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  Dedication




  To Michael and Rico, with love.




  Special thanks to my sister Maureen for her never-ending support, my brother Pete for his valuable advice, Dorothy Bodoin for her help and guidance, Mary Lou Quealey for her compassion, and Sheila Mazza for her humor. And to Dorothy, Lynda, Charlotte, Brian and Teresa for their help and guidance.




  Chapter 1




  “Leave me alone,” I screamed, at no one in particular and everyone in general.




  Frustrated and on edge, I threw my pen against the wall, jumped up, and slammed the door shut. I was in a mood from hell, a full out temper tantrum.




  My name is Ivy Blake, social worker at St. Peter’s High School in Hamilton, Ontario. Sure I knew social workers were supposed to be calm and together but right now I was holed away in my office, trying to work my way through a mound of paperwork. I was over-worked and feeling the pressure.




  I used to be patient. I used to have my work in on time. Early even. What happened?




  A hot flash took hold and along with it, my heart pounded at a faster clip. I grimaced. This was what happened. The dreaded so-called change of life. Menopause.




  God had got it all wrong.




  If we had to go through any kind of metamorphosis, why couldn’t it have been for the good? Like a caterpillar becoming a beautiful butterfly? Why couldn’t it make us old broads feel young again? Full of energy?




  Instead, it sapped me, made me moody and riled up quicker. One minute I was cold, the next I was hot! What a rip-off. At least it was a good reason for my short temper these days. A band aid excuse.




  I refused to look at the real cause of my moods, as I grabbed another pen from the drawer. Couldn’t get a moment’s peace around here.




  Another knock.




  Who was bugging me now?




  I almost ignored it, but decided not to. It might be important. A student in trouble, or needing help. I threw the door open, squeezed my face into a huge frown, prepared to scare off anyone asking if their paperwork was done.




  “Patricia, if that’s you again... Oh hi, Josh.”




  “Gotta moment, Miss Blake?”




  His lopsided grin was endearing as he shifted from one foot to the other, seemingly oblivious to my agitated state. Thank goodness. No student needed to see me act out the mean old witch in the Wizard of Oz. I took a deep breath to calm down and planted a smile on my face.




  “For you, I sure do.”




  I stood back to let him enter and he immediately headed for the lumpy, faded blue couch that took up one side of the room. It had lost its legs over the years and was flush with the stained green carpet, but he looked happy as could be stretched out on it.




  I loved my office.




  I had put great effort into making it look like a warm, inviting family room, wanting students to be comfortable and relaxed. John, my principal, teased me that the reason students gravitated to it was because it reminded them of their messy bedrooms. All right! I wasn’t a great housekeeper. Just didn’t care if it was spotless. It was home away from home. As far away from a cold, sterile room as I could make it.




  I pulled up a chair across from him and sat quietly, taking in his appearance.




  His red hair was standing on end while his green eyes darted about as he crossed and uncrossed his arms. It was classic nervous behavior but I knew Josh wasn’t necessarily concerned about anything. It was his nature to fidget. Couldn’t sit still longer than two minutes. It drove me crazy at Student Council Meetings where he twitched and jerked all over the place until I wanted to scream, ‘stop it.’




  “What’s up?” I finally asked as it was obvious he wasn’t speaking first. I blocked the papers I had on my desk out of my mind. They’d just have to wait. Students came first.




  “Just wanted to check in to let you know I got the contract signed with the D.J. for the last dance.” He pulled out a wrinkled square of paper from his back pocket.




  “’Bout time.” Who was I to talk?




  “Yeah, yeah, I know.”




  His smile was what could only be termed sheepish.




  “Been kinda busy. Sorry about that.”




  “You were the one who ran for Student Social Convener. You have a duty to the students who elected you.” Dammit. There I went, again. Taking out my frustration on this poor kid.




  “I said I’m sorry.” He raised his eyebrows. “What’s bugging you? I mean, I know you’re our staff advisor and everything but you’re usually pretty cool about stuff. Understanding and all.”




  I’d known Josh for all of his four years at St. Pete’s. He knew me well enough to know my edginess was unusual. I had high standards but also understood the pressures teens faced these days. Usually, the kid was on time with stuff. I needed to cut him some slack.




  There was no way for him to know that today he was dealing with a menopausal, unhappy old lady.




  “Sorry, myself, Josh. I know you always get things done. Hear you have a math test. Have you studied hard?”




  “Sure have.” His eyes narrowed.




  He knew darn well I was changing the subject. Just couldn’t help it. Tears were coming fast. I had to get him out of here.




  “Well, get going. Do some more. You can never study too much.”




  He looked surprised, paused for a moment, his hands still for a change, then jumped up. “Kicking me out, are you?”




  “Yes.”




  “Hope you’re less crabby next time I see you.”




  He practically ran out of the room as if video games were calling. Probably not wanting to incite any more of my wrath.




  I laughed out loud. Even with tears streaming down my face, I just couldn’t help myself. He was quite the character. I liked honesty and Josh Fredericks was as honest as they got with a great sense of humor added to the mix. He often got away with blunt remarks because he backed them up with a show of genuine concern.




