’t it distracting to have Alan talking over your writing?”

“It would be if I didn’t have my IPod; I listen to music while I write.”

“Really?” Chase looked intrigued. “Didn’t you once tell me you couldn’t write if you had music on?”

“True.” She smiled. “I either got distracted by the music or blocked it out completely which made it useless. But one day I happened to be listening to Enya while writing and realised how well I wrote when she accompanied me. Later on, I found Era which is basically the same type of music. If I turn my IPod high enough, I can almost block out Alan’s voice.”
They shared a smile and for one second, their old friendship was rekindled. Chase decided to tell her exactly what had happened eight years ago, her last day of school, while she was here and had nowhere to run.

“Hayley, I -”

“Chase! Hayley?”

Before being interrupted, Hayley had noticed the look in Chase’s eyes; he had been ready to come clean about what happened all those years ago. But Hayley didn’t want to know. She was afraid of what he’d say. On the other hand, she did want to know. She wanted to know how she could have been so wrong about them. The young woman emerged from her thoughts when she heard a conversation going on around her.

“What are you doing here?”

“Why, visiting Alan of course. I just went to his room and he told me you were gone. He must have made a mistake; I’m parked beside your car. So I decided to check the cafeteria and found you two here. It is so good to see you again, Hayley.”

Hayley finally glanced up and met a pair of cool blue eyes. Although the woman’s tone was friendly, the eyes spoke of a different feeling altogether. Hayley took in the woman’s blue eyes, pert nose, generous lips and stylishly cut brown hair. She had to hold back a groan; Caroline Washton! Not her! Not here! Ah! Go away! :L
“How long has it been, Hayley?” Caroline asked her when she didn’t answer her greeting.

“Eight years, more or less.  How are you?” Hayley asked politely. 

“Great! I got my degree to teach in math and I now work with Chase. It’s a small world, eh?” She smiled down softly at Chase. “He convinced the school board to take me in when they would have refused. He argued that they always need competent teachers and they would make a terrible mistake by not hiring me.”

Hayley turned to Chase, waiting for him to deny or acknowledge what Caroline just stated but he just stared up at Caroline, frowning. Hayley pushed back her chair decisively. “If you’ll excuse me, I have to use the washroom.”

Chase turned his head sharply, opened his mouth, but Caroline cut him off. “Okay then, see you in a few.” She hurriedly took Hayley’s place. 

The young author didn’t go to the bathroom; instead she took the elevator to the second floor and walked into Alan’s room as a nurse was checking in on him. Barb smiled and gestured to the chair beside her but Hayley shook her head.

“I’m sorry but I really have to get going. I’ll be back tomorrow if that’s okay with you two.”

“Of course dear, we’ll be in the same room.”

Hayley walked over to the older woman and kissed her on the cheek. “If you need anything, call me on cell phone.” Then she walked over to Alan, once the nurse departed, and also kissed him on the cheek. “You take care of myself, you hear me?”

“Where’s Chase? Didn’t you two eat together?”

“Yes, well, Caroline caught up with us and I left.”

“Thought I’d gotten rid of her,” Alan muttered then he peered up at Hayley. “Does Chase know you’re here?”

“Actually, he may have gotten the idea that I had to go to the washroom.” Hayley grinned.

“Gee, I wonder how he got that idea.”

Hayley winked, promised she’d be back the next day and left. She made her way to her car without running into either Chase or Caroline and she gratefully got in. As she started the engine and tied her seatbelt, she let out a heavy sigh and asked herself, “What now?” She had missed a full day of school and she had forgotten to ask Alan when he’d be coming back. She couldn’t very well expect him to tutor her in his hospital room and a replacement teacher just would not do. 

She decided to head home and treat herself to a nice long bath, skin treatments, a pedicure and manicure and a lot of reading while sipping some form of alcoholic beverage. With a satisfied nod, she took off in the direction of her home.
Hey, if Alan knew that Hayley was expecting tutoring from him, wouldn’t he have refused her because he knew he had heart problems? Wouldn’t he have known he wouldn’t be able to help her? He would’ve known that he would be having an operation, and therefore, known that he wouldn’t have been available to tutor her.
Chapter 14
With a frustrated sigh, Hayley set down her Dean Koontz paperback. She just couldn’t get into the story which was saying much; she was always in the mood for a Dean Koontz book.
She had come home and, as promised, had soaked in a hot bubble bath. As promised to who...? Herself? xD Once completely relaxed and wrinkled, she had performed her daily skin care routine. Then, wearing only her thick and comfy bath robe, she had padded to the living room with her nail kit and had cut, cleaned and painted both her toe and finger nails. Now, installed in her reading couch, with a tall glass of sex on the beach and a good book, she couldn’t concentrate, couldn’t relax anymore. Her thoughts were constantly bringing her back to Chase.  

Hayley pulled a blanket from the back of the couch an covered herself with it, settling herself in comfortably. Her cat, Lucky, took his cue from her position and jumped on her before nestling in the crook of her neck, purring contentedly. Hayley smiled and pat him absently as she wondered what she would do the next day. What did Alan expect her to do? Would Chase continue teaching in Alan’s stead or was it only a one-time thing seeing him there this morning? What about Caroline? Had she been telling the truth? Did Chase vouch for her? If yes, why? Why didn’t he deny or acknowledge her bold statement? More importantly: why did Hayley still care what Chase did or said? 

