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NEXT BOOK

KAIDA'S DRAMAS:

For my drama lovers who adore stories that can be summed up as: “I told you the truth, but you refused to listen. Now live with the consequences of your decision.”
“Time does not erase lies; it only buries them so the soul can uncover them again in the next life.”
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Beijing, 2005

The rain does not fall. It slashes.

Millions of crystal needles explode against the windshield with almost personal hatred, as though the sky itself wants to erase our trail from the asphalt of Beijing. Inside the black Mercedes, the world narrows to the hiss of the windshield wipers, the strains of Strauss waltzing from the cassette player — music that has always reminded him of her — and a silence saturated with toxic electricity stretching between the two seats.

I stare at the ring while my fingers clutch the edge of the leather seat. It is a white gold band with a single small diamond. “Simple and elegant,” my mother said on my wedding day. Now I feel only its cold weight; it is a tourniquet cutting into the flesh of my ring finger. Five years wearing this band, marking the rhythm of a gilded prison. From the passenger seat, I watch his hand — the one wearing the twin ring to mine — gripping the steering wheel so tightly his knuckles have turned white.

“Are you not even going to ask why we’re going to this dinner?” His voice slices through the waltz like a poorly sharpened knife. He does not look at me. His hostility is aimed straight ahead.

I keep my eyes on the road, on the white lines disappearing beneath the car like threads unraveling from an endless spool.

“It’s the monthly dinner with your parents, Nan Gong,” I reply. My voice sounds foreign to me, flat as stagnant water. “There’s no need to ask. It’s always the same.”

A flash of lightning illuminates his profile in bluish white. His jaw is clenched, that muscle twitching in his cheek whenever rage overwhelms him. I know him far too well.

“No,” he spits. The word is a projectile. “Not this time. Not tonight.”

The car accelerates violently. The engine roars, transmitting his fury directly into my spine. My heart slams against my ribs.

“Tonight,” he continues, each word falling like a hammer blow, “I had to say goodbye to the woman I’ve loved my entire life.”

Hearing him confirm what I have always known — that our marriage was nothing more than an arrangement to him, that there had never been love — shatters something inside me. And yet I continue behaving as I should, because there is no turning back anymore. This is the life I chose to have. Even if he never loved me, I loved him, and I believed that would be enough to build a happy marriage.

I deceived myself. I never found love. Only coldness and contempt.

“I know,” I whisper so softly that even I can barely hear it.

“You know nothing!” he roars, slamming his palm against the wheel. The car swerves for a second, the tires screeching over the broken white line. I tense, digging my fingers deeper into the leather seat. “You have no idea what it feels like to watch the woman you love promise eternal happiness to another man. To a nobody. While you sit here in her place, wearing the ring that should have been hers!”

The pain is not sharp. It is old and worn down, like a wound reopening every morning until it becomes a heaviness lodged inside the bones. I inhale deeply while the smell of rain and wet earth filters through the vents.

“You agreed to this marriage, Nan Gong,” I say, my voice trembling. “Remember that you always had the choice to refuse. But you didn’t, because the money from my dowry was what launched your business, and my family’s connections were what fed your ambition.”

“Your connections?” His laugh is a dry bark. “I never needed your help to succeed! While you were cleaning the house, Mi Lù was the one pulling strings for me in every deal. Thanks to her — and only her — I became who I am.”

I have always suspected Mi Lù claimed credit that was never hers, because I was never cruel enough to expose him. But hearing him say aloud that all my effort belonged to her — the woman he has been sleeping with since our wedding night — makes my blood burn.

“She’s lied to you all this time...” I begin, before my breath falters. “She never helped you with anything. How could a supermarket cashier possibly have those kinds of connections? She stole credit that was never hers so you would keep her by your side, buying her jewelry, handbags, and a luxurious life she never dreamed of having. Now she’s older, just like us, and her parents are forcing her into marriage because they’ve heard she’s the mistress of some wealthy man.”

“She’s the only person who’s ever helped me!” he bellows. He accelerates again. The road is now a black, slippery ribbon beneath us. “While you ironed shirts and scrubbed dishes, Mi Lù was meeting businessmen who decided to invest in my products.”