  Unfortunately, he didn’t receive much support at home. His parents worked long hours and saw very little of their son. I kept an eye out for him. I had complete faith he’d leave this year with the required marks needed to get into his coveted Kinesiology program at McMaster University.




  One of the greatest joys I had as a counselor was helping someone attain their goals. I loved being the cheerleader in the background, pushing them on to achieve success. Letting them see they could really do it, reach for the sky and all of those other inspiring analogies. At least for the next month.




  Then…retirement.




  Dread hit like a sucker punch.




  I looked at my watch. Three-fifteen. The realization that at this very moment, the principal was interviewing for my job made me nauseous. Without a doubt, it was the real reason I was freaking out, throwing pens around like a little two year old. Crying, even. How silly. But after thirty-five years of counseling, I’d be done soon. It was hard to believe.




  I plopped down on the couch.




  My medical tests were good. I was in the clear. Still scared, but a bit more confident I would be okay.




  A mild heart attack last summer changed my life. The frantic 911 call, the race to the hospital, and the insertion of a stent. It was all pretty darn scary, culminating in a big wad of mixed emotions.




  It urged me on to retire. The long hours in the hospital with chest pain, enduring endless tests that signaled high cholesterol, off the wall blood pressure readings, and clogged arteries had me taking a good long look at myself. Besides the shameful fact that I never went for regular check-ups at my doctor’s, the stark realization that I had no life except my job hit me hard. The endless school activities of meetings, committees, supervising dances, charity events, and cheering on sports events made up my days and evenings. Not to mention the sessions with drug and family problems, suicidal concerns and pregnancies, to name a few issues I dealt with on a daily basis.




  Much to my shock, I realized I had never even explored other interests. Things I once wanted to do had been ignored. I had no life outside of this school.




  Agitated, I got up and started pacing back and forth. My head was aching. I was trying desperately to understand my feelings these past months.




  As my health stabilized, I felt I’d been given one of those new leases on life. A second chance. My heart specialist convinced me I could live to a good old age, if I took care of myself. I promptly spent the rest of the summer in cardiac rehab, rebuilding myself into a stronger version.




  Fear that I was going to collapse at any moment dissipated and I felt my life was beginning again. Along with that realization came a new surge of excitement. I wanted to do more. To uncover long lost dreams. To explore other facets of life outside my office. I had been incredibly excited when I handed in my resignation. I had been so sure it was the right thing.




  Where had all my excitement gone? Where had my longing for time to myself, to do whatever I wanted, disappeared?




  Instead, look what I’d done!




  Nothing!




  Hadn’t changed at all.




  I’d quickly fallen into old unhealthy habits, immersed myself in my workaholic ways, and ignored my decision to branch out and try new things. All that was left was the fact that I was scared. The closer the date approached the more frightened I became.




  Melancholy was also setting in. Although I wasn’t dying, my life kept flashing before my eyes, just like in the movies. Students and staff members I’d been involved with walked across my mind’s eye, as if taking a final bow. Especially the failures. Those were the ones who haunted me. No bow for them. They looked at me accusingly.




  Bobby, for instance. Why did he have to die?




  He was reason number two for my decision to leave. His death had been my fault. Every time I thought about him I had to block him out. It was too painful, too raw.




  I stopped in my tracks and sighed one of those long, deep despairing ones. I was worn out and exhausted. Old, as well.




  I also felt unappreciated.




  Never before had I needed a thank you. I did tons of kindnesses with no thought of anything in return. Somehow, as my career landed in its final days, I felt empty, constantly wondering if I had even made a difference.




  The age-old question hit me. Was my whole life in vain? A waste of time? Had I made good choices? Would I retire and just die? Everyone liked to think they mattered. Had I? Had I become too complacent? Had I cared too much or not enough?




  Questions! I had nothing but questions.




  I sat back down at my desk and blew my nose as a wave of depression sliced through me. I’d be leaving soon but really, except for my replacement who was lucky enough to secure the job, who cared? Everybody just seemed caught up in their own lives and weren’t interested in mine, except what I could do for them. No one even asked what my plans were after June thirtieth.




  I, who had always prided myself as someone who thought of others first, now only thought of myself. What would I do without the familiarity of my counseling job? How would I survive?




  Illogical, self-centered, and full of emotion, I also felt wrong for thinking these things.




  To cut to the chase, I was a mess.




  It was much easier to blame menopause. The change of life. It had just jumped up a notch. It was now to the ninth degree as another full-out hot flash hit me hard.




  Damn this pounding heart.




  Chapter 2




  “Gotta beat Bert,” Chris muttered to herself as she hurried down the hall, rushing to get to the computer in the staff lunchroom at St. Pete’s High.




  Beat Bert! It sounded like a slogan for some kind of ad campaign, a track and field race, or something. He was a tech hog, always at the computer, managing to arrive before anyone else. It was just not fair that his classroom was closest to the staffroom.