She had been truly in love with him. He’d been her first thought in the  morning, her last one at night. Although she’d tried to be realistic, tried telling herself that a relationship between them two couldn’t work out –the age difference being the least of her worries- she had still hoped and prayed. And he hadn’t made things easy for her. He had been equally attracted to her. He had kissed her for Pete’s sake! She’d paid extra attention to her clothing because she wanted to look pretty for him. She’d learned to apply makeup to bring out her expressive eyes, the feature of hers she knew he loved the most. She’d applied herself in math for him. Hell, she even learned how to play chess to have something in common with him!

Hayley suddenly remembered the chess game she had hidden in one of her closets. She had bought it on a whim a few years back but had never taken it out of the box. She grimaced, remembering the last time she had played had been over eight years ago. Maybe she could invite her brother over one day and bring back good memories of times spent with him. N’awww... I miss Eli... I was really hoping he’d try and beat Chase up... :L
Impulsively, she snatched the wireless phone off its cradle and punched in her brother’s cell phone number. 

“Hello?”

“Eli, it’s me.”

“Hayley?”

“Who else calls you Eli and says ‘it’s me’?” Hayley chuckled.

Her brother laughed. “Good point. What’s up?”

“Do you have any plans for tonight?”

“Not really, why? Wait a minute: are you inviting me over? Whoa, sis, you must be desperate for company if you’re inviting your kid brother over.”

“Need I remind you that we’re only thirteen months apart? You’re not exactly my ‘kid’ anything anymore. And yes, I was wondering if you’d come over. I could make supper for us two, like before, you know?”

Her brother was silent for a moment or two. Then, softly, “Hayley, are you okay?” 

Of course, her almost-twin would right away know there was something. She wondered if she should have called Alyssa instead. “I’m okay, little brother. I was just thinking about chess and I was wondering if you’d come play a game or two with me.”

He hesitated. “Yeah, okay, I’ll come. I’ll be there in an hour.”

“You can sleep over tonight, the guest room still has your name on it.”

He chuckled; they hadn’t done a sleepover in a while. “Don’t you have school tomorrow?”

“I’m not sure yet whether I’ll be going or not.”

“And is that part of the reason you’re calling me tonight.” He really saw too much.

“I’ll tell you about it later. What would you like to eat?”

“You know I love your cooking. Anything at all works for me.”

She sighed. She should have known that would be his answer. “I’ll find something. See you in an hour.”

“I’ll bring a bottle of wine. Maybe two. It might loosen your tongue and then you can tell me what’s wrong.”

* * *

She made curried-shrimp-fried-rice. He brought two bottles of wine.
The flow of these sentences bothered me a bit. They seemed too abrupt. I’d like for you to consider expanding the sentences by saying a little more than you already have. Just a suggestion though.
She spoke of the classes she was following, he told her about the latest game he developed. 

They spoke of Alyssa, their father.

They spoke of everything. Everything but what was really bothering her.

Elijah poured himself another glass from the second bottle then topped off her half-full one. “Are you done procrastinating now? Will you tell me what’s wrong?”

Hayley sighed. She’d been hoping to get him drunk and he’d forget about her problems and that was why she hadn’t drunk much. She looked into her brother’s dark eyes and discovered that he hadn’t been fooled at all by her attempt at delaying. She sighed again. Might as well spill the beans. After all, she had called him. Taking a deep breath, she launched into the telling of the past few weeks at school.

Elijah could feel himself getting angry, very angry. Chase Campbell! Not again! He thought they were done with the man for good! He took a deep breath, forcing himself to listen to what his sister had to say. When she was done, she simply sat there, waiting for him to say something. He needed to relax and collect his thoughts or he would sound too harsh and hurt his sister’s feelings.
Because Elijah and Hayley had been raised together, as almost-twins, they became very close and never held anything back from the other. Never, that is, until Chase came into Hayley’s life. Whatever happened between them she jealously guarded. She didn’t even write about him in her private diary. He knew because he looked. He felt himself blush at the memory and was thankful for his dark colouring.

When they eventually got a computer, she spent hours on there, apparently baring her soul to the screen and keyboard. He wasn’t able to crack her password. He tried, often. Another blush. He had been nosy, of course; he wanted to know what occupied so much of Hayley’s time. But he was also afraid that she’d get hurt; he could see nothing good coming out of their friendship. 

And what hurt him the most was her books. Maybe she didn’t realise how similar the heroines were to the author. And, even though he tried to deny it, the heroes resembled Chase a great deal. Always, he wondered what in those stories was fiction and what was the truth. He knew that Hayley’s fans were amazed that such a young –single- woman could understand –and write so beautifully- about such passionate love stories. Elijah read them all and wondered, much like her fans, where did she learn about such love? With Chase? He despised the man.

“Eli?”

He blinked. “Sorry, sis, didn’t mean to go all silent type on you.”

“What did I say to displease you? You’re frowning up a storm.”

He smiled lightly then turned serious again. “I’m just afraid you’ll end up getting hurt again, like before, because of him.” He held up a hand when she opened her mouth. “Look, I don’t know what happened between the two of you. I don’t know if anything happened. All I know is when you were with him, you were happy and light and giddy. Summer came with no news of him and a depression from you. We return to school and things are better again.”
He raked a hand through his short dark hair. “I realise he was the one who helped you out when Mom died and I am grateful to him for that. But at the end of the year all hell broke loose and you were avoiding him like the plague. Obviously, he hurt you and I’m sorry for that. I would gladly hurt him for you, if you’d like.” Now you’re talking, Eli! :D
A small smile lightened her serious expression. “He no longer has the power to hurt me, Eli.”

