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Lisa Swann

A Billionaire's Charms

Parts 4-6


1. Blackout
The blackout doesn't last long. I come back to my senses. At least, I hear what's happening, but I feel like I’m stuck in a world where everything is smothered and blurry. I hear Saskia's and Dayton’s voices, my name pronounced worriedly, panicked whispering, then I feel someone lifting my head up gently. Someone takes my hands and rubs them. They’re frozen, as if they've been stuck in ice. I recognize Dayton’s firm grip and, even though my breathing refuses to calm down, I feel more relieved in his arms.
“Anna, Anna, please,” he whispers in my ear. “Listen to my breathing and hang onto it. Breathe with me.”
He makes a big deal of breathing noisily. From where I am, in this sort of blurred out world, I want to laugh, to tell him to quit messing around. I’m fine where I am. I don't really know what I'm doing here, but it’s seems like a good spot.
“I get the impression she’s really out of it,” Saskia says, and I can tell she's baffled.
There’s activity around me. They move me so I can lie down on the couch. I hear footsteps then a meow that is more like a whine.
“Hey, you, not exactly a good time to be underfoot!” Saskia exclaims.
The door slams. I can’t feel Dayton near me anymore. However, I can clearly sense purring nearby and fur tickling my face. Finding it actually pretty comforting, I don't move a muscle.
“Jesus that cat is stubborn! He’s so fat, he'll suffocate her!"
Saskia bitches. Another whine from Churchill. Then I hear my friend put things back where they were near me on the coffee table. Silence... as if she were looking at something, then, “Oh shit!”
The apartment door opens and I hear approaching footsteps. Then Dayton’s voice:
“I moved my car closer. It’s parked in front of the building.”
I feel him lean over me.
“Sounds like she’s breathing better,” he says.
Then he adds:
“What? What’s wrong?”
“Look at this,” Saskia answers. “I think I know what got her in this shape. She was flipping through these when you were talking, right?”
A few seconds go by without a word, then Dayton swears under his breath, hovering over me.
“My god, this is terrible,” he whispers. “Anna, can you hear me?”
Yes, I hear you, but sorry, Dayton, I like it where I am…
My body is as heavy as lead, like a sarcophagus enclosing my mind. I can think but can’t move... or at least, I don’t want to. I can feel my hands, tense like claws, and my legs are still twitching. My breathing is more even now, but I want to sleep. I don’t want to wake up, but then I remember what happened just before I ended up like this. The memories are there, as clear as a movie projection right before my eyes: Dayton and me on the couch... we’re talking, I cry because I’m sorry, I’m mad at myself. I hid some things about myself, I didn’t talk about Jonathan, my ex-boyfriend. And I should've told Dayton everything, because ever since I arrived in New York, Jonathan hasn’t stopped harassing me with calls. He has refused to accept our break-up, and I’ve refused to talk to him.
Which is what led us to the catastrophic situation that got everyone embroiled in this mess: Jonathan tried to kill himself, Gauthier rushed to his rescue, and Saskia and I took off right in the middle of an art opening, leaving Dayton standing there like a lemon without the slightest explanation, only to spend the whole night worrying. Jonathan is apparently OK, but what about me?
Right... me... what about me? When I opened the envelope with my family’s birth certificates that my parents sent me so I could apply for a green card, I found out I had a brother. Although... can I really consider I ever had a brother since he died three years before I was born?
I don’t want to think about it…
“Anna, Anna? Can you hear me?” Dayton says again.
I can’t talk, Dayton. Help me…
I’m limp in his arms, like a drugged Sleeping Beauty.
“I’m taking her to the emergency room at the Brooklyn Hospital, Saskia,” Dayton says. “My car’s parked in front of the building. You just need to help me by holding the doors open.”
I feel myself lifted up in Dayton’s arms. Saskia keeps swearing, totally panicked. I hear a racket in the entryway, and realize she’s hollering at the cat, who must be scared too.
“Get out of the way, fatso!”
I laugh inside. I’m as light as a feather. It reminds me of when I was a kid and my dad would carry me asleep from the car to my bed when we came home late.
Dayton’s smell is up against my face. I get steady whiffs of the scent on his skin.
The stairs... street noises... then he sets me down in the car and fastens the seatbelt. My head is heavy. My whole body is numb.
“I’ll keep you posted, Saskia,” he says.
“I’ll call her parents,” my friend answers.