  On no! A glint of flurry caught Chris’ eye. She groaned out loud. Bert! He had obviously seen her and was hurrying down the hall from the other direction.




  It was on! A face off!




  Cursing her stilettos, she stopped and took them off. Shoes in one hand, brief case in the other, she ran as fast as she could to the door, thankful it was one that opened by pushing on it. It swung back into place with a bang, right in Bert’s face. Rude, yes, immature, yes, but necessary. It was called survival. She was on a mission.




  Sliding into a chair, almost toppling it over, she quickly logged on and brought her Facebook up on the screen. She ignored Bert’s grunts as he pulled the door open, rushed over, then skulked away.




  She relaxed as she scanned her wall postings on her Facebook, excitement racing through her.




  Bingo! Four new ones. It was a stellar day.




  She studied the first one:




  

    

      Miss Blake saved my life. I was once so depressed, I was thinking of suicide. She noticed how sad I was. How I walked down the hall with my head down. She pulled me into her office, listened, advised and here I am twenty years later, a law clerk, happily married, with three delightful children. Thanks to her, I worked out my issues. Here’s my story…


    


  




  Chris cut, pasted, and printed the excerpt, smiling broadly.




  She was devastated that Ivy Blake was retiring. Unexpectedly, as well. Chris wanted to organize a lavish going away party in appreciation of this great lady. She had been there for Chris when she was coping with enormous family problems and credited Ivy completely as the one who gave her the courage to believe in herself. She had cheered her on to graduate and attend university. Now, look at her. A successful English teacher with a thriving career.




  Much to her disappointment, the stubborn counselor was adamant that she didn’t want a fuss made over her. Couldn’t stand all the attention, she said.




  Chris was tempted to do it anyway, but if there was one thing she learned from the older lady it was to respect other people’s wishes, even if you didn’t agree.




  A party would feed Chris’ needs, not Ivy’s. She just had to accept the fact that the woman wanted to leave quietly. It was her choice.




  Instead, she had come up with what she thought was a brilliant idea. A compromise. She created a Facebook Group Page, shouting out to all students of Miss Blake, over the past thirty-five years. She invited people to share a favorite Blake anecdote, ways Ivy helped them or a message of love to this dear lady. She was planning to prepare a Memory Book to give to Ivy as a keepsake. One she could read at her leisure and enjoy. It was a secret. A surprise. Ivy would never find out, as Facebook was one of those ‘new fangled inventions’ the counselor avoided.




  Much to her surprise, replies flowed in by the hundreds, with story after story of how much this lady helped them. Some of them made Chris cry.




  After reading the new ones and printing them for the book, Chris refreshed the page, making sure no one had posted in the last few minutes. Good! Two more sailed in to captivate her. A third one was a query to clarify things.




  

    

      Dear Chris,




      Is this the lady who lives in Hamilton, Ontario? I knew a Miss Blake from St. Pete’s, but just want to make sure I have the right person and city.




      Yours truly,




      Colin


    


  




  Since he left his email, Chris quickly hit the reply button and responded ‘yes.’ She also went back and added Hamilton, Ontario to information about Ivy Blake in the Group Profile. She should’ve done that in the first place. There could be a Miss Blake at a St. Peter’s in another country. One never knew.




  “Ahem.”




  Chris looked up to see Bert standing there, arms crossed.




  “Done yet?” He pointed to the sign above. “Only fifteen minutes at a time.”




  Crap. That guy never gave up. But she knew when she was defeated.




  She signed off, got up, grabbed her lunch out of the communal fridge, and headed over to a chair by the window. She looked around, munching on a ham sandwich.




  Staff were eating away, paired off or in groups. From the tidbits she could hear, they were all gabbing about family and/or news issues.




  Chris wasn’t a chatter by nature and liked to use her lunch hour to get work done. It left more time for Andrew. He was what her life was all about.




  She was madly, head over heels in love.




  Her Andrew!




  She sighed contentedly as she felt a smile tug at the corners of her mouth. She started to head off into a delicious daydream about him.




  STOP!




  She’d get nothing done if she followed that train of thought. It could come later. She had work to finish or she wouldn’t be able to spend those long hours tonight, gazing into his eyes, feeling how lucky she was. Sounded a tad corny, but it was the truth. She loved to just sit and stare at him, drinking in how handsome he was, wondering how a homely redhead like herself managed to snatch him.




  She finished up her lunch with a big juicy orange, wiped her hands on a napkin, and pulled a stack of papers out of her briefcase and started marking. After ten good ones and two she was sure were plagiarized, she took another look out the window. She desperately needed a mental break, as she took note of the fact that the irises the Biology class had planted were in full bloom. Flowers gave her joy and joy made her think of Andrew again, her absolute favorite subject to fill up her thoughts.




  She glanced at her watch. Great! She had time to indulge in a little daydreaming. After all, she had done some work.




