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  Chapter one
Chapter One


Fiona 
"You're an absolute delight!" Mrs. Herbert's excitement is evident as she compliments me. I can't stop the smile that spreads as I stare at her across my desk. This is one of the highlights of my profession. As an elementary school teacher, I can impact children's lives. Seeing parents happy with their children's progress and children finding their way as they start their lives in the real world means everything to me. 
"Thank you, ma'am."
"Oh, please, you can call me Susan," Mrs. Herbert says as she waves her perfectly manicured fingers. She is wearing a silver dress, and her tan looks like it took hours to make. Her makeup is a bit on the edge of being flashy, but above all, her skin is glowing. Everything from her diamond earrings to the stilettos she is wearing screams class.
It has been three months since I started, but it feels like just yesterday. I don't want to reminisce on the hurdles I went through before I landed this job. It feels unreal that I even got here in the first place. All thanks to Mrs. Gregory, the principal, who saw how much I needed this job. It's not only because of my passion but also my pay; many people depend on it. I'm not surprised that most children attending Gracefield Elementary School are from wealthy homes.
"All right, if you insist."
"I insist. I mean, you've done an impressive job with my son. I never thought Jason would be able to catch up with his peers this fast," she says.
"I understand what you mean. To be honest, Jason wasn't really impressive when I first started with this class. However, I've always been a strong believer in different children with different strokes."
Mrs. Herbert listens with rapt attention. Deep down, I hope she doesn't take my words the wrong way. Mr. Clarke had done the same thing only a few minutes back. It had taken everything to ensure things didn't get out of control.
"Every child has potential. It is left up to us to find out what will work to bring out this potential. That was what I did with Jason. I realized that he is shy and uncomfortable around a lot of people, especially his classmates. Hence, I took more time to teach him privately," I explain.
"Wow, this is impressive. Jason has always been a shy child. Sometimes, it worries me that it might put him in the wrong situation someday. Anyway, I can't believe you did that for Jason." The surprise is evident on her face.
"I'll do anything to bring out the best in these kids."
"Thank you! I should reward you for this," she says as she opens her red clutch.
"Oh, no, that's against the rules," I quickly input before she brings out the wad of cash.
"I know it is, but you deserve it. Would you prefer I make a transfer or write you a check?" She raises her head with a frown on her face.
"That won't be necessary. I'm being paid for my job. You don't need to do anything else."
"But…" She trails off before shrugging and shutting her clutch.
"Thank you." She has a sweet smile on her face. I have to admit, she is a beautiful woman.
"You're welcome, ma'am." I smile.
"I'll take my leave now," she says as she stands.
"Of course, thank you for coming to today's parent-teacher conference. Enjoy the rest of your day," I tell her as I stand.
"Thank you." She gives me one last smile. I remain standing while I watch her leave. I release the breath I've been holding before retaking my seat. I glance around the empty classroom. I smile as I stare at the ribbons and other decorations the kids and I made for the classroom. The delight of being with children is unexplainable.
I sigh as I check my wristwatch.
"4:00," I mutter under my breath. The parent-teacher conference is over. I check the list to see the parents who didn't make it.
Lance Smith, Phillip Lyon, and Alice Grayson are the students whose parents didn't attend. Out of the three, the person who gives me the most concern is Alice. I've been looking forward to meeting her parents and discussing my worries about her, but it appears I will not get the chance.
"I might have to just tell the principal."
I've barely said this when the door opens. I raise my head to find an old, elegant woman at the entrance.
"Hello," the woman greets with a shy smile.
"Good day, ma'am; how may I help you?" I stand, assuming she has lost her way and needs help. I smoothen my cream dress and step away from the desk.
"My name is Mrs. Grayson. I'm here for Alice Grayson, my granddaughter," she says, to my surprise. I take a quick look at the petite woman; unlike most women I've seen today, everything about her is simple and classy.
"Oh, welcome, ma'am."
"Thank you," she replies.
"Please, come in."
She steps in and walks in my direction, doing this with the grace and elegance of a woman used to wealth.
"You're new," the woman says with a frown.
"Yes, I am. I was employed a few months ago."
"That's interesting. I always meet Miss Bianca. Anyway, nice to meet you, dear." She smiles beautifully. I see where Alice gets her beauty from.
"Nice to meet you too, ma'am."
"Your name, please."
"I'm Fiona Watson."
"Isabella Grayson. My son is Alice's father," she explains. The only thing I can do is nod in response.
"Please take a seat, ma'am," I tell her and point at one of the two chairs on the other side of the desk.