“I’m not so sure of that. You said you felt like sparks still fly between the two of you.”

“They do.” She hesitated. “Chase and I used to be good friends and we went through a lot together. 
A ball of jealousy welled up in Eli’s chest that he wasn’t the only man –besides their father- to have been there for Hayley. He knew he was being ridiculous. After all, she was his sister and she was entitled to her own life.

She pressed his hand gently. “Don’t be that way.”

“What way?”

“You know what I mean. The: I’m-not-as-important-to-her-anymore way.”

“I wasn’t . .”

“Yes, you were. I thought we’d gotten over this some eighteen years ago,” she teased him. “But Eli, you are the one I called tonight, remember that. And I do plan to eventually get married, you know.”

“I was actually hoping you’d put that off a few decades or so.” He grinned sheepishly and she laughed.

She stood and held out her hand to him. “Come on, it’s late, let’s go to bed.”

They walked up the stairs but before heading for the guest bedroom, Elijah turned to his sister. “Hayley? Are you going to school or the hospital tomorrow?”

She bit her lower lip. “I don’t know yet. If I go to the hospital I’ll be leaving early. Do you have your keys to my house?” Her brother, sister and father all had a set of keys to her house; they were always welcomed to come and go as they pleased.

He nodded and bid her goodnight before stepping into the room and closing the door. As his head touched the pillow, he sent a heartfelt prayer to whoever was up there listening. “Please, please, don’t let her be hurt again. She deserves so much better.”

* * *

Eight o’clock the next morning found Hayley knocking at Alan’s hospital room door. To say he and Barbara were surprised to see her was putting it mildly.

“What are you doing here? Why aren’t you in school?”

“Is he always this cheery in the morning?”

“Always. And, of course, the hospital stay doesn’t improve his mood.”

“Maybe he should try some deep-breathing exercises before getting out of bed; it might help.”

“Um, Ladies? I’m right here you know. Don’t talk as if I was invisible.”

“Did you hear something, Hayley?”

“Nope, you?” Her eyes were twinkling.

“Nope, me either.”

“I’m on my death bed and they’re mocking me.”

“It’ll take a lot more than a triple-bypass surgery to kill you off, Alan Langley. You’re too stubborn for that,” his wife said affectionately. 

He grinned up at her. “You wouldn’t have me any other way, would you?”

“Of course not.” Barb winked at Hayley who chuckled.

Turning serious once again, Alan asked Hayley, “Why are you doing here? Why didn’t you go to class today?”

“They closed the school until your return, Alan,” Hayley teased her mentor. “Apparently they can’t function without you.”

He rolled his eyes. “I think Barbara is a bad influence on you.”

His wife slapped his arm playfully. “I’ll go see what’s taking them so long to bring breakfast.”

Hayley, turning serious, took up Barb’s seat beside the bed. “Why didn’t you tell me, Alan?” Her voice was quiet and he immediately knew what she was referring to. 

“I didn’t want you to fret. Maybe I didn’t think that through properly because Chase told me you had a panic attack when he told you.” He looked contrite. “I forgot about your Mom, I’m sorry.”
Yet he told her that he was open for tutoring her. ;)
She closed her eyes, willing Chase’s face out of her mind. “Did he happen to mention how he told me?”

Alan cocked a brow. “No . . . How?”

“Let’s just say he was rather abrupt about it. Then he remembered my mother’s cancer and he apologised but . . .” She shrugged. “I was already here by then.” She looked up, met Alan’s dark eyes. “When are you coming back to work, old friend?”

“Is that why you’re here this morning? My classes aren’t cancelled, I assure you there are other competent teachers . . .”

“Like Chase?” she cut him off bitterly.

“Yes, like Chase,” he said softly, reading far more in her expression than she knew.

“Why didn’t you tell me, Alan?” He knew exactly what she was asking.

“Because you and Chase -”

“Breakfast will be here in a few minutes!” Barb called cheerily.

Hayley jumped out of her chair. “Well, I’ll leave you two together now.”

“Hayley ..  .”

“Don’t worry, Alan, I’m going to class.” She smiled cheekily, hugged Barb and left. 

“What was that all about?” She was staring at the door.

“She just won’t listen. What if it’s too late?” Alan shook his head sadly.

* * *

Chase was furious. Hayley hadn’t shown up for any of the two classes he taught in Alan’s place in two weeks! So that was it? She quit school until Alan came back? Did she take up her studies in the hospital? Knowing Hayley, she probably would. He tried speaking with Alan about it but the other teacher avoided the subject of Hayley altogether. Chase snorted. That was rich of him, considering he was the one who got them both in this mess.
He had been so close to telling her during the lunch at the hospital, telling her how big of a misunderstanding it all was. Then Caroline showed up. The bane of his existence. Chase groaned. He should have known Caroline would show up. Hayley had been very close to Alan in high school and Caroline would have figured out that the young author would go see her mentor. And Chase had mentioned his intention of going. Hayley had told Chase of her and Caroline’s past; the jealous woman always wanted what Hayley had. And what Hayley had was Chase’s attention. His love, his heart. Not that she wanted anything to do with it anymore.
He was heading to his classroom to correct some exams before joining Alan and Barbara. Hopefully, Hayley wouldn’t be gone and he’d be able to confront her. As he passed in front of Alan’s class, he nodded to Tom Bonn, the other teacher taking up Alan’s classes. He froze midstride. There, in the first row, dark head bent was Hayley.