“You should have married her instead of me,” I tell him once again.

I no longer know how many times we have had this argument, nor how many times I have begged him to sign the divorce papers. He never has, because he knows that if we divorce, half of everything he owns belongs to me. But it truly is mine. I am the one who helped him from the moment we married. Every contract he sent out, every proposal, every initiative, was reviewed by me before he ever made it public. His secretary is silent proof of that. And what have I received in return? A cheating husband. A living hell. Effort without reward. If I could go back in time, I would never repeat the mistakes I made in this life.

“I hate you,” Gong whispers. “I hate everything that comes from you.”

And then it happens.

A blinding pair of headlights appears around the curve, invading our lane. It is a massive truck, sliding like a steel whale across the asphalt. Everything slows down. I see his eyes turning toward me. There is no hatred left in them now. Only pure, crystalline, absolute relief.

“Till death do us part.”

The impact is not a sound. It is the end of the world.

I feel the wet, brutal thunder of a giant hand crushing a tin can against the ground. The shriek of torn metal sounds like the scream of a prehistoric beast. My body becomes a projectile, and the seatbelt bites into my chest with the fury of a serpent. The world spins once, twice. One of Nan Gong’s keys flies through the air in slow motion before embedding itself in the back upholstery.

The final blow comes against the guardrail. A dry crack reverberating through every bone in my body.

Then silence.

A silence filled with tiny sounds: the ticking of a loose wire, the dripping of liquid I cannot tell whether it is gasoline or my own blood, and the swish-clank of the windshield wipers still sweeping rain away from a windshield shattered into a spiderweb.

The pain arrives like a black tide. A sharp flash in my side, liquid fire in my abdomen, and a dull buzzing deep inside my skull. Something warm trickles down my neck. I swallow, and the taste is metallic. Copper and fear.

I turn my head toward him.

Nan Gong is slumped over the deformed steering wheel. Blood paints half his face an obscene red. His breathing comes in a horrifying whistle. An ancient, stupid instinct moves my arm. My hand drags weakly across the space between the seats, searching blindly for the wool of his coat. It is not love. It is the human need not to face the void alone.

My fingertips brush his sleeve.

He reacts as though I burned him with acid. A guttural growl tears from his throat and, with a violent movement filled with disgust, he jerks his arm away from my touch. The motion shakes his injured body and a cry of pain escapes him, but the message is clear: don’t touch me. Not even in death.

The physical rejection leaves me hollow.

He lifts his head. Blood runs into one eye, but the other stares directly at me. There is no fear in it. Only that familiar contempt, now distilled into its deadliest form. His bloodstained lips part.

“If there is a next life,” he spits, “I will never marry you.”

The air leaves my lungs.

It is the final confirmation. The last remains of some foolish hope dissolve inside me. I realize I never truly existed for him.

Memories explode inside my mind.

I see Chinese New Year, 1993.

His parents’ living room, the smell of incense and frying oil thick in the air. I serve tea with trembling hands, and a single amber drop spills onto Nan Gong’s white silk suit. The silence becomes sepulchral.

“Clean it,” he ordered in a voice so low only I could hear it. “And afterward... perhaps it’s better if you stay in the kitchen. At least there, you can’t ruin anything.”

I remember the shame burning across my cheeks while he erased me from his sight.

My mother’s funeral. Alone, with my father and Nan Gong’s parents, who — as always — defended their son even in a moment as cruel as this.

The image shifts. Last year’s celebration for the opening of his company headquarters. I am wearing a jade-green dress he despised at first glance. I had spent three sleepless nights reviewing electrical blueprints, detecting a load-bearing error that would have cost millions. I never told him; it was not my place.

That night, surrounded by investors, he draped an arm over my shoulders purely for appearances. I smiled, feeling a flicker of hope. Then he leaned toward a sharp-eyed old man and said:

“Oh, don’t concern yourselves with technical matters. That’s what my engineers are for. This here is Li Jing. My wife. She’s wonderful... she makes sure the curtains match the carpets. A true gift.”