"Thank you," she says before sitting. The gray bag she is carrying matches her gray knee-length dress. She has matching gloves, while pearls adorn her neck and ears.
I quickly take my seat before she catches me gawking.
"You know, these children are lucky. They have beautiful teachers like yourself to stare at all day." She chuckles, and I can't help but smile in amusement.
"I guess they are."
"Yeah. First off, I would like to apologize for being late. I'm not used to tardiness. I thought my son was going to make it, but…" She trails off with a distant look. The smile on her face has dropped.
"Anyway, I'm here. Let's get to how my granddaughter is doing," she says as she dismissively waves her hand. I watch her place her bag on the other chair as she gives me her rapt attention.
"For starters, Alice is a young and bright girl."
"That's who she is. She is a delightful child." Mrs. Grayson's eyes light up as she beams with a smile.
"I'll just go through her performance over the past few weeks," I explain as I grab Alice's file.
"Here you go, ma'am." I pass the file to her.
"Thank you." Mrs. Grayson flips the page open. I wait for her to scan the report.
"Are you sure this is Alice's report? This doesn't look impressive," she says.
"You're right, ma'am. Alice's performance hasn't been too impressive. I've been trying my best with her, but she seems to need help. Perhaps a private tutor. I checked her past reports from the school record, and they were very impressive. It was about two years back when she started declining." Mrs. Grayson is silent as I explain this.
"This is unbelievable. I thought everything was fine with Alice," Mrs. Grayson says with alarm.
"Everything is fine with her, ma'am. There is no reason to panic. I've been waiting to meet you because Alice has been a source of concern for me. She is a bright child, but I feel she needs better hands to guide her right. Her performance isn't only restricted to her academics. Alice hasn't been so great with her peers. She snaps easily, prefers to be alone, and does some other erratic behavior I don't think you will be so pleased to hear."
"Oh my goodness, what is happening with my little child? The Alice I know is the sweetest child," she says. This behavior confuses me because I expected her to notice these things in her granddaughter.
"I have a question; does Alice stay with you?"
"Yes, she does. We stay at the family house," Mrs. Grayson explains.
"And she has never exhibited any of these signs?"
Mrs. Grayson thinks about this for a while before she says,
"To be honest, I don't even know anymore. Now that I think about it, Alice isn't the same outgoing and happy girl I used to know. She seems like everything is forced on her. She hardly smiles, keeps to herself…" Mrs. Grayson trails off as her eyes take on a vacant expression. 
"I'm glad you're starting to see the things I see, ma'am."
"Thank you so much. I guess I've not been watching Alice properly. I assure you I'll do something about it. What do you advise that I do about her grades? I'm just an old woman, and I don't think I'll be much help in her schoolwork," she says.
"I understand, Mrs. Grayson. You can hire a private tutor, as I suggested. It will go a long way in helping her find herself."
"Thank you for this. I'll do something about what we've just discussed," she replies.
"I'm glad to hear that."
"Do you mind if I have your number? I want to check up on Alice from time to time to take note of her progress," she says.
"That's absolutely fine! I'll write it out." I grab the notepad and pen when she opens her bag and hands me her card.
"This is my card. Please give me a call. I'll save your number that way." She hands me a gold-plated card with a white flower in the middle.
"That's our family symbol, meaning peace," she comments. I assume she noticed the questions written on my face.
"Oh, right." I smile at her.
"I'll take my leave. Enjoy the rest of your day," Mrs. Grayson says.
"Thank you! Enjoy the rest of your day too."
I stand and watch her leave. I raise the card in my hand and curiously flip it. On one side is the family crest. On the other side are a name and two phone numbers.
"Mrs. Isabella Grayson. At least that went well," I whisper as I retake my seat. Now that I think of it, the name Grayson seems familiar. I can't figure out where I heard it, though. It doesn't matter anyway. All I want is for Alice to get the help she needs.






  
  Chapter two
Chapter Two


Daniel 
"We are here, sir," Mathew says as he pulls the car to a stop in front of the house. Jason, one of my bodyguards, quickly opens the passenger side door to let me out.
"Make sure you're here by 7:00 a.m.," I told Mathew. It didn't matter that I returned home only at 3:00 a.m. My meetings ran later than expected, but it's all for a good cause. The important thing is that I'll be finalizing the deal by 7:00.