Furious all over again, Chase narrowed his eyes on the author’s bent head. As if sensing his gaze, she looked up and their eyes locked. Hayley’s lips curved slowly into a smile; the infuriating woman grinned at him, then returned her attention to her books, effectively dismissing him. Oh no you won’t! He raised his fist and knocked sharply on the door, startling the other teacher.
“I’m sorry to bother you, Tom, but could I speak with Hayley Moore for a moment, please?”

“Of course, Chase, she -”

“I don’t have time, I’m jotting down notes.,” she replied. Her lips twitched as if she was fighting a smile. 

“It’s about Alan,” Chase said quietly.

When she paled and got up hurriedly, Chase almost felt guilty for his deceitfulness. Almost. As soon as she was out in the hallway, she  confronted him. “What happened? Did he relapse? Was it an infection? He told me he was fine! Oh! I should have gone and seen him this morning!”

“Let’s go to my classroom.” She must have been pretty shook up because she let him guide her by gently grasping her elbow and leading her down the hallway. Chase walked slowly, relishing the contact of her after so many years. Once inside, he released her elbow, closed the door and leaned against it, blocking the exit. 
She took a deep breath, then, “Okay, give it to me straight. Don’t hold back, I can take it. What’s wrong?”

“Hayley, please, calm down . . .”

“I will decide whether to be calm when you tell me what happened to Alan! Better yet, I’ll call him.” She took a step toward the door but he stopped her with his next words.

“There’s nothing wrong with him, he’s coming out of the hospital today.”
Tut tut, naughty boy, Chase.

Her relief was immediate and apparent on her face. She closed her eyes and breathed a sigh of relief. Abruptly she froze, opened her eyes and narrowed them on Chase. “Then why did you make me think there was something wrong? Why did you pull me out class?”

“I didn’t want you to rush off to the hospital the moment the bell rang,” he lied swiftly. 

She paused at his words, considered, and then rejected them. “No, that isn’t it, is it? You’re not telling me the truth, Chase.”

He had forgotten how intuitive she was. What had he been thinking, pulling her out of class just so he could goad her? But there lied the problem. He hadn’t been thinking. It happened a lot around her.

“Chase?”

“I . . . Hayley, I just didn’t want to tell you in front of the classroom, I thought you’d appreciate that.” He was uncomfortable with her direct stare but he held it. He wasn’t shrinking from it when he had caused this situation. 

“I do,” she said softly. “Or at least I would if I really thought that was the reason you dragged me out of class. What was it, Chase? The truth.”

The teacher sighed and ran a hand through his hair. Hayley knew what that meant; he was either nervous or uncomfortable. But why? If his intentions were as honourable as he said . . . “But they aren’t, are they?” she whispered. Her eyes narrowed. “You did it because I haven’t been to your class these past weeks. Now you saw me in Tom’s class and you got angry and then freaked. You just had to have the last word, didn’t you?”

Chase frowned. “I didn’t freak, I . . .”

“But you’re not denying your anger, doesn’t that say something?”

“And why would I deny it? You obviously seem to know it all.” He regretted his words instantly. 

She threw him a murderous glare before turning and walking away. She leaned against his desk and absently ran her hand on it but suddenly stilled when she realised what she’d done. “It wasn’t always so complicated between us. What happened?” she whispered, her back still to him. 

His heart wrenching, Chase took one step, then another in her direction until he was barely a foot from her. He had expected her to blow up, to be angry. The anguish he heard in her voice he hadn’t expected. 
“Hayley . . .” 

He reached for her but stopped when she whirled on him, eyes flashing angrily. Before he could stop the movement, she raised her hand and slapped him across the face. “She played me!” he thought as she stalked past him, heading for the door she had just cleared with her clever manoeuvre. 
Without thinking, simply reacting, he rushed to her, grabbed her arm and whirled her around. But between their two momentums, he hadn’t planned the next move; she careened right into his arms. Their breath was knocked from them as they stared wide eyed at the other. They couldn’t help but remember last time they had been this close . . .

But Hayley broke the spell by struggling to get free. Chase tightened his hold on her. “Why is it such an issue me touching you? It used to come natural to us.”

“Eight years have passed, Chase, much has changed since then. Let go of me!”

“Not until we’ve had a decent conversation. Now quit wriggling or I’ll have to tighten my hold on you.”

Immediately, she stopped and glared up at him. He wisely hid his smile that she had been so easy to convince. 

“Why do you absolutely refuse to have me teach you? Why Tom instead of me?”

“Because he’s a history teacher. He isn’t simply reciting Alan’s notes, he is using his own. You’re only a math teacher,” she said, her mouth twisting in disgust. “How can a mere math teacher help me in my history lessons?” 

Chase’s eyes flashed furiously as he tightened his hold on her almost painfully. “A mere math teacher? I was there when you needed me, Hayley! You weren’t refusing me then!”

All of his frustration poured out of him then and he shook her angrily, trying to make her understand his own pain and hurt from all of those years past. When tears sprang to her eyes, he released her, afraid he had  caused her pain. With her next words, he discovered that he hadn’t hurt her physically, but emotionally, and that even though she pretended otherwise, she still thought of them and all that had gone wrong. 

“But I should have, Chase. It’s my biggest regret to this day.”

Her whispered words slammed into him and he felt his heart bleed as she tore out of his reach and ran out of the room.