  She closed her eyes and conjured up her love’s smiling face in her mind. Immediately her heart sped up. The only thing she wanted to do lately was to spend every waking moment with this amazing guy. She smiled. How lucky she was. She had found her dream guy. Yeah, she guessed she didn’t sound very liberated. Lately she had built her whole world around this guy. But so what? She wanted it all. A career and family. She was determined to get it.




  Her cell phone vibrated, startling her and cutting into her delicious thoughts. As she checked the text message, her grin widened.




  ‘Thinking of you, babe. Can’t wait until tonight. Love you, my little snookums, Andrew.’




  She sighed happily as she replied, ‘Me too, love you, honey bunny, Chris.’




  How apt. They were in sync. Thinking of each other at the exact same time. What a lucky girl, she was. She leaned back in her chair and closed her eyes again. She was sure she was falling in love for real, this time.




  “Chris Palermo! Haven’t seen you hang out here in ages. Usually, you hightail it back to your room, lickety split. Daydreaming, as always?”




  She opened her eyes to see Stewart Lynch staring down at her. A twinge of guilt hit. He had always been one of her main confidants when it came to affairs of the heart, giving her insight into the opposite sex. Lately, she’d been too wrapped up in her boyfriend to even give him the time of day.




  Stewart had arrived at St. Pete’s as a brand new teacher the same year she had. He was delicious eye candy, six feet five inches tall, curly blond hair, the build of a football linebacker and a lot of fun. He was also one of those rarities: A man who loved to chat. Really, he did! Having been raised with five sisters who used him as their sounding board, he was a wealth of information about good and bad dates and enjoyed hearing about her escapades. ‘Reminded him of home,’ he often said. She once had a massive crush on him but found out he was committed to his girlfriend who lived in West Virginia. Fortunately, Valerie wasn’t the jealous type and they were all close friends, hanging out together when she was in town.




  She missed him. Just like she missed her best girlfriend, Sarah. But she couldn’t even begin to think of her. It hurt too much after the harsh words they’d exchanged a week ago. One day soon, she’d have to make amends. For now, she was putting it off.




  At Stewart’s quizzical expression, she realized she hadn’t even acknowledged him.




  “Hi, there,” she responded, almost too enthusiastically, glad of the diversion from painful thoughts of Sarah. “Great flowers your class planted.” She motioned out the window.




  “Thanks. But don’t change the subject.” He leaned closer, looked around to make sure no one was listening, and then whispered, “Who is it this week? Jim or Bob or Steven?”




  She was glad to see he didn’t sound angry at her neglect.




  “Andrew. My knight in shining armor,” she said dramatically, hamming it up. She couldn’t be mad at his reference to the steady stream of guys who came in and out of her life. It was the truth.




  “Still him? This is a milestone for you, isn’t it? What’s it been? Two whole weeks?”




  “A good month. He might be the one, Stew.”




  “Really?” He pulled over a chair and sat down beside her, pretending to be astonished.




  She knew he’d heard this before. She was famous for falling in love and just as quickly, ending it. But not this time. It was different. The real deal. Andrew was a keeper.




  “Really,” she echoed emphatically.




  “Tell me more. Every little detail,” he said softly. “I’m all ears.”




  Chapter 3




  “Hey, Jamie laimie. You could at least wipe the chocolate off your mouth,” jeered Melinda.




  “Yeah!” spat out Emma. “And comb your hair while you’re at it.”




  Don’t let them get to you. Don’t them see you’re hurt.




  Jamie repeated the words over and over. But just to herself. On the outside, she struggled to keep composed. She looked over to see Melinda staring at her. The blonde stick of a girl came across like she was some kind of super model, flicking her long hair back, always in some kind of pose. Like she was auditioning for the Ford Model Agency.




  Jamie was pissed. She swiped her mouth with the back of her hand while crumpling up the candy wrapper with the other. She spit on it, fashioned it into a ball, aimed, then tossed it at Melinda’s head. She sauntered off, head up, a smirk on her face. She could hear a scream, as she envisioned the gooey wrapper stuck to the blonde tresses. She looked back and yelled, “Gottcha,” then kept right on going, head held high.




  Inside, she was dying.




  She just made it into the washroom stall before tears poured down her face. Thank goodness no one could see her. The fact the new girl broke down would be all over school by dismissal. There’d be more mocking to deal with.




  There she sat, fully clothed, on the toilet seat, self-image shot. Yeah, yeah, she’d heard the saying no one could put you down unless you let them, but she just didn’t have the strength to rise above it. Not with all the stuff she was dealing with at home, as well.




  Their comments hurt. A lot.




  Why had she ever entertained the thought, even for a moment, that she could somehow fit in here?




  She looked into the shiny dispenser with tear-soaked eyes, grabbed some toilet paper and erased the last bit of chocolate, promising herself to make sure she checked her face more often, especially after she ate. She couldn’t stand having to face the constant criticism of ‘The Chosen Ones’ as those girls called themselves. Some kind of club, she guessed. Chosen for what, she couldn’t begin to imagine.