The men’s laughter became a chorus of complicity. I kept smiling behind a plaster mask while, inside me, something shattered forever.

That sound is what echoes in my ears now.

I cry for the woman I became. For the clever girl, the observant one, the woman who studied blueprints in the shadows. I cry for the monumental loss of myself beneath layers of silk.

I have been dying for years.

Every slight at breakfast, every sleepless night waiting for the sound of his car engine, every “yes, Nan Gong” that smothered my intelligence. They have been small, everyday deaths. This one — of twisted metal and blood — is only the last.

The headlights fade out. In the intermittent dimness of the lightning, a decision hardens inside my chest.

“If there is another life, Nan Gong...” My voice is not a whisper. It is a clear declaration. I search for his eyes in the darkness and find them: two points of resentment. “I promise you... I will never marry you.”

The heaviness spreads through me. It is no longer pain, but a primordial exhaustion. I can no longer feel the cold rain, and Nan Gong’s ragged breathing drifts farther away. A vast, absolute relief washes over me.

The relief of a stone that, after rolling uphill for an eternity, can finally let go.

And fall... until not even its echo remains.
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Shanghái, 1995

Silence is not empty; it has a density that crushes me against the sheets. I open my eyes, and the light wounds me with a pale glow filtering through cream-colored silk curtains I do not recognize—or perhaps ones I spent an entire lifetime trying to forget. There is no smell of gasoline, twisted metal, or rain slashing against the asphalt. Instead, the air carries the scent of jasmine and polished wood, a domestic fragrance that feels impossible after the ending I have just lived through.

I try to sit up, but my body responds with a strange slowness, as though every muscle is relearning how to obey. My hands come into view. They are smooth. They bear none of the scars left by a decade of management, none of the traces of blood that, only moments ago, stained my fingers as I clawed at the shattered glass of that Mercedes. I search for the ring. I search for the white-gold band that used to press into my skin, but my ring finger is bare. The skin is smooth, young, untouched by the deep mark left by five years of a sham marriage.

I sit on the edge of the bed, and the touch of my feet against the wool carpet sends a shiver racing up my spine. I look around, and the impact strikes me with physical force—not like suspicion, but like a certainty imposing itself without permission. This is my room. Not the cold, minimalist suite I shared with Nan Gong in the financial district, but my bedroom in the family estate. The mahogany desk stacked with my economics books, the upright piano in the corner, the lacquered folding screen beside the dressing room, the calendar hanging on the wall—everything stands exactly where I remembered it in a memory I thought had long been buried.

I rise abruptly and walk toward the calendar. My fingers tremble as I lift the corner of the page. The number beneath is exposed, and I stare at it for several seconds, unable to process it immediately.

1995

My heartbeat accelerates with absurd violence. I step back, searching for something out of place, a flaw, a crack in the illusion. I cross the room, yank the door open, and peer into the hallway. The house breathes exactly as I remember it: the dark wooden floors, the blue vase filled with fresh peonies, the distant clatter of dishes in the dining room, the muffled voices of the servants. Everything is too coherent. Too solid to be a dying fantasy before death.

I close the door again. Leaning my back against it, I feel my hands begin to shake.

It cannot be real.

I return to the center of the room and slowly turn in place, trying to find logic where none exists. The piano. The desk. The wardrobe. The mirror. Everything belongs to the past. There is no trace of the life I just lost. No corporate files, no investment schedules, no watch his mother gifted me on our second anniversary as a reminder that I should behave like a proper wife. None of it exists here.

I approach the full-length mirror. The woman staring back at me is a ghost of youth. My skin glows with an elasticity I had forgotten; my eyes carry none of the chronic exhaustion of someone forced to carry the weight of other people’s mistakes. I touch my face, my cheeks, the neck I felt snapping beneath the force of the crash. There is no pain. Only an untouched vitality that feels almost insulting after I had accepted darkness as my final rest.

I close my eyes, and the memories of the accident return with brutal clarity. The lightning. The truck swerving into our lane. The scream of metal giving way. Nan Gong’s hand jerking away from mine in disgust. His voice declaring he would never truly marry me. The taste of copper on my tongue. The cold climbing slowly up my legs. The final peace that wrapped around me the moment I stopped resisting.