“I quit, Hayley. I’ll leave you alone. You might have misunderstood me eight years ago but I am hearing you loud and clear now.” His promise sounded in the empty classroom, echoing in his mind and his heart. 
Chapter 15
Hayley ran to her classroom and entered just as the bell rang. She shoved everything in her bag and ran out of the school like a bat out of hell. “I’m not going back, I’m not going back,” she chanted to herself as she unlocked her car door, dropped her backpack on the passenger seat and slammed the driver’s door as she got in. While her trembling fingers tried to insert the key into the starter, she struggled to calm her erratic breathing. What was it about that man that triggered such strong emotions from her! She was over Chase, over him! For the third time she dropped her keys and she slammed her palms against the wheel in frustration. 
As much as she wanted out of the school property as fast as she legally could, she obviously couldn’t drive in this frame of mind. She searched in her purse for her cell phone, then called Alan’s home. When there wasn’t any answer, she tried his cell. It was closed. She tried the hospital; they told her the same thing Chase had; Alan was fit to leave and the doctor had signed his release. 
Hayley dropped her hands in her lap and bowed her head. Tears sprang to her eyes. Had she meant what she said to Chase? Did she regret their meeting? Everything they’d went through together?  The shared laughter, their previous bond? They had been so close at one time, as close as lovers though not so intimate.

Hayley wiped at her humid eyes, wondering what to do. She needed to talk to someone. But who? Gabrielle had her hands full with her babies, Michael was also busy with his clients. Elijah wasn’t objective enough where Chase was concerned and her father didn’t need to know what had happened eight years ago. Hayley’s throat tightened. She would have loved to talk to her mother. Grown up talk. About love and relationships. Amy Moore would have understood her daughter. Her daughter . . . Alyssa!

Hayley pulled her purse on her lap and dug in. She found her day-planner, opened the back flap and grabbed the folded sheet that was there. Alyssa had photocopied her school schedule and given it to her siblings, in case they needed to reach her.

“Let’s see, Wednesday, Wednesday . . .Ah ha!” She was off.

She finally inserted the key in the ignition and, now much calmer, made her way to her father’s house. She smiled gratefully when she discovered her sister’s car in the driveway. 

She knocked lightly on the door to announce her arrival before walking in. Max, the very spry eight year old Golden came bounding to the door, his tongue lolling on the side as he greeted Hayley joyfully. Alyssa raised a surprise gaze to her from the kitchen table where she’d been doing homework. Smiling, Alyssa walked over to her sister and hugged her tight.

“Hey Ley.” The sisters grinned. When Alyssa began talking, she would never call Hayley by her name. They hadn’t figured out why; either because it was too long for her or because she didn’t understand that Hayley was her full name. So Ley she became and even Elijah started calling her that. One day, Alyssa had been trying to catch her mother’s attention, without much success; she’d been on the phone. Several minutes she’d called out, “Hey, Mom? Hey, Mom?”. When she couldn’t get her mom’s attention, she tried her sister’s, “Hey Ley?” Hayley had started laughing and Alyssa soon after. She had inadvertently called her sister ‘Hayley’. Since then, the joke had stayed around. 

“Hey Lyssa.” 

“What are you doing here?”

“I saw you had no school, I decided to come visit you.”

“Aren’t you supposed to be in school?” 

“Supposed to, yeah.” 

“Uh oh.” Alyssa closed her books decisively. “This smells talk time. Start the coffee, I’ll get the cookies.”

Being seven years apart, Hayley and Alyssa had been close but not especially. While Hayley had to deal with high school, her problems with math, fitting in with new kids, new subjects and a completely different school from what she’d been used to, Alyssa started out her own schooling. She brought home drawings that they’d stuck on fridges. She made friends and cried when a boy pulled her hair. She learned her ABC’s and 123’s and although Hayley had been proud of her sister’s progress, she had found that they did not have much in common to speak about. So they watched television and movies together and found a point in common; they loved to quote repeatedly whatever they watched. 
Then Alyssa grew and matured and was in need of an older sister for advice about boys and makeup and everyday life. They became even closer when their mother died, just as Bruce and Elijah equally banded together. 

Although Elijah and she were almost-twins, Alyssa and Hayley had developed a different but special kind of relationship. Hayley greatly admired her baby sister. She was strong and independent. Where Hayley would have cushioned her in life, Alyssa strove to break free and assure her sister she needed to spread her own wings and make her own mistakes. Hayley had learned and so must she. 

Hayley poured two cups of coffee and they sat at the kitchen table, dunking their tea cookies in their hot aromatic brew before biting into them. Between bites and sips, Hayley told Alyssa everything about she and Chase, she left nothing out. She wanted an outsider’s opinion and her sister’s analytical mind was what she needed. 

When she was done speaking, Alyssa rose and fetched some more coffee, pouring them both some refills before sitting back down and studying her sister seriously. “There’s one thing I don’t understand. If Chase had been playing you all those years back, why does he seem to be trying very hard to win you back?”

Hayley shrugged. “Maybe he feels guilty, maybe he’s trying to make amends, I don’t know.”

Alyssa looked at her sceptically. “Does that sound like Chase to you? Would he, eight years later, feel guilty for playing you, if that’s what he really did?”

“What else could it be?”
Alyssa leaned back in her chair, lifted her feet on the seat and leaned her crossed arms on her knees. “If this was one of your romance books, what would happen?”

“What do you mean?”

“If two of your characters, let’s call them Mayley and Jace, Hee hee ( were in your situation, how would you give them a happy ending? What would happen?”

Hayley shot her sister an amused look. “Well, for starters, I would make sure they’d end up together. So, I guess I’d have to find a way out for  . . . Jace. For whatever he did wrong.”

