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Chapter 9

Now Grandma had passed away peacefully in old age, and her only daughter had become useless in her eyes.

And even after clawing her way into the title of Mrs. Sterling, my mother still hadn’t ended up living all that well.

I couldn’t help it. I laughed.

I laughed at how all her scheming these past years had amounted to nothing.

“You’re not any more capable than I am,” I said, looking her in the eye. “You became Mrs. Sterling, and you still can’t even freely spend this little bit of money.”

After leaving the Sterling estate, I immediately sold off the jewelry my mother had given me.

With the money in hand, I kept wavering between two choices: endure the agony of treatment, or use it to actually live for once.

I’d made it this far without having many good days at all.

Right as I was thinking that, my phone screen lit up beside me.

Chloe, don’t forget about the reunion tomorrow night.

The idea of going to a class reunion made me uneasy to begin with.

But the moment I walked in and spotted Ethan Sterling on the sofa in the corner, the awkwardness was swallowed whole by shock.

He wasn’t even in our class.

The Class President waved me over with easy enthusiasm. “Chloe, come sit down. If I hadn’t run into you at the hospital, who knows when we would’ve seen you again?”

Adults exchanged





















Chapter 11

I let go and explained the pros and cons as calmly as I could.

“If you go out there and tell them to stop, odds are they’ll take their anger out on you instead. And since I’m here with you, I’ll probably get dragged into it too.”

He blinked, then crouched in front of me and picked up the test booklet resting on my knees.

“Three Years of SAT Prep,” he read, then looked up at me with raised brows. “You little nerd. Doing practice questions in a place like this? What, are you trying to be quirky?”

I looked at him without expression. “I don’t have anywhere to go. So this is where I am.”

He choked on whatever he’d been about to say.

Good. I’d managed to trigger his sympathy.

He looked away awkwardly. “Sorry. Uh... I mean, I’ve got more rooms than I know what to do with. Want me to give you one?”

That was my first impression of Ethan Sterling:

a rich idiot.

And that night, I really did go with him.

Only because I’d seen him before. He went to my school. Otherwise, I never would have followed so easily.

At home, every second I stayed there, I was afraid my mother would suddenly appear, lose her temper, and punish me.

I needed one good night’s sleep.

Even if the price would be an even worse punishment the next day.

That was how Ethan and I got to know each other.

He looked like the kind of person no one in their right mind would mess with, but he was kind.

When we ran into each other again at school, I was genuinely surprised.

After that, breakfast started appearing for me. Then lunch. Then dinner.

Eventually he got too lazy to keep delivering food himself, so he just handed me his student meal card.

“If the balance runs out, come find me.”

The people around us immediately started making noise.

“Whoa. Ethan Sterling’s changed his ways. What is this, you’re chasing a girl now?”

He kicked at them without any mercy. “What crap are you talking about? I just think Chloe—”

He stopped himself before finishing the sentence.

He’d left me my dignity.

I was shocked. There were still boys like that in the world—boys who knew where the line was.

And then, the day he found out I’d lied to him, he cornered me in front of our classmates.

His jaw was tight. “Chloe Bennett, you really thought you could lie to me?”

Naturally, everyone nearby assumed it was some kind of messy love story.

Since it had been my fault, I cleared my throat lightly. “Sorry. That was on me.”

“Why?” he asked coldly, staring at me. “What was the point?”

For a second, I drifted.

What was the point?

That night, all I’d wanted was one decent night of sleep.

But no one would believe that. Tell any guy you just wanted to sleep well, and he’d probably twist it into something filthy.

Ethan kept pressing, like he wouldn’t let this go unless I gave him an answer.

Fine.

I should just tell him the truth.
Chapter 12

With his temper, if I didn’t clear this up now, he’d probably still be throwing bitter little jabs at me even after I was dead.

When the reunion finally broke up, I stopped him before he could leave.

“Can we talk?”

Ethan Sterling looked at me without expression. After a beat, he gave a quiet, unwilling hum.

The others took the hint and slipped away fast, leaving the two of us alone in a silence so awkward it seemed to press against the walls.

I drew in a breath. “Back then, when I left the country, my mother forced me to go. If I didn’t, she would’ve cut off Grandma’s medication…”

Ethan’s brows snapped together at once, and when he spoke, his tone was anything but gentle.