  Jamie still hadn’t figure out why they were harassing her. She’d only been at St. Pete’s for a month, not even long enough for them to know anything about her.




  At first it was just whispers and quiet snickers when she walked by. She ignored them, which obviously made them angry, as it got worse. Loud insults hurled her way. One day some tall dude tried to shut them up but after he left, they’d let loose with some pretty harsh words, more horrible than usual. Now, every time she walked by, they uttered some scathing remark. Mostly, it was Melinda.




  Unfortunately, Jamie’s locker was near them, which was a dumb piece of poor luck, but she was too stubborn to ask for it to be changed. Surely, they couldn’t keep on harassing her, could they? They’d give up soon, wouldn’t they?




  The bell rang, but Jamie took a few extra minutes to compose herself, wiping the tears away, waiting patiently for her face to dry. She also wiggled around her facial muscles, which were sore from trying to show no expression, creating a mask, sending the message that she didn’t care. It was her game face. A false image, but necessary for survival. She put it on again, gearing up for round two.




  When she was sure the halls were empty, she hurried to her locker to get her books and hightailed it to English class, hoping to slide in just on time. She actually liked this class and had finished late last night the novel they were studying. If there was a surprise quiz, she was ready.




  “You’re late. Go to the office,” yelled Mr. Smith, waving her away when she appeared at the door.




  Rats! The whole class looked over as she turned around and hurried out. She could hear giggling following her down the hall.




  Like she needed this. Another problem to top off the others.




  A horrid thought hit her. This was her fifth late. It was actually her eighth but the secretary gave her a break the last couple of times, but said that one more and she’d have to see the V.P. She’d probably get a detention. Could this day get any worse?




  She debated whether to skip out of school completely, but thoughts of her mother flew by. If she got caught, she’d be grounded for just about forever. That was the last thing she wanted. To have to stay home even more than she already did. Her mom had no idea that things were bad and that coming to school was a daytime nightmare. Not that she ever asked, and Jamie didn’t feel like filling her in. What good would it do anyway? She was just the maid at home, taking care of everyone else, having no time for herself.




  She finally arrived at the V.P.’s office. Sucking in a deep breath, she clutched her books tightly to her chest like a protective suit of armor. Shaking, she entered the office. At her old school she had never been in any kind of trouble. Here she was never out of it.




  “I’m afraid you’ll have to see the V.P. this time,” said Miss Robinson, the kindly old secretary, who had helped her out the last time. She whispered, “Sorry. But I warned you.”




  She motioned her to a chair.




  Jamie tried to smooth out her wrinkled clothing as she plopped down and wiped off the food bits stuck to her blouse. She shook her head. She did look gross, just like Melinda and Emma said. She used to be fastidious about her appearance, but times changed, and she had given up. She was too darn tired to care, worn out from homework and chores, not to mention moving away from all her friends. The word ‘depression’ was even too light a word to describe how she felt these days. Depression multiplied by ten came closer.




  She sighed loudly. Miss Robinson looked over at her with compassionate eyes, but Jamie ignored her. No one could rescue her now. Her only hope was that Mr. Davis, would be in one of his good moods and not bore her with his loud voice and long-winded sermons about ‘being good.’ Maybe he’d give her a break. Yeah, right! That was wishful thinking.




  She wondered again how she had sunk so low. Frustrated, she pulled out a small black notebook and a pen. She began to write.




  

    

      Dear Frank,




      I’m in big doodoo. I’m real scared. I think I’m getting a detention for all my lates. Worse than that, my parents will be called. Man, life sucks big-time. Hope you’re having a better day. I’ll write later.




      Nancy.


    


  




  She slapped the book shut when she noticed one of the other students peering over, trying to read her words.




  She instantly felt calmer. Writing Frank, even short little notes, always had that effect on her. He understood everything about her.




  Years ago, she answered an article in Seventeen magazine inviting teens to sign up for pen pals. Jamie added her name to the list, found one and they’d begun exchanging letters. She didn’t know much about him except he was a bit older than her. But she didn’t care. He was an outlet for her to pour her heart out.




  They’d been buds for the past five years and used pseudo names right from the start. She didn’t even know his real name. His alias was Frank after one of the Hardy Boys and hers was Nancy after the Nancy Drew series. Both mystery addicts, they had been drawn to the names of their favorite fictional characters. It was their inside joke.




  She smiled as she thought of him. It was such an easy relationship. They didn’t get into mundane details, just opinions about stuff. With him, she could express how she really felt about things—her views—without niceties or worries about hurting someone. They understood each other.




  She knew he lived in Ottawa, about five hours away, and hoped to meet him one day. For now, she thoroughly enjoyed her interaction with him through letters. It was mysterious and fun. Like having a diary but with human feedback.




  Both of them got in the habit of gathering up notes they wrote throughout the week and mailing them to each other. He was her outlet. Her rock. Just contacting him helped her think of something else rather than the fact the V.P. would be yelling at her, shortly.