“But what if he didn’t do anything wrong?”

“I was getting to that. Suppose he didn’t do anything wrong. Suppose it was a misunderstanding.”

“What kind?” Alyssa’s eyes were narrowed as she analysed her sister’s thoughts.

“Maybe Mayley heard something she shouldn’t have and she misinterpreted.”
Hallelujah! ;)

“Such as?”
Hayley’s heart was hammering against her chest, her pulse was beating wildly. She tried to answer her sister but the words were lodged in her throat.

“Such as?” Alyssa repeated gently. 

Hayley shook her head violently as her hair flung left and right. Was this all a misunderstanding? Was she acting like a book character?

“Hayley, say it out loud. You owe it to the both of you.”

“Such as Mayley hearing Jace talking about some love struck teenager that he had no time or patience or love for and automatically assuming he meant her. Oh God, Alyssa! What have I done?”

“Every story needs an antagonist. Who is it in this instance? Who’s the female Jace was referring to? It had to be one you often saw with him with wide blue eyes. Any idea?”
Hayley closed her eyes, thinking back to eight years ago. There had been only her around Chase all the time. She arrived early for class, left late after the bell had rung. The only time she didn’t stick around was when another student needed his attention. Then she left so as to not draw attention to herself and to their special relationship. Was there anybody who stood out? Any blue-eyed female teenager student? Suddenly, a memory surfaced. One Friday after class, Hayley had packed her bag as usual and had headed to the front of the class only to find Caroline Washton there, leaning over Chase’s desk, talking low and seriously. As Hayley had approached, Chase had glanced up and smiled apologetically. With a tiny shrug and a head gesture, he had nodded in Caroline’s direction. Hayley had comprehended; he didn’t know how long he’d have to deal with her questions so Hayley headed out. She turned and called out a goodbye and Caroline suddenly looked up and had smiled triumphantly at Hayley, There were a few too many ‘and’s in this for my liking. her blue eyes had flashed mischievously. 

Caroline . . . Caroline! “It was Caroline!”

Because she looked puzzled, Hayley told her sister everything about Caroline Washton, how she had always wanted what Hayley had. “And now she teaches at Moray! She was flaunting it in my face a few weeks back at the hospital!”
 
Alyssa nodded slowly. “It makes sense. Caroline would want Jace because he’s unattainable and because he’s what Mayley wants. She clings and stalks and he gets fed up, tells another teacher of it just as Mayley walks into the room. Of course, she only heard the last part and she also has wide blue eyes and, in a way, dating her would be like cradle robbing.” Alyssa smiled, delighted with her thought process. “It’s perfect! We have the mystery, the romance, and of course, the kid sister who comes to the rescue. Couldn’t have written it better myself.” She grinned. “Now, what are you going to do about it?”
 
“I’m going back to school right now. I’ll see if his car is still in the parking, he may still be correcting.” She glanced at her watch and hurried to the door. She hugged Alyssa tightly. “What if we’re wrong? What if he was talking about me?”
 
“Ley, I might have been only a child but I saw how he looked at you and you at him. It was obvious you were in love. I can’t believe our parents didn’t notice. Now go, shoo.”

Hayley found Chase’s car in the parking lot, a dark blue Mazda she’d seen him climb into one night. Her palms slick with sweat, she walked to the staircase, looked up, hesitated then laid a decisive foot on the first step. Alyssa had to be right, she must have misunderstood. 

* * *

Eight useless years that he’d spent thinking of Hayley, wishing things had gone differently, wishing they could be together. Eight years that his heart refused to let him give more than a passing glance to a beautiful woman. They didn’t compare to Hayley anyway; it wasn’t worth more than a passing glance. 

She had been perfect for him. She had a good head on her shoulders, she had dreams and she made them come true. She was smart and beautiful. She had a wonderful sense of humour and she loved family life. She had been perfect for him but apparently she had moved on with her own life. She had forgotten him somewhere along the way. And now, she was gone. He was under no illusion that she wouldn’t come back to school; she’d probably camp on Alan’s doorstep until he agreed to tutor her at home. If not, she’d probably go forward in her story and apologise to her readers. She’d probably blame him for any mistakes she made in there. He wondered if she’d write down his phone number for them to call and complain . . .  Man, could that woman hold a grudge! And, the worst part was that she was holding it for all the wrong reasons. He hadn’t been talking about her!

“Working late, Chase?”

Chase held back a long, heavy sigh at Caroline Washton’s exaggerated hip sway as she walked in.  “No, I enjoy being here so much that I sit at my desk and stare at the ceiling, even when I’m long finished my work day.” He wondered if she would understand by his sarcasm that he wasn’t in the mood to put up with her. Apparently not; she sat on his desk and her short skirt rode up her long legs. Chase immediately stood, he did not want to be eye-level with her thigh. 
“Is there anything you wanted?” His voice was perhaps not as pleasant as it should have been but it had been a rough day for him.

“I was wondering if you’d like to go out to supper with me?” She batted her eyelashes flirtatiously. 

Why not? Part of him wondered. Because she was Hayley’s enemy, for starters. Also because he had never liked her. But you never gave her a chance because you were too busy mooning over Hayley. But that’s over now, right? So, you could try dating for a change. But with Caroline? Chase mentally shuddered. He didn’t want Caroline, he wanted Hayley!

He stopped sorting his paperwork and turned to the young woman. “Caroline, thank you for the invitation but it will have to be a no.”

“But it’s always no.” She pouted.