Yeah, great idea, tell them that their daughter has totally lost the plot…
***
I finally end up opening my eyes, the conversations around me starting to annoy me. The whole way there, during the wait and through the medical check-up, I managed to stay sheltered in the soft, cotton-wool world where I can forget everything, but I’ve been in a bed for a while now. Dayton hasn’t left my bedside. I’ve sensed him there the whole time. I think he may have just gone out to call Saskia.
The light flooding the room blinds me and I squint.
“Anna,” Dayton sighs near me, taking hold of my hand right away.
His features are drawn, his jaw clenched. His gaze darkened by worry. Still, the sight of him near me is so comforting.
“Are you OK? Does anything hurt? I’ll call the nurse, if you want.”
I shake my head every which way to answer his questions. Doing that wears me out.
Everything wears me out. Since I don’t say a word, Dayton gets up and hurries to the door to get the nurse.
Damn, things were just fine as they were!
I close my eyes again, struggling against the desire to keep them open just to enjoy seeing Dayton’s face and his being there. That's about the only thing I’ve wanted for the past few hours.
The nurse comes by and reassures Dayton. All my vital signs are normal. The woman talks to me and I force myself to nod my head, and even answer in a raspy voice. Anything just so she’ll leave me alone.
“I’m going to tell the doctor, who’ll come by when he’s finished his rounds,” the nurse says before going out.
Dayton comes back close, his warm hand on mine, which is still frozen and painful from being twisted during the ordeal…
What ordeal, by the way?
“What happened?” I manage to ask in a not exactly sexy voice.
Dayton leans over me and lays my head in the crook of his arm.
“Based on the symptoms I described to the doctor, you had a tetany seizure,” Dayton explains. “Do you know if there's a history of them in your family?”
I let out a little ironic snigger.
“How should I know?” I say rather unpleasantly, without meaning to. “I don’t really feel like I know my family anymore.”
I'm caught off-guard by my uncontrolled reaction, an aggressiveness that rises up as if to protect me from the situation. I knew my parents had met in the U.S., but they never told me anything about a brother…
There’s a sort of void in me that I don’t know how to fill. All of a sudden, I find out that I don’t really know my parents, and that hurts me despite myself. I know they love me, I don’t doubt it for a single second, and I guess they must have suffered from their child’s death, and that they kept that suffering quiet and hidden.
I get a hold of myself so I don’t shock Dayton.
“I’m sorry, Dayton,” I say. “I feel betrayed, really betrayed. The shadow of my brother must have loomed over me all these years, and I really feel it now. I can’t sympathize. I trusted my parents so much. And now, this hits me. They hid something important from me concerning our life. Not a word, nothing, to prepare me for what just hit me. I want them to understand that it hurts me, too.
He looks awkward. I can tell he’s hesitating to talk.
“It’s terrible, Anna, but it’s not something you can’t get over,” he says. “There’s got to be an explanation for all this. Saskia called your parents, and they’re jumping on the next plane to New York.”
I shake my head, squinting my eyes to hold back the tears that are welling up behind my eyelids.
“I don’t think I want to see them,” I manage to murmur.
Dayton holds me tighter.
“You’re going to have to, Anna. You can’t act as if it were nothing and go on not knowing the rest of your past. I get the impression it’s a bad habit you have, burying your head in the sand and hoping things will take care of themselves.”
I could take what he’s saying badly, but I know that he’s doing it for my own good, I sense it. And above all, he’s in a position to know that you have to learn to live with your past, whether you know it or you don’t.
Right then, the doctor comes into the room. I’m not hooked up to any machines. Other than my aching limbs, I feel like I’m functioning normally and that there’s no reason for me to be in the hospital.
It’s all in my head!
My blood pressure is normal and the quick check-up I get doesn’t reveal anything serious.
“You had a tetany seizure based on what Mr. Reeves described,” the doctor states, "then you went into a state of absence epilepsy, which is also called a 'petit mal' seizure. In short, it’s an intelligent way the brain has of cutting off all the circuits to let you stand back and think.”
“And is it likely to happen again?” I ask. “Am I going to be able to go home?”
The doctor gives Dayton an embarrassed glance, as if the two of them were sharing a secret.
Come on, I’m a big girl, I can take the whole truth! Well, almost…
“I talked to your parents,” the doctor explains. "There is a history in your family; which allowed us to pinpoint the diagnosis."
I close my eyes again, as if I didn’t want to know.
“I’ve been told that your parents are on their way and that your father’s a doctor. He’ll know how to explain it all to you,” the doctor goes on. “I see no contraindication of you being released. We’re just going to run a few additional tests before you go, including a brain scan to make sure there aren’t any cerebral lesions. And yes, it could happen again if you are put under major stress. So take it easy.”