My eyes snap open, and I grip the edge of the vanity.

I am alive.

Not merely alive, but thrown backward in time, as if someone had rewound a film I had already watched to its bitter end. Death was not an ending, but a violent reversal. Ten years of my life have vanished, leaving behind only the bitter residue of memory inside a mind that does not belong to this twenty-three-year-old body. The high ceilings, the plaster moldings, the distant song of a bird in the garden... everything feels too real to be the fever dream before oblivion.

I walk toward the window and pull the curtains aside. Shanghai stretches beneath the early morning sun, a city not yet swallowed by glass skyscrapers, with low buildings and broad avenues where traffic still does not roar like an endless storm. A cyclist crosses the street. A vendor opens his stall. Life moves forward with the innocence of people who have no idea what is coming, and that ordinary normality confirms the impossible.

I press my fingers against the glass as understanding slowly settles inside me.

I have returned ten years into the past.

Ten years before the marriage. Ten years before the daily humiliation. Ten years before I became the shadow of a man who never truly saw me.

The realization arrives first with disbelief, then with a razor-sharp clarity that forces me to straighten my spine.

I can change everything.

I slowly step away from the window. My breathing quickens, but it is no longer fear. It is something brighter. More dangerous.

I walk back toward the mirror and study the young woman who has not yet been crushed beneath Nan Gong’s pride. In one week, I would accept the engagement. In one month, I would sign the contract. In one year, I would move into his house. In five, I would begin dying slowly. The calendar draws my gaze again, and the date confirms that future is no longer a sentence, but merely a memory that exists only inside me.

A soft laugh escapes my throat, at first disbelieving, then trembling.

It is not joy yet. It is the breaking of something that spent years tightening around my chest.

I brace both hands against the desk to steady myself as the truth finally settles in.

I am no longer trapped.

The path I hated is no longer inevitable. The marriage that destroyed me has not happened yet. The contempt that erased me has not even begun.

“God has given me another chance.”

The thought settles in my chest with the weight of a sacred responsibility. I do not know why I returned, nor what force decided to rewind my existence, but I will not waste a single second of it. If fate has brought me back to this point, then it is so I can gather the fragments of the woman I once was and build something no one will ever be able to destroy again.

In my previous life, I walked willingly toward the slaughterhouse with a gentle smile. I became the scaffolding holding up a man who despised me, the shadow managing his crises while he took the credit. I was the decorative vase he dusted off before business dinners. That version of me lived bent beneath obligation, convinced that patience was a virtue and sacrifice a duty.

Now I know how that road ends, and that certainty changes the way I breathe.

I look at myself again in the mirror. My hands tremble slightly, not from fear, but from electric anticipation. I know which markets will explode. I know which companies will collapse and which will become empires. I remember mergers, crises, failed investments, names that mean nothing yet but will dominate the economy within a few years. I possess ten years of advantage written into my memory with blood and betrayal.

The promise I made on the threshold of death now echoes with a different clarity.

I will never again become someone else’s shadow.

I will never again build an empire that does not bear my name.

Nan Gong believes success is his birthright. He has no idea that I was always the engine behind it all. Without my advice, without my ability to read between the lines, without my network of connections, he is nothing more than an ambitious man with an important surname.

A soft knock on the door pulls me from my thoughts.

The real world begins to reclaim me, forcing me back into this untouched morning that has not yet been contaminated by the future I know.

“Miss Jing? Your mother says it’s time for you to come downstairs for lunch,” the maid’s voice calls from the hallway.

I do not answer immediately. I keep staring at my bare hands.

In one week, I am supposed to place my hand in Nan Gong’s and accept a future of elegant servitude.

A cold calm spreads down my spine.

There is no trace left of the Li Jing who cried silently in the passenger seat. That woman died beneath the rain in Beijing. The one standing here now, in this bedroom drenched in morning light, has already seen the ending and returned to rewrite it.

“I’ll be down shortly,” I finally reply.