“And it will always be no. I appreciate the attention, I really do. You are a beautiful woman and the attention is flattering but I am not interested in making this any more than a professional relationship.”

“It’s because of Hayley, isn’t it?”

“It has nothing to with Hayley. I would have told you the same thing one year ago. The fact that she has come back changes nothing.”

“I don’t believe you. I’ve seen you look at me. You want me. And I want you, Chase. It’s really quite easy, we’re both adults after all, so why not?”
God... she’s scary. :L
She snaked an arm around his neck and he tried to pull back but she followed the move and she walked into his arms and kissed him full on the mouth. Because he had opened his mouth to tell her off, she took the opportunity to launch an attack with her lips and tongue. Chase felt like gagging. His eyes were wide open and he caught movement at the door as he tried to push Caroline away. His gaze shot to the right and his whole body went rigid. Caroline, sensing the change in him, pulled back and turned to the door, licking her lips, a smile playing on them as she gazed into Hayley’s horrified expression. 
Hayley’s first thought was to flee. She had just walked in on a passionate embrace and she didn’t want to interrupt but suddenly both Caroline and Chase were staring at her. 
Wouldn’t she have noticed Chase looking terrified with his eyes open? Then again, I guess she might have been at an angle where she couldn’t see his face all that well.
     Caroline with amusement and Chase with relief. Relief? He was relieved to see her? Had she not walked in on a mutual show of affection? 

“Do you mind? We were busy.” Caroline raised an elegant brow. 
Hayley stared at Caroline’s triumphant expression and remembered the same one she had had eight years ago when she’d thwarted Chase and Hayley’s discussion time. She also kept in mind all the occasions since she’d known Caroline where the other girl had stolen or copied to get whatever she wanted of Hayley’s. Friends, toys, potential boyfriends. 

She thought back to what she had heard eight years ago while walking in on Alan and Chase’s conversation and realised that Alyssa and she were probably right; she had misheard. Which meant she had spent all this time being hurt and angry with him by her own fault.

What would her sister’s fictional character Mayley do? Why, she would fight for her man, that’s what she would do. “Do you love him? Yes! Is he worth making a fool out of yourself if you are wrong? Oh, yes!” Ending the silent conversation with herself, Hayley straightened her shoulders and sauntered into the room, a smile playing on her lips. “Why yes, actually, I do mind,” she said conversationally. 

Caroline’s brow arched higher and Chase’s eyes widened.  Seeing that Caroline was distracted, Chase removed her arms from around his neck and took a side step, away from her. She didn’t seem to notice; she kept her eyes locked on Hayley who had just leaned nonchalantly against the wall, her shoulder and head touching it, her ankles crossed and her hands in her pockets. The very picture of confidence. 

“He kisses well, doesn’t he?”she asked Caroline with a wink.

“Yes, he does. How would you know?”

She shrugged, the smile never leaving her face.  “I just do. And that ass of his, isn’t it to die for? Did you know he has a birthmark on his left butt cheek?”
Although that last sentence was very entertaining, I’m not sure how I feel about Hayley’s sudden personality change. Normally, I’d say that it was weird, but I suppose you could argue that she’s really had enough and Chase means everything to her.  Hmmm... I’d suggest making the sudden change in her personality a bit more subtle. Maybe let her say a few things before really getting into her stride, if you know what I mean.
Chase gaped. He had no such thing! What was Hayley doing? Provoking Caroline? But why?

“Of course I know. Unlike you, I’ve been around these past few years and he knows how to show a woman a good time.” She turned to wink at Chase who looked angry enough to kill her. 

Hayley quickly caught his eye and shook her head imperceptibly. This was between her and Caroline.  “Oh really? That’s funny because I made a mistake; it’s actually on his right cheek. You’ve seen it on the left, you say? Huh, how can that be, I wonder?” She was openly mocking Caroline and they both knew it. 

The other woman’s eyes narrowed dangerously. “Look, you disrupted us in a rather intimate moment. As you can see, the man can barely keep his hands off me.”

“Actually, to me, it seemed like he couldn’t wait to get them off you. I mean, who can blame him, I wouldn’t want to touch you either, your evil taint might rub off me.” She stalked closer to Caroline, still smiling but this time her eyes had taken on a harder edge. “And Caroline? When a man wants you, really truly wants you, he doesn’t try to push you away for all he’s worth.”

“He wasn’t -”

“Here,” Hayley offered, “let me show you how it’s done.”
Haha, I liked that little conversation.
Her heart was trying to jump out of her chest but she nevertheless walked with confidence to Chase. Without hesitating he opened his arms to her and she walked into them. Her sigh of contentment was so heartfelt that Chase chuckled softly as he bent to kiss her. 
They saw fireworks. It was as good as before, in a way, but more profound, more mature. Hayley was no longer the innocent sixteen-year old she had been; she was now a grown woman and her curves pressed themselves willingly against Chase’s very masculine form. His right hand was on her nape, deepening their kiss while his left hand stroked her back, her butt, toyed with her hair. Both of Hayley’s arm wound themselves around his neck and she held on for dear life. Held on for all the opportunities she missed when she hadn’t trusted in them. 

When they finally parted, they were both panting heavily, but both grinning like fools. They glanced around the room but Caroline was gone. They grins turned into laughter and they laughed so hard tears were streaming down their faces, their legs grew shaky and they had to sit down. 

“I think,” Chase said, wiping at his tears, “that we need to talk.”