"Okay, sir," Mathew replies. I tap on the window, and Jason opens the door. I grab my briefcase and jacket before I step out. The cold air of the night hits me with force. My sleeves are rolled up to my elbows, and a few buttons of my shirt are open. I glance around the villa; the only light source are the beautiful lights adorning the compound. Jason waits for me to step away before he shuts the door of the Rolls Royce. The other guards are already scattered around.
"You can call it a night. Tell the others we leave in four hours."
"Okay, sir," Jason answers. I give him a curt nod before marching to the entrance of the main house. I don't expect Martha, my housekeeper, or the other staff to be awake at this time. I open the fingerprint panel on the side of the door and place my palm on it.
The door opens in seconds, as expected. I smile when I recall the time I launched this security product. The goal is to safeguard your house by giving it top-notch security. Technology is all about making life easier for us, and that's what I ensure people get from Graytech — easy life.
I'm not surprised that it is totally dark when I step inside the house. Instantly, the lights come on themselves. It's part of the settings inside the home; once the software detects a person, the lights come on. I shut the door behind me and input the security codes. I'm sure my mom and my little Princess are asleep by now. One can't be too careful these days when criminals are almost everywhere.
Although stressed, curiosity gets the better part of me, and I decide to take a detour. I'm about to pass the living room door when I find it slightly ajar. Surprisingly, the lights are on. It means someone is in there. I march toward the door and open it wider before stepping inside. It takes a few seconds before my eyes land on the person in the room.
"Mother?" I'm surprised that she is up at this time.
"What are you doing in here? Shouldn't you be in bed by now?" I shut the door behind me and walked farther into the room.
"Good morning, Son," she calmly says. I can feel the sarcasm dripping in those three words. My senses are instantly on alert. 
"Good morning, Mom," I reply as I stop before her. I carefully place my case on one of the chairs nearest to us. She is in her pink night dress. She rests her right elbow on the armrest and stares at me.
"It's been how long since we last saw each other?" 
I sigh because I know where this is going.
"Mom, I told you about the new software. You know how important it is to me."
"It's been six weeks, Son. First, you were away on a business trip for three weeks. You came back, and rather than spend time with me and Alice, you were consumed with work. You come back late and leave before anyone wakes up," she says. I know this is going to be a long talk; hence, I sigh and sit in the space beside her.
"It doesn't even feel like we are living together anymore. It's unfair to me, but especially to little Alice. That girl needs her father," my mother says.
"You forgot her parent-teacher conference. I instantly freeze. Oh shit.
"It's today?"
My mother scoffs as she gives me a skeptical look.
"You've got to be kidding me. It was five days ago, Son," she says with a slightly raised voice. My eyes widen as I realize how messed up this is. I've been missing Alice's parent-teacher conferences, so my mother insisted I attend this one. I even promised my baby girl I would be there. I don't want to imagine how unhappy she will be about this.
"Shit. Mom, you should have reminded me."
"Reminded you? Did you just say that? How am I supposed to do that, dear son?" She draws on the son part.
"You're barely around; I must speak with your secretary whenever I try to reach you. You're either in one meeting or the other. All your secretary gives me is some bull crap about you giving me a call when you're out of your meetings, but it never happens," she says exasperatedly. I know my mom is right about this, but it's not like the way she is making it seem. I always try to call her if she calls, but something always comes up, and when I get home, she is in bed.
"Okay, fine, Mom. You're right. I'm sorry." I reach out to cover her left hand and lie beside her in the chair.
"Sorry? Son, sorry doesn't solve this," she says as she covers my hand with her palm. She stares as though she is on the verge of tears.
"I know, Mom. I understand everything you're saying, but I can't leave the launch hanging just like that. I've worked for two years to make this happen. Everything is in place, so my days are busier nowadays."
"I understand you, Son, but we are as important as Graytech. Alice has to deal with not having a mother around, but does she have to deal with not having her father around, too? She is only nine years old. There is only so much a child can handle at such a young age," she says. I release a sigh as I pinch the bridge of my nose. I run my fingers through my hair, unsure of what to do.
"I understand, and I'm assuring you that once this software launches, I'll have more time on my hands."
My explanation doesn't seem to matter to her.
"That was what you said when you launched that software… What's the name again?"
"Crest," I reply with a sigh.
"Yeah, Crest. You launched it, and it was a massive success, but what did you do? You decided to start another project almost immediately. Look at you; you don't have a life outside Graytech. You work too hard, Son. Sometimes, I fear that you will collapse one day at this rate. I mean, I've always known you work hard, but ever since…" I cut her off before she could say the name I didn't want to hear again.
"Don't say her name."
She stares at me for a while without saying anything else.
"What would you have me do, Mom?"