  That reminded her. She hadn’t told Frank she’d moved. Just couldn’t bring herself to mention something so painful. Talking about it would make it real, and she still hadn’t accepted it. But she’d better send him her new address soon. Right now, their mail was being diverted from Selkirk to Hamilton, but that would expire in six months.




  She looked over as a girl came out of the VP’s office. She was crying. It startled her. Was she next?




  Man, she was scared. She closed her eyes for a moment, pretending she wasn’t here. She was lost in a world where she belonged, back in Selkirk High where everyone knew her and liked her.




  Contentment eased through her.




  “Jamie Hicks,” the secretary called out. “Mr. Davis can see you now.”




  Yanked out of her daydream and back to reality, she jerked to attention. Tensing up her face, making sure her tough exterior was in place, she headed into his office.




  She was absolutely terrified.




  Chapter 4




  Chris stood at the door, watching Ivy’s fingers fly across her computer keyboard. She took note of the counselor’s puckered lips and eyes squinted together in concentration. Must be some serious report she was writing, not to be aware she had an observer, or else she was just so used to people looking in while she worked, she was able to block it out.




  A sense of contentment eased through her.




  Somehow, just staring at that brown curly head of hair, glasses atop her nose, plump figure clothed in a simple brown pantsuit, calmed her down.




  Ivy represented stability. No matter what happened, good or bad, she could seek out the counselor and her peaceful demeanor, genuine concern, and predictability relaxed her. Nothing ever changed with Ivy. She was always available for everyone in need.




  Chris would never forget the first time she met her. She closed her eyes and for a moment was thrown back to her ninth grade year when she had stood in this exact spot sporting a black eye and bruised arm. She’d been sent down by a concerned teacher, had come to the office, looked in, then took off to hide in the caretaker’s utility room. It was her hideaway when being bullied at home and school. Terrified, she vomited, missing the sink by about six inches. She was scared. No way was she going to tell anyone what went on at home. It was none of their business. It was her own private hell.




  Chris had decided to skip out of school and head to the mall. She had to get out of there. But with her hand on the doorknob, she heard the clacking of heels coming her way, so she ducked into the broom closet. It was tiny but if she slid in sideways, she could do it. Wasn’t the first time. Wouldn’t be the last.




  The door to the utility room opened as someone looked in, then shut it. Thinking she was gone, Chris pushed aside the mop and snuck out. Little did she know, the determined counselor outsmarted her. She ran right into Miss Blake who stood there, looking all concerned. She never said a word, but got right to the work of cleaning up her mess with a stack of paper towels.




  Chris felt cornered. Reluctantly, she followed the counselor back to her office. She had no choice but to comply.




  What followed had been a painful hour long session of endless questions from Miss Blake and total silence from Chris.




  Because she was a minor, the counselor had even called Children’s Aid. Chris hated her for months for doing that. It drove her crazy, having a worker sniff around her life. But she had to hand it to Ivy, she never gave up. Slowly, Chris had been won over by this determined woman who seemed to genuinely care. She learned to trust and what took place within the four walls of her office over the next couple of years transformed her life.




  Much to her surprise, she got interested in school and started the long process to teacher’s college. After doing her practice teaching right here at St. Pete’s, Chris managed to secure a job. She also knew a lot of that had to do with this woman’s help. Ivy became her advocate by writing a glowing reference letter and intervening with the principal.




  Often, she just walked by this office, hoping to get a glimpse of her. It simply made her feel good and believe that no matter what chaos the world threw at her, she could get by with the loving guidance of her old counselor. A tear surfaced; she choked up and along with that came a loud sneeze. She was sure going to miss her when she retired.




  Hearing the noise, her mentor looked up.




  Chris shook herself free of her thoughts. “Got a second?”




  “Come on in,” Ivy said. “Door’s always open, at least for you.” She grinned widely, one of those huge smiles that immediately made you feel at home. A smile that had coerced information out of hundreds of students over the years.




  “Now, if you were the secretary or vice principal bugging me to do more work, I’d shut it in a moment,” Ivy continued, as she twirled around on her chair to face her.




  Chris remembered how once when she was a teen, Miss Blake stepped out and she had jumped on her chair, delighted it had wheels as well as swiveled. She swung herself round and round until she was dizzy. She’d just made it back to the couch before Ivy walked in. The counselor never said a word, but Chris was sure she knew what had been going on.




  She finally entered the room, realizing Ivy was waiting for her to come in, saying quickly, “Don’t worry. I don’t have any favors to ask. Can’t stay long, though. Have to get to work.” Chris rolled her eyes. “Period two. My class from hell. My goal today is to just get through the seventy-five minutes without having a paper airplane sail into my head.”




  She plopped down on the couch. Just couldn’t resist sitting there, even for a moment. She was sure it had her imprint after all those years of taking up a position in the same spot. It was amazing it had lasted this long, although rips and tares told quite a tale of use. She remembered how she and a group of teens had orchestrated the buying of this couch from a garage sale over ten years ago. The smile on Ivy’s face when they presented it to her was a treasured memory she’d never forget.




