
Chapter 6

	Kevin wasn't too badly hurt; he just needed proper rest. After coming out of surgery he stayed asleep the whole time.

	A kind nurse treated the wounds on my feet and sincerely advised me to lie down and rest too.

	I declined with a smile, and only made my painful way up the stairs to push open the door of another hospital room.

	The caretaker leaning by the bed in a daze gave a start and said, "Miss White, you're here?"

	I smiled and waved her off. "Rita, let me sit a while. Go take a stroll, would you?"

	Rita nodded, gave me a look, and walked out.

	I pulled over a little chair and sat by the bed, studying the person lying there — looking just as she had the night I'd carried her, barefoot, running through the rain.

	I squeezed her hand and whispered, "Mom, I've gotten stronger. I can carry a whole person on my back now."

	I laid her hand against my cheek and said, smiling, "Mom, wake up. Let me show you."

	The person in the hospital bed kept her eyes closed, but her kind face seemed almost to be smiling.

	This was the fourth year my mother had lain asleep in this bed. I still believed that one day she'd wake and say to me, "Come eat."

	Warm sunlight poured in through the window. I held her palm and stroked it gently, over and over.

	Then I leaned beside her and slept a short while.

	My dream was colorful — my fantasy of a childhood.

	"Lainey White! If you don't get up I swear you're dead, I'm telling you."

	I shuffled out of my room, swaying my head, and said to the woman in the apron, "Mom, keep being this fierce and you really will turn into an old hag."

	She got angrier. "If I turn into an old hag it'll all be because you drove me to it."

	I took a discontented bite of my fried dough stick, grumbling inwardly that no, that's not it — everyone gets old! It's a law of nature.

	"Lainey White! Cut the nonsense, eat up and get to school!"

	I didn't dare keep daydreaming. I bit open the soy-milk pouch, clamped it in my mouth, slung on my backpack, and went swaying off to school.

	"Mom! I'm off."

	"Study hard."

	"I know."

	I lived that life for many years. Noisy, warm days... days with Mom by my side.

	I lived them for many, many years.

	Until...

	One day people stormed into our home, carried off everything, and smashed whatever was left to pieces in one breath.

	"What are you doing?!"

	The one in charge waved a hand, walked over, took out a photo, and asked, "Recognize this person?"

	I murmured, "Dad?"

	He put the photo away and said coldly, "Mr. White owes a debt at our casino — two million two hundred thirty-two thousand total. Now he's vanished. Every debt has its debtor; we've come to collect this money from you."

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


Chapter 8

	I took the file from Yvonne's hand and slowly opened it.

	Inside was my life — my thin, complicated, simple twenty-six years, all in this one document.

	"Hayden thinks you really like him, so he wants to do the noble thing and be with me. I think he's childish — or rather... self-important."

	Yvonne took a sip of tea before continuing. "He kicked up such a fuss back home that both families pushed me to give him a chance. I couldn't fend them off, so I investigated you first."

	"Your mother has lain in that bed too long. You need money, so you agreed to every demand of Hayden's — stayed by his side, on call anytime. Hayden thought this was love." Yvonne's voice was calm, but I sharply caught the mockery in it.

	"He doesn't even know why you stayed by his side. So laughable I'm at a loss for words."

	I gripped the file tight, nowhere to hide under the bright lights.

	Amid the rising steam, I felt as if I'd plunged into an ice pit.

	"I won't be with him," I said, and then felt the words ring hollow. I really did need money. As long as my mother didn't wake, I would need money. A constant, ceaseless need for money.

	Yvonne curled her lips. "I have no interest in that. Trusting a man's affections was the most wrong decision I ever made."

	She pointed at the file. "I'm rather more interested in someone who graduated top of her class from business school."

	"I've only just come home and I badly need an assistant. My younger brother is short on ability and long on ambition; my older brother has enough ability but isn't my full sibling."

	She shrugged, looking at me. "The old fogeys in my family don't quite understand. What I need isn't a lover with unwavering devotion to me. What I need more is a... right hand who can help me seize everything."

	"Lainey White, will you come help me?"

	It was as if a thread of life had been chiseled out of an icy wasteland. My body began to warm, and with it came a tingling, numbing sensation.

	I returned to the world of the living.

	"I... haven't worked in three years."

	I heard my own voice, trembling with eagerness.

	"What's there to fear? Worst case, you make it up over three years."

	Yvonne leaned back and tapped the file with a finger. "I think very highly of you."

	"Hounded by debt collectors, a sick mother, crushing debt and medical bills — working five jobs at once at the worst of it. You're remarkable."

	Hard as I fought to control it — after my mother fell ill, it had been a long, long time since anyone said something like this to me.

	I was excellent, I was remarkable, I'd worked so hard... fighting against life itself.

	It had been so long since I'd heard it.

	"It feels strange, hearing this from your mouth," I told Yvonne honestly. I was so grateful to her.

	Maybe the room was just too warm; the tears at the corners of my eyes fell mixed with sweat.

	"If you're willing, that earlier money can count as part of the salary I'm paying you. Come to my company to work tomorrow."

	She said that million and a half would no longer be the price of selling my body and my precious time. It could become part of a vision for my future life.

	I pressed my lips together, feeling some part of me wake from that dark night, finally lift its head and shout aloud: the light is here.

	The day has come.

	I said softly, "I... I'll do well."

	Yvonne smiled, like the most dazzling sunlight at noon. "Of course. Do poorly and I'll docking your pay."

	In that moment, I reclaimed my own life.

	As we parted, Yvonne thought for a moment and decided to tell me one more thing. "There's something I should mention to you."

	I turned my head to look at her. She considered, then said, "Kevin knows all this too."

	I froze where I stood. She went on, "That caretaker by your mother's side — he's the one who arranged her."