* * *

Caroline stormed into the office and slammed her hands against the principal’s desk, startling the man into jumping out of his chair. 
“Miss Washton, what is the meaning of this?” Principal Percy rearranged the glasses that had slipped off his nose when she had startled him. 
 
“Hayley and Chase slept together,” she stated angrily.
 
“I’m happy for them both but I fail to see why you must bring this to my attention.”
 
“I meant, they slept together eight years ago, when she was his student.”
 
“Oh?” He cocked a brow.  “And how have you come by this information?”
 
“Hayley just told me.”
 
“You mean, after eight years of keeping this under cover, she suddenly came out and announced it to you? Why you?”
 
“Because she saw how in love Chase is with me and she wanted to make me pay for it.”

“I beg your pardon?” a deep voice asked from behind Caroline. 
Caroline needs a life... 
She whirled toward the voice and saw it was Alan seated in the corner of the Principal’s office. She hadn’t seen him when she’d stormed in. “Aren’t you in the hospital?” she asked rudely. 
 
“Supposed to be, but I escaped; I couldn’t take the food anymore.” He grinned.
 
Caroline turned from him in disgust. “Well, what are you going to do about it? Fire him? Throw her out on her ass?”

Alan carefully lifted himself from the chair and walked over to the desk. “If I may, Ron, I’d like to deny these allegations on both Hayley and Chase’s part. They are false.”
 
“This is none of your business, Alan. Stay out of it!” Caroline’s eyes flashed.
 
“On the contrary. You are slandering my friends’ names, I owe it to them to stay into this business. As I was saying, Ron, back when Chase was teaching Hayley, he was dating this young woman named Melissa. I’ve met her once or twice but apparently things didn’t work out; they broke up in the two years that he taught in that other school.” Alan shrugged. “I never asked him why it didn’t work out and he never told. That was none of my business.”
 
“You are lying to cover them!” she screamed. “Tell the truth!”
 
“But I am, Caroline. I am. I’m staking my job on it.”

Ron Price stared at them silently for a few moments. “Caroline, Alan has been teaching here for over 35 years. I trust him implicitly. If he says your accusations are false, I believe him. Besides, Hayley was a serious student. She was also very mature and responsible. She would know better than to get attached to a teacher because of the consequences it would bring to both of them. And if I’m not mistaken, her mother died that last year and she spent the rest of the year mourning her and getting ready to graduate. No,” he repeated, “I do not believe she would have frolicked with Chase.”

 
“Well they were heatedly making out when I left the classroom!”
 
“And that is permitted; she isn’t a student here anymore and they are both consenting adults. Hell, I hope they fall in love; they both deserve it.”

Caroline let out an ear piercing scream before storming out of the office as fast as she had come in.
Haha! Owned!
Alan and Ron shared a look and they smiled knowingly. “Which will come first; her resignation or her being fired?”
 
“Fired.” They both said at once and laughed before resuming their discussion about Alan’s health.

Epilogue

They were seated at a romantic table for two at Pasta Italiano. 

 
“To say you surprised me today is the understatement of the year.” Chase laughed and sipped some red wine. 
 
“I can’t believe it either.”
 
“Why did you? Why not turn tail?”
 
“Like I did eight years ago? I’d love to say it is because I matured in those years but it isn’t true.” She smiled. “My sister made me realise that maybe all those years ago I misunderstood and reacted drastically and I’ve been living on that pain ever since.”
 
“Alyssa has grown, hasn’t she?”
 
Hayley laughed. “You have no idea.”

They were both relaxed as they shared a meal and a bottle of wine. They had left separately and Chase had come to her house and picked her up to go to the restaurant. She was debating about inviting him in when they’d drive back . . .

“Hayley?”
 
“Oh, I’m sorry.” She smiled apologetically. 
 
“No, I’m sorry.” His eyes were serious. “I should have tried harder to get to you, tried harder to make you understand, I -”
 
“No, Chase, please. It wasn’t your fault. I pushed you back with everything I had. I should have known you weren’t speaking about me. I reacted badly but I was afraid, afraid that even with all of our precautions we would have been discovered. I was afraid of my family’s reaction, of Elijah’s especially but of my father’s also. He had trusted us together and then to suddenly find us dating . . . I’m not giving you excuses. These are thoughts and worries I had back then and I guess I just grasped any excuse to push you away.” She stared deeply in his eyes. “I’m very sorry. I have missed you so much, missed us together. We had a good thing going on.”

“We still do.” Chase said softly. He took her hand gently in his. “I love you Hayley. I have never stopped thinking of you, never. I haven’t been with anyone else since you, it has always been you.”
 
“Oh, God, I love you so much! You must have known!”
 
“I must admit these past few weeks tested my faith in any love you might have once felt.” He kissed her knuckles and his eyes twinkling said, “Now, about my birthmark, it’s not on my butt cheek, it’s .  . .”

 “Don’t tell me!” She cried out.  xD
He paused, raised an eyebrow.

“I want to figure that out on my own.” She wiggled her eyebrows suggestively and Chase laughed out loud. 
He rose from his seat, took her hand in his and pulled her to him. “Let’s go home then and begin the explorations,” he murmured huskily before dipping his head and kissing her deeply, sweetly but with hunger piercing through.

Hayley pulled back, her eyes bright with laughter and love. “Yes, please. Let’s.” 
Dirty, dirty people... *tuts*
The End. 

N’awww... I loved your ending, it was cute. I’m not really going to say anything here because whatever I have to say will be posted in my overall review thingy in the thread. Even though, technically, you’ll probably have already read that when you’re reading this... Creepy. 