  “Just wanted to ask you something,” she said, noticing Ivy watching her closely. Enough of the daydreaming. She crossed her fingers, hoping she’d pull this off. She hated lying, but she’d promised she would, or at least bend the truth.




  “Fire away,” encouraged Ivy.




  Here goes. “I’ve convinced Richard Allen to take charge of organizing and setting up for the last assembly. Thought we could go out for a farewell lunch. Just you and me. Then come back for it.”




  Ivy looked startled. “But the student council organizes that assembly and, as you darn well know, I’m the advisor. I’d feel guilty about taking off. As if I were slacking and leaving them in the lurch.”




  “Are you kidding? You’ve never slacked off a day in your life.” Chris tried to sound calm, but inside she was panicking. She realized she’d have to be more persistent to get what she wanted. “It’s your last assembly. I’d like you to just sit back, relax, and enjoy it. I say we celebrate beforehand and I won’t take no for an answer.”




  Ivy looked at her suspiciously. “You’re not planning anything, are you? You’re not up to something?”




  “No. Not at all. Please, Ivy. You won’t let me have a party for you. At least let me buy you lunch.”




  Ivy was right, she was up to something. She was deceiving her mentor. She wasn’t organizing anything, but Principal John Blain and Josh Fredericks were. Some kind of presentation. It was all a big secret. Strictly hush-hush. Her mission was to get the counselor out of the building so she wouldn’t catch on and stop them. Mr. Blain had appealed to her for help in this, and Chris decided to do it. How could she say no to her boss? At least Ivy would be recognized in some way, if not at a huge party.




  “I also want to talk to you about something serious,” Chris added, making up that part, but figured Ivy would definitely go for it, if she felt her former student wanted advice. She was a softie, that way. She kept her face contorted into a grimace as she summoned up another tear. A fake one this time. She was manipulating her, but at least it was for a good cause. She held her breath, grateful the tear managed to slide down her cheek. Maybe she had a drama career in store for her?




  “Is something wrong?” Ivy leaned closer, that serious expression back on her face.




  “Yes, but I can’t talk about it now. It would only upset me.”




  “Well, okay. Certainly can’t resist a plea for help.” She nodded. “As long as Richard’s okay, it would be my pleasure.”




  Chris let out her breath. Thank goodness. She felt bad that she had misled Ivy, but she was thrilled that she had fallen for her hard luck story. She had pulled it off.




  “It’s a deal then. Pinky swear?”




  She held up her baby finger and, smiling, Ivy placed hers on top. They both tugged. It was the age old tradition of teenagers when making a pact. One Ivy used with Chris as a teen, when she was getting her to promise something.




  Chris sighed happily. Her plans were working out. Now, she’d better get out of there before she gave it all away. Mr. Blain would kill her. Not to mention the fact that Josh would be disappointed. Ivy was darn good at reading her thoughts. Too good, as a matter of fact, as she was already looking at her with a puzzled frown.




  She had to leave. Pronto! She jumped up and almost made it out the door when Ivy called out, “Oh, forgot to ask. How’s it going with…er, forgot his name.”




  Reluctantly, she turned around. “Andrew. Are you going to tease me about my boyfriends as well? I just suffered through an interrogation from Stewart.”




  “No. Just wondering how it’s going. You know, I’m always concerned about you.”




  “Yeah, I know. He’s fine.” Chris could feel her face blushing. “I like him a lot. I know you keep telling me to take a break from guys, but I think he might be the one.”




  Chris knew her obsession with always having a boyfriend was a source of contention for Ivy. Often, just by a raised eyebrow, she conveyed her concern about her endless parade of suitors. You’d think she’d get used to it by now and leave her alone. It was the only area they agreed to disagree on, but she always sensed Ivy’s disapproval.




  “Just don’t want you to get hurt.”




  “I know. Gotta go. See you later.” She took off.




  Chris was annoyed. She tried to push it away, but it still bugged her.




  Everyone was always on her case about her dates. She wished they’d leave her alone and mind their own business. She knew Ivy had a vested interest in Chris not getting hurt, since she was the one who usually helped her pick up the pieces, but could she just not let it go? For once?




  So, okay, she liked having a boyfriend. Was that so wrong?




  She liked having someone compliment her, making her feel special, taking her to fun things like movies and out for dinner. She also liked taking care of someone, watching out for them and making sure their life was enriched by all she did. She was almost thirty and it was time she settled down. She was determined to get married one day and have a ton of children. Her parents’ marriage didn’t work out, but she would make sure her own would be perfect. Then she could experience the happy family life she craved, for the first time in her life.




  Yes, she wanted to keep her career as well. She simply wanted it all.




  Okay, sure she kept falling for the wrong guy, but hey, she’d find Mr. Right one day. Maybe she already had. Yeah, she sounded so stereotypical, looking for a man to complete her, but big deal. It was what she wanted and she was darn well going to get it.




  She smiled, anticipating seeing Andrew after school.




  In fact, she couldn’t wait.




  She’d prove them all wrong.




  Having a man was the best thing going.