	With that she patted my shoulder, turned, and left.

	I gripped the bag in my hand and said nothing more.

	Fate had given me so little to choose from. I had nothing left to lose. I could only grab onto what I could grab.

	


Chapter 9

	The next day I joined Yvonne's company at her side.

	The work was grueling; a three-year gap isn't something you close in a moment. I worked overtime daily; whatever I didn't understand always cost more time to ask about, to learn, to make up.

	After work I always made time to go to the hospital and talk with my mother.

	"I took on my first project. President White trusts me a lot. She says we're the same family by surname; I say we're not related in the slightest."

	My mother was a good listener. She never interrupted, never replied.

	"I'm pretty happy, actually — to be able to start working again."

	"Mom, I'll do well. I'll earn lots and lots of money for you. Get better soon, and we'll live the good life."

	The moon hung bright and quiet in the sky.

	"Miss White?" When Rita pushed the door open, I'd already gotten ready to leave.

	"Thank you for your hard work, Rita."

	Her gaze dropped lower. "Are your feet better?"

	"Thank you for the shoes you gave me. Much better."

	Last time I'd come in such a rush; on my way out, Rita had handed me an extra pair of shoes.

	I passed something to her. "Please tell... young Master Monroe thank you for me too."

	Rita paused before taking the thing from my hand, and said all right.

	I hadn't seen Kevin in a while, but then young Master Monroe liked to roam around anyway, so I didn't see much of him to begin with.

	So when I saw Kevin walk in while I was out at a function with Yvonne, I was a little startled.

	In just over a month, he seemed to have lost a frightening amount of weight.

	"Young Master Monroe, won't you have a drink?"

	Kevin walked in under that dazzling red hair of his, got muddledly plied with a round of drinks, and by the time he left was swaying badly. Yvonne gave me a slight nod, so I stepped out and propped him up. "Young Master Monroe, let me take you home."

	The night wind was cool. I held him up as we stood by the door waiting for the driver service.

	Maybe the wind sobered him a little; he swayed his head and looked at me. "Lainey White?"

	I sighed and asked, "Can you stand on your own?"

	He was still drunk, but at my words he nodded obediently and said he could.

	I loosened my hold and let him stand on his own. We stood a step apart in silence.

	"Do your feet still hurt?" After a while, Kevin spoke.

	"They're okay."

	"Are your wounds all healed?"

	"Mm."

	"Lainey White, I like you."

	I tilted my head up to look at the stars and thought, Kevin's always so badly timed.

	"Oh. Thank you."

	He hung his head like a frost-bitten eggplant. "You don't like me."

	I thought the night sky wasn't bright enough, so I just told him, "Rita is very responsible, very professional. With her there I have a lot less to worry about. Thank you."

	That part was sincere.

	Maybe he was tired of standing; he bent and sat on the steps, stretched his long legs out lazily, looked up at me and said, "I've seen you before."

	The night breeze was gentle, brushing past the ends of his hair, as if one step forward and I could hold his very soul.

	I swallowed the line about how we actually saw each other often, and waited, inexplicably, for this head-and-tailless sentence of his.

	"Two years ago, someone in my family got sick, so I went to a hospital. I saw you there."

	"You were standing outside a door, smoking."

	I thought, oh — so even somewhere I couldn't see, my flawless persona had cracked.

	"I thought, how can someone smoke so beautifully? The sun spilled all over you, but couldn't reach your face."

	I stayed silent, even rubbed my fingers together, wanting a cigarette right then.

	"I told Hayden, and he said you were probably sick — but that hospital's most famous for convalescent care, so I looked into it myself."

	"Lainey, heart turned toward the light while the body sits in darkness — so that's what it means."

	"Does anyone still call you with debt-collection threats now?"

	I shook my head. "My father died last year. I went to claim his body — I'll call that filial duty done."

	"The debt's mostly paid off; no one calls me to collect anymore. All my money goes to my mother's care. I hope she wakes up."

	Even though the doctor said the odds were slim, I still had to try.

	Kevin lowered his head again and asked me softly, "Do you feel a little lighter now?"

	"Mm. A lot lighter."

	I didn't have to be anyone's shadow, didn't have to attend every event I didn't want to, didn't have to endure anyone's cold mockery, didn't have to... worry about money.

	It was as if I'd gone back to living a life where effort alone gave me a direction.

	"That's good." Kevin stood up. "Lainey, I like you very much, because I've seen you."

	"Seen the real you."

	"I want to pursue you. Give me a chance."

	"Even if it's only for the debt collectors I cleared away for you."

	"Though it was just some interest."

	The dim starlight suddenly turned dazzling in that moment. I thought, Kevin always tosses me lines I can't refuse.

	Like just saying he likes me, just saying he wants to pursue me.

	He stood there, open and unashamed, and said to me: hey, I've seen you, seen the fragile, lost, helpless you — give it a try with me.

	And me? Could I really pack my feelings away and pretend not to see them and just keep going like this?

	The man before me had paid off my debts, hired a caretaker, defended my dignity everywhere I couldn't see.

	But Lainey White, are you worthy of him?

	So I still said, "You've had too much to drink, Kevin."

	

OEBPS/cover.jpeg
She signed
the wrong life.
Now she’s
cashing in on
her own.

/
/
/
/
-
Ure ‘ ».

—

=
9 A BILLIONAIRE ROM-COM v =
FULL OF SES
9 LIES, LOVE, AND GREAT HAIR DAYS ¥ ?

SLOANE CARVE RM*






OEBPS/nav.xhtml

    
  
    		Chapter 1


    		Chapter 2


    		Chapter 3


    		Chapter 4


    		Chapter 5


    		Chapter 6


    		Chapter 7


    		Chapter 8


    		Chapter 9


    		Chapter 10


    		Chapter 11


  