"Be present. I don't want this to haunt you later. What if I'm not here anymore? Are you saying you won't take care of Alice?"
"You know that's never going to happen, Mom. I love Alice with everything. I'm doing all of this for her. I want her to have the best of everything," I explain.
"I know, Son, but she needs you more than all this. Let her feel that she still has you. Let her know that she is at the top of your heart. That's all I ask for."
"Okay, Mom, I'll work on this."
"You promise?"
"Yeah, Mom." I nod in response. I watch a gentle smile caress her face.
"How did the parent-teacher conference go?"
I frown when the smile on her face drops.
"I'm afraid it didn't go well," she says with a sad look. Instantly, all my weariness disappears.
"Is anything wrong with my princess?"
"I'm afraid there is a lot wrong. The report she has is really bad. According to her teacher, her academics are poor; even her peer interaction isn't so good. I've also started paying more attention to her since her teacher pointed all this out, and I realize that Alice is withdrawn. She has this look of sadness on her face all the time, and I've been trying to ask her what it is, but she has been denying it."
"I don't like the sound of this. Did anything happen while I was away?"
"Not that I know of," she replies as she gently shakes her head. My mom's description doesn't sound like my daughter's at all.
"What could be wrong?"
"I have no idea. Maybe if you speak with Alice, she might talk," she says.
"I'll definitely do that." I can't keep my worries down. I wonder if this is the teenage stage I've always heard about, but I know that's not the case. Alice is just nine years old.
"Good. I've also thought that maybe we can get a live-in private tutor for her concerning her academics," she says, and I gape at her.
"Why would we want to do that?"
"What do you mean, why would we want to do that? I just told you that Alice's performance is poor. Why else would I want to get a private tutor for her?"
"Mom, you can't do that. I'm sure when I speak with her, all this will be resolved. We don't need some stranger meddling in our private life."
"You can't say that, Son. Irrespective of you talking to her, she needs help academically. She is behind her peers, and even her teacher advises that I get a tutor for her," she says.
"Well, her teacher doesn't know shit about my daughter. I won't have some random person living with us all in the name of tutoring Alice. My princess is a smart girl, and I'm confident that everything will be fine once we have a father-daughter talk. Forget whatever bullcrap her teacher has told you."
"Don't talk about Fiona in such a manner. From what I saw, she is a good teacher," she says with an alarmed look.
"Whatever, Mom. We aren't getting a tutor for Alice. Can we please drop the topic?"
My mom doesn't look too pleased, but I'm relieved when she nods.
"Thank goodness." I release a sigh.
"You should be in bed now." A yawn escapes, a testament to how tired I am.
"So should you, hours ago." She gives me an irritated look.
"Yeah, I'll just see you to your room." I stand and hold out my hand. She gives me a disapproving look before she grabs it.
"Have you had dinner?"
It is at this point that I realize the last time I ate was the toast I had that morning.
"You didn't," she says with a slightly raised voice.
"There was a lot to do. I got carried away."
"Of course, you were carried away," she says.
"If you're not going to be around, at least take care of yourself when you're not." I know if care isn't taken, we will have another lecture.
"Yes, Mom," I drawl. She shakes her head.
"I don't know what to do with you," she mutters.
"Nothing." I grin as I wrap my hand around her shoulder and lead her out of the living room. I grab my case on the way, and we step into the hallway. The lights go off as I shut the door.
Thankfully, the trip to my mom's room is short. We pass a few hallways before stopping in front of her room.
"Goodnight. Mom."
I lean in and kiss the side of her cheek.
"Goodnight, Son," she replies with a smile and lightly pats my back. I wait for her to enter her room before I continue my short trip down the hall. I stop in front of Alice's room.
"Alice is withdrawn," my mother's words resound in my head. I grab the handle and push the door open. The lights don't come on because the room lights aren't on auto. However, I can make out my princess's body in the center of her bed. I walk into the room until I'm standing beside her. She is curled in a fetal position. She is the most beautiful child in the world. I drop my case and jacket on the floor before adjusting the covers over her body, but the movement causes Alice to open her eyes.
"Oh," I whisper.
"Daddy," she says.
"Yes, it's me, Princess. I know it's late, but I came to give you a goodnight kiss." The air is knocked out of me when I see her face light up with a smile. This is the way I always want to see my little princess.
"Go to sleep," I whisper as I lean over and kiss her forehead. By the time I raise myself, she is fast asleep. This causes me to smile. Once I get the chance to speak with her, I'm sure whatever she is going through will be a thing of the past.
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