“Seriously? That’s the excuse you came up with?” he said with a cold laugh. “You needed to be forced to go abroad? Wasn’t that what you always wanted? To get out of here and go as far away as possible?”

“I…”

I wanted to explain that I hadn’t even finished college overseas. I hadn’t had the money for tuition. I’d been suspended and forced to drop out in my sophomore year.

But Ethan was already stepping closer, backing me toward the wall one step at a time.

“And even if she really did threaten you like that—what, Chloe? Am I useless?” His voice sharpened. “You couldn’t ask me for help?”

I looked at him steadily. “In that situation, do you really think it would’ve been appropriate for you to help me? As my stepbrother—or as my boyfriend?”

He froze.

“And besides, back then, you refused to talk to me. I couldn’t find you, Ethan.”

I bit my lip. “I really couldn’t hold out any longer.”

He gave a short nod, his voice full of restrained self-mockery. “You couldn’t hold out any longer. Right. Chloe, the truth is, you never really treated me like your boyfriend.”

He pulled out a cigarette and put it between his lips, but didn’t light it.

“I thought I hated you,” he said. “For helping your mother. For lying to me that badly.”

He paused.

“But after you left, I kept thinking about it.”

His gaze dropped somewhere past me, as if he were looking at the past instead.

“Before we got together, you could barely afford to eat or stay warm…”

His voice caught suddenly, then steadied again.

“You left too fast.”

“I was angry at you. Angry that you lied to me. Angry that you looked right at them and said we were nothing more than classmates.”

His jaw tightened.

“But after the anger faded, I started wondering… you’d had such a hard life. Whether being with me, or them getting married—maybe all you ever wanted was a chance at a better life.”

I hadn’t really looked at Ethan in a long time.

He seemed the same as ever, and yet not the same at all.

When I saw the red gathering at the corners of his eyes, it felt like a hand had closed around my heart and squeezed.
Chapter 14

“I told you I’d make you pay. Chloe, I’m going to ruin you. I’ll make sure Ethan is disgusted by you. Sickened by you.”

The line went dead.

I knew exactly what she was going to do.

Honestly, maybe it was because I was already dying, but those photos didn’t feel like they could hurt me that much anymore.

But if Ethan saw them...

That thought sat in my chest all day like a stone.

And then, the moment the pictures hit the internet, the waiting finally ended. The dread settled into something cold and final.

Victoria had announced my crimes to the world.

That I’d seduced my stepbrother while I was still underage. That after going abroad, I spent my days fooling around with random men on the streets. That maybe—who knew?—I’d even been using drugs.

My phone started ringing like a death knell.

Some calls were from Ethan. Some were from my mother. The rest were numbers I didn’t recognize—probably strangers eager to join in, eager to get their turn at me.

My hand trembled so slightly I might have missed it if I hadn’t been staring at it.

I didn’t dare answer any of them.

In the end, I just turned the phone off.

The photos were taken down quickly, but not before plenty of people had seen them.

The other patient in my room and her family had already been trading gossip. Once they recognized the face in those pictures, every look they turned on me was full of contempt.

“No wonder she came here alone for treatment. She’s somebody’s mistress.”

“With a private life like that, who knows how she got sick.”

“Forget it. This is karma.”

...

The moment Ethan Sterling saw the photos, it was like someone had hit pause on his entire world.

His fingers shook on the mouse. A hard pulse hammered at his temples.

He wasn’t stupid. If Chloe had really gone abroad to live it up, then how the hell could she have ended up sleeping on the street?

None of it made sense. None of it fit.

Forcing himself to stay upright, to think, he ordered Sterling Group’s PR department to get the post taken down at once. Then he had someone dig into everything Chloe had gone through overseas.

She still wasn’t answering his calls.

He felt like he was going out of his mind.

And when the full report finally landed in front of him, he broke.

He would rather have found out that she really had taken the money and gone abroad to enjoy herself.

Then why hadn’t she finished college?

Why had she been working at a Chinese restaurant, getting pushed around and isolated?

Why had she been digging food out of trash cans?

One of the photos showed her bundled in an outdoor jacket, curled against a wall in a dark corner, asleep. He recognized that jacket instantly.

It was the same one she’d been wearing when she came back.
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