My voice sounds steady, strangely mature within this young throat.

I walk toward the desk and open an empty notebook. The first page waits for me, white and untouched, just like my new life. I pick up the fountain pen and tighten my grip.

I do not begin with grand plans yet.

I write only a single sentence, slowly, with the determination that sustained me in my final moments.

I will not marry Nan Gong.

I stare at the words for several seconds. I do not tremble. I do not hesitate. I feel no guilt. Carefully, I tear out the page, fold it, and place it inside the drawer. It is not a reminder. It is a decision made with the calm certainty of someone who has already survived her own ending.

Fate has returned the keys to my prison, and for the first time, I understand that I always had the choice not to step inside.

Today, with my memories intact and the future wide open before me, I choose to walk in the opposite direction.
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The smell of cold tobacco and old paper reaches me before I can even open my eyes. There is no trace of pain, no metallic taste of blood filling my mouth as it had only moments ago. Instead, the air carries a dry, stale scent that belongs to a memory I thought had been buried beneath the success of the last decade.

My fingers move across the surface of the desk.

Solid wood. Mahogany.

The texture is far too real to be a dream.

When I finally force my eyelids open, the afternoon light of Shanghai filters through the blinds of my old office at the construction company, casting slanted lines across the documents scattered in front of me.

I am not dead.

My hands, resting atop a stack of contracts, bear none of the age spots or scars from the crash. They are the hands of a twenty-seven-year-old man—steady, untouched by the wear of someone who has spent too long surviving a silent war. The wristwatch reads four fifteen. The desk calendar, the one Li Jing always updated with almost obsessive precision, displays a date that steals the air from my lungs.

June, 1995.

One week before the official engagement.

I lean back into the leather chair. The creak beneath my weight confirms the impossible.

I came back.

The last decade—the rise to power, the suffocating marriage to Li Jing, the rain pounding against the asphalt—was nothing more than a prologue I can now rewrite. The realization does not strike all at once. It spreads slowly through me, like a current moving from the base of my spine to my jaw, loosening a tension that had lived inside my body for years.

A dry laugh escapes my throat.

“I’m going to take everything back,” I murmur.

The thought settles into my mind with intoxicating clarity. I know every movement the market will make over the next ten years. I know which land in Pudong will turn into gold, which business alliances will appear insignificant before dominating the industry, which competitors will fall because of decisions they have not yet made. Fate has placed the cards back in my hands, and this time I will not waste them on a woman whose only talent was organizing dinners and pressing my shirts.

I rise from my seat and walk toward the window.

Reflected in the glass, my face belongs to a man who has the entire world ahead of him. There is no trace of the bitterness that once consumed me. My shoulders are straight. My jaw remains firm. Even my gaze feels different—colder, more calculating—as though I have already lived through the consequences of every decision and now only need to choose the most profitable path.

The thought of Mi Lu comes effortlessly, warming me immediately.

She embodied everything Li Jing never was: spontaneity, desire, a kind of intimacy that did not require protocols or restrained smiles. In my previous life she was my lover; in this one she will become my wife. There will be no mistakes this time. From the very beginning, she will occupy the place that should always have belonged to her—without family interference, without obligations, without the suffocating feeling that I was living a life that did not belong to me.

The office door opens, and my assistant from those years pokes his head inside with an urgency that feels strangely distant, as though I am watching a scene I have already lived.

“Mr. Nan Gong, your father called. He reminded you that the meeting with the Li family is this week. He said the protocol must be strict.”

In my previous life, I would have jumped to my feet, straightening my tie in anxious fear of disappointing everyone.

Now the fear is gone.

Only calculation remains.

If I cancel now, my father will cut off my funding before I can move my own pieces into place. I still need the company’s backing for a few more days. I need Li Jing to keep believing I am the same obedient heir until I gain control of the assets that matter to me.

“Tell him I’ll be there,” I reply.

My voice sounds deeper, carrying a confidence the assistant clearly does not recognize.

“But first, I have a personal matter to handle. Have the car prepared.”

He nods and disappears without another question.

I remain alone.