  Chapter 5




  “So, you’re Jamie Hicks,” said Mr. Davis.




  She nodded, a quick little jerk of the head, leaned back in her chair and watched him, no expression on her face. Don’t let him know you’re scared. But her legs were shaking and her hands were clasped tightly in her lap. She was wishing she was somewhere else, another continent maybe.




  “Answer me, please. In words.”




  “Yes.”




  “Yes, sir.”




  She rolled her eyes. “Yes, sir.”




  “That’s more like it. I can do without the attitude, though.”




  He paused a moment, as if expecting her to say more, but she didn’t. She figured she’d keep quiet and take her punishment. Just suck it up. Her words might get her in more trouble. She’d better keep control of her expression, though. He didn’t look too impressed with her rolled eyes.




  “What grade are you in?”




  “Eleven.”




  “Pardon? I can’t hear you.”




  “Grade eleven, sir,” she repeated loudly. Her voice was shaky. Get a grip.




  “I see you’ve been late six times. I’d like to know why.”




  She put her head down. She didn’t like this guy. He was a real jerk, who came across loud and mean on the morning announcements when he spouted off about school rules. How could he not know that us students just tuned him right out?




  She snuck a peak at him and found him staring at her, his forehead tensed, his bushy eyebrows raised, forming a straight line. He looked like a cartoon character. She lowered her eyes, not knowing what to say.




  Like…should she rat out the girls who were constantly picking on her? Who sent her flying to the washroom to cry in a stall? Who made her feel like garbage every single day? But, really, who would take her word against what the popular girls said? They seemed to pull a lot of weight around here. If she told on them, they’d find a way to get her back, maybe even worse than whispers and bad words. No way was she giving him their names.




  “Look at me, please,” commanded Mr. Davis.




  She slowly raised her head again.




  She wondered if he knew his nickname was the Davinator after the movie Terminator. He was known to get rid of students who caused trouble by terminating their stay at St. Pete’s. Apparently he kicked you out with a big smile on his face, looking like he really enjoyed it. Rumor had it, some kids just disappeared and no one knew where they’d gone. Like a horror movie where victims were never seen again.




  Jamie was getting more nervous by the minute and wished she could say something, anything, to make it all better. She had a sinking feeling she was really in for it this time.




  “I expect you to answer me when I ask a question,” he said firmly.




  “I don’t know why I’m always late. I guess I’m just slow, sir.”




  “Hmmmm…”




  She saw him turn and stare at his computer.




  “Don’t see your name on our Resource List as developmentally challenged or anything.” He looked back at her. “I understand that you’re new here. Is that correct?”




  “Yes, sir.”




  “Do you have learning problems? Physical problems? Something we don’t know about?”




  “No, sir.” She made sure her voice was loud. “Slow on my feet.”




  “Your feet?”




  “Keep getting lost in the halls and mixing up where my classes are.” She was hoping he’d buy the, ‘I’m new and don’t know my way around,’ story.




  “Do you think I’m stupid?”




  Kinda, she thought.




  “No.” She’d better keep her thoughts to herself.




  “No, sir.”




  “No, sir,” she repeated. Man, he was annoying. Like a migraine headache that pounded away.




  “I’ll have you know, that I don’t buy your late theory. This school is not huge. Classrooms are easy to find. You will be suspended for…” Suddenly his voice stopped as he shook his head. “I changed my mind. You will not be suspended this time. One more late and you will.”




  She sat up straight. What? Had she heard right? Was he really saying that he wasn’t going to kick her out?




  He continued, “Instead, I’m sending you to see our psychologist, Miss Blake. Hopefully you will open up to her. Maybe something is going on in your life that you’re not telling me.” He smiled briefly, one of those hurried distracted ones, as he buzzed Miss Blake on the intercom. His words seemed nice but he was agitated, like he wasn’t being kind, just wanted to get rid of her.




  “Are you free?” he asked when the lady answered.




  “Sure am.”




  Jamie could hear a cheery voice over the line.




  “I’m sending Jamie Hicks to see you in about thirty minutes. After she has lunch, of course.”




  She heard Miss Blake hesitate, then say, “I’ll watch out for her.”




  “Good.” He hung up.




  What was up with that? He wasn’t particularly nice to that counselor lady. Rude, actually. But something else was at stake here. Would her mom have to find out? It made her even more sick thinking about that. She began fidgeting around in the chair, grateful not to get a detention, but not sure of what else would happen.




  She looked around the room. A picture of a black lab hung on the wall. Cute dog. Wished she had one.




  “What’s his name?” she asked.




  “Whose name?” answered Mr. Davis.




  “The black lab’s.”




  Much to her shock, the V.P.’s face broke out into a smile.




  “Puddles.” His eyes lit up.




  Jamie was surprised at the change in him.




  “Crazy thing about him is that darn dog can’t walk by a small body of water without rolling around in it. It’s frustrating because I have to keep bathing him constantly, but watching the joy he has doing this, I can’t stay mad for long. Hence, the name.”
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