I nod my head without saying a word. As soon as the doctor leaves the room, Dayton takes me in his arms, and then, leaning against the man I love, even though I don’t feel like I’m totally the same any more, I shed a few tears of exhaustion.
“I’m taking you back to the New World just after the scan. I’m going to take care of you,” Dayton whispers.
***
We don’t get back to the New World until early evening. Dayton has been disturbed constantly by calls from work, and even though Jeff Coolidge is running the show at DayCool, he doesn’t make any major decisions without checking with Dayton.
Dayton sits me down on the couch in the living room and wraps me up in a blanket in which, very soon, I start suffocating. He's literally smothering me with attention.
I haven’t talked a lot since I agreed to return to reality... reluctantly. Dayton has respected my silence and lavished a worried lover’s acts of affection on me.
To think that this morning I was convinced I had lost him because of my half-truths about Jonathan…
I watch him move about in the big living room on the fourth floor of the New World. He’s in the kitchen, getting a tray ready for me, with his phone screwed to his ear, in the middle of a business call. The tone of his voice is out of sync with his wrinkled, casual clothes. He must not have slept much last night, but he looks simply... gorgeous. I watch him, and my brain forgets all the rest.
When he comes back, he looks worried.
“Trouble at DayCool? You want to talk about it?” I ask, with the firm intention of not being the kind of person who gets waited on hand and foot but doesn’t pay attention to anyone else.
“Not really trouble,” he answers. “The NSA contacted Jeff. They’d like DayCool to take on consulting jobs for them. From an ethical point of view, that bothers me.”
I raise my eyebrows to let him know I need him to be a little clearer. Just because I interviewed Jeff doesn’t mean I understand everything.
“Protecting is one thing,” he goes on, “but informing the State about American citizens, or other countries for that matter, that’s not exactly my view of our profession. The NSA can get by without our services, I think, even if, from a certain point of view, their interest in us is rather flattering. Most likely, they must feel like the power we have is disconcerting."
That’s my man: competent, efficient, confident... and which nothing can knock off balance.
I give a sigh almost of relief. In a sense, it’s also hugely flattering that this guy is interested in me.
Tha'ts when Summer barges in with a carton of ice cream and sets her butt down on the edge of the coffee table.
“Want some?” she asks, re-opening the already-opened carton. “Sorry, I already helped myself to a little,” she adds with a childish smile.
That’s what Summer’s like. She won’t ask me how I’m doing, she won’t say she’s worried about my health, she’ll just offer me her favorite ice cream as a gift. Today, I appreciate how she spares words and showy feelings – and the fact that the atmosphere has calmed down between us. I make myself swallow a spoonful of ice cream to make her happy, but I’m sick of it in no time.
Saskia saves me by showing up next. She gets off the elevator with eyes as big as marbles and her head turning in every direction so fast you’d think it would fly off her neck.
“Well, well, this is serious stuff!” She exclaims. “We could fit our whole Brooklyn building in here.”
She’s holding the cat carrier containing an offended Churchill, who is so puffed up with indignation it’s hard to say where his head is. When she opens the little door, my cat rolls to the couch to take refuge against me.
“I prefer seeing him here than hearing him in the apartment,” Saskia declares as she holds a hand out to Summer. "Hello, I’m Saskia, and you’re Summer. I like your funky look!"
She is sincere and Summer senses it. I can tell by her happy face as she looks at Saskia's just as funky, but totally different... more feminine… look. I think the two of them are going to get along well.
“So?” Dayton asks, intending his question for Saskia, as if they had been having a silent conversation for hours.
Saskia turns towards me.
“Your parents are on the plane, Anna,” she tells me, studying me in search of the slightest reaction. "They’re landing tonight."
“Give me the flight arrival time, Saskia,” Dayton says. “I’ll ask the driver to go pick them up.”
I don’t budge. They seem to be handling everything. I assume it’s for my own good. I hold Churchill tight and the tomcat whines.
“You’ve taken care of everything apparently,” I say, having a hard time hiding a hint of irony. “In fact, I’m here so that my parents can stay at our apartment in Brooklyn, is that it?”
Dayton gives me a sad look.
“No, Anna,” he says coldly. “I offered to put them up at a hotel, but they refused. You're here because I wanted to be with you and I thought that it would be good for you.”
“Oh. Sorry,” I answer in a whisper.
I’m such an ass! Now is definitely not the time to be playing those games with Dayton, considering he’s the one dealing with my idiotic behavior and my life, which right now bears a remarkable resemblance to a bad soap opera…
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