The office feels larger now that I no longer carry the weight of other people’s expectations. I walk back to the desk and glance at Li Jing’s photograph resting in the corner. She smiles in that restrained, elegant, predictable way that always felt so distant to me.

As exciting as a financial report.

I remember her face inside the car just before the crash. Her eyes locked on mine, filled with a disappointment that infuriated me in that moment. The memory leaves a bitter taste on my tongue, yet I feel no guilt. What surfaces instead is the quiet relief of someone finally removing shoes that were too tight after years of pretending they fit perfectly.

I open the top drawer and take out the engagement ring.

The diamond gleams with impersonal coldness.

I roll it between my fingers while calculating my next moves. It is the symbol of a chain I refuse to wear again, though it may still serve as useful bait for a few more days.

“Enjoy your week of preparations, Li Jing. Taste the menu. Make sure the seating arrangements follow the proper hierarchy. You have no idea you’re organizing your own humiliation.”

The faintest smirk curves my lips.

For ten years, I believed her presence was necessary for my balance. What a mistake. My success came from my own boldness, from my ability to take risks while others hesitated. She merely filled the silences with efficient competence anyone could have replicated. Mi Lu will do it better—without the coldness that always forced me to measure every word I spoke.

I leave the office.

The company hallway is nearly empty, but employees pause when I pass by. Something about the way I walk has changed. I am no longer the heir struggling to fit into expectations. I am the man who has already won and returned to claim his prize. The sense of advantage clings to every step, giving me a confidence I never possessed at this stage of my life.

By the time I reach the lobby, Shanghai’s humid air greets me with sticky heat and the endless noise of a growing city. I head toward my car, a model that will one day look outdated but, in this year, still represents the pinnacle of status.

Before getting in, I lift my gaze toward the north, toward the district where the Li family lives.

“I gave you ten years of my life, Jing,” I murmur as I slip the ring into my jacket pocket. “This time, I won’t give you a single day more than necessary to destroy you.”

I start the engine.

The roar of the car shatters the stillness of the afternoon, becoming the only farewell I offer the life I am about to leave behind. As I merge into traffic, my mind is already elsewhere, anticipating the sparkle in Mi Lu’s eyes the moment she sees me walk into the jazz club.

This time, all the pieces are in place.

This time, I know the ending before the story even begins.

And this time, control of the narrative belongs entirely to me.
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Steam drifts through the hallway, carrying an aroma that stops me in my tracks. Ginger, soy sauce, and that subtle sweetness from the ribs that only she knew how to balance perfectly. It is a scent I thought had been buried with the dead, locked away in silk boxes at the bottom of my memory. I stand frozen, one hand hovering over the doorframe, while the chill of the wooden floor climbs through my bare feet and reminds me this does not belong to the haze of the accident or to some final delirium before disappearing.

I take a step toward the kitchen.

Morning light pours through the large window, illuminating the dust motes floating in the air.

And then I see her.

Her back. The floral apron she used to hate and that now seems like the most beautiful thing in the world to me. She stirs the pot with a slow rhythm, humming softly to herself until my presence makes her pause. She turns around. Her cheeks are flushed from the heat of the stove, and her eyes shine with the vitality cancer stole from her little by little in my other life.

“Well, look who finally woke up,” she says with a teasing smile. “Your father already went out for his walk. He asked me to remind you that you need to stop by the printer today for the wedding invitations—and the photographer too, to reserve the date for the pictures.”

I cannot answer.

My throat tightens with a knot so fierce it threatens to suffocate me. It is not only the fact that she is here; it is the texture of her skin, the absence of dark circles beneath her eyes, the quiet strength in her hands.

I cross the room in two strides and wrap my arms around her. I hold her with such desperation that she drops the ladle, the metal clattering loudly against the counter.

“Jing! What on earth is wrong with you?” she asks, though her arms immediately circle me in return. “You’re shaking.”

I bury my face against her neck.

She smells like rice soap and home.

I cry without making a sound, letting the tears soak into her shoulder. It is the kind of crying I had held inside for seven years, the years I spent in a world where she existed only as a photograph beside a stick of incense.

“I had a nightmare,” I murmur once I can breathe again, though I still refuse to let go of her. “A very long one.”

She laughs softly and strokes my hair with the same gentle rhythm that always calmed the storms inside me.

“It’s only stress from the engagement, sweetheart. Nan Gong is a good boy, but weddings drive families insane. Come on, wash your face. Breakfast is ready, and your father will be back soon.”

Reluctantly, I pull away.

I force myself to study her carefully, memorizing every line of her face, every ordinary gesture I learned to miss far too late in my other life. I rinse my face in the sink, letting the cold water clear the haze still crushing my chest. By the time my father enters through the back door, newspaper tucked beneath his arm and wearing the satisfied expression he always had after his morning walks around the neighborhood, the table is already set.

The three of us sit down together.

Sunlight warms the linen tablecloth. My father talks about the construction company, about new expansion projects in the southern district, and how the alliance with the Nan Gong family will strengthen our position. I nod, but barely touch my food. My gaze constantly drifts from him to her, as though I need to confirm they are truly here, that they will not disappear the moment I blink.

“Dad. Mom.”

My voice cuts through his monologue about interest rates.

The tone alone makes them both lower their chopsticks onto their rice bowls.

“Yes, Jing?” my father asks, lifting an eyebrow.

“Tomorrow we’re going to Central Hospital. All three of us. I’m making appointments for complete checkups.”

My mother laughs while my father shakes his head in amusement.

“A checkup?” she repeats. “But we’re perfectly healthy. Your father is strong as an ox, and I haven’t even caught a cold all winter. Besides, you still need to try on your wedding dress—”

“The dress can wait,” I interrupt, with a firmness that surprises even me. “Health can’t. I want both of you to have full examinations. Blood tests, ultrasounds, everything. Especially you, Mom. A full gynecological screening.”

Silence falls heavily across the table.

My parents exchange a startled look, unsettled by the authority in my voice. In the other life, she ignored the symptoms until it was too late. I will not allow negligence to become metastasis again. I will not let her uterus become her death sentence a second time.

“Sweetheart, don’t be ridiculous,” my father says at last, recovering his patronizing tone. “We don’t have time to waste an entire day sitting in waiting rooms over one of your whims.”

“It’s not a whim. We’re doing this no matter what.” I lean forward, locking my gaze onto his. “If you’re not at that clinic with me tomorrow morning, I’ll leave this house.”

My mother suppresses a smile, watching me as though I am throwing some strange tantrum.

“But Jing, you’ve never even spent the night at a friend’s house without asking permission—”

“Try me.”

The word leaves my mouth with a coldness that wipes the amusement from their faces.

My father stops smiling.

He studies me carefully, as though he is staring at a stranger seated in his daughter’s place. I can feel him searching my expression for weakness, but there is none left. Only the determination of a woman who has already buried her mother once and refuses to survive it again.

“All right, all right,” he finally concedes, lifting both hands. “If it calms you down and prevents you from running away like some rebellious movie heroine, we’ll go. But afterward, I don’t want to hear a single complaint about wasted time.”

“Thank you,” I reply, returning my attention to my rice bowl.

My mother keeps watching me in silence. Her gaze is analytical, filled with a confusion she cannot quite put into words. Then I feel her hand settle over mine, warm and protective, anchoring me to the present.

“You’re different, Jing,” she whispers softly enough that only I can hear. “Your eyes... they don’t look like my little girl’s anymore.”

“I grew up, Mom,” I answer, squeezing her fingers gently. “All at once.”

I stand before the questioning can continue.

I need space. I need movement before emotion betrays me.

I climb the stairs to my bedroom and lock the door behind me. My heart pounds against my ribs with a dull intensity that has nothing to do with fear. It is pure urgency.

I sit at the small wooden desk and open the bottom drawer.

I search for an old address book.

My hands move quickly, guided by a memory that knows exactly what it needs. I have to find a name. A name that arrived too late in my other life, when the chief surgeon at Shanghai Central Hospital could offer us nothing except condolences and morphine.

Doctor Sùn.

Specialist in gynecological oncology.
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