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    First Edition


Chapter 13

	By the time I got home, a month had passed.

	I went to the agency to find Theo.

	He was sitting in the greenhouse, holding Pudding the orange cat, staring into space.

	"Theo, long time no see."

	Startled, he came back to himself from his reverie, then stared at me, dazed, for a good while.

	He shot to his feet, knocking over the storage box beside him.

	The things inside spilled out.

	"Let me help you tidy up."

	"No, no need."

	He hurriedly pulled a board over to cover the things, but didn't quite manage it, leaving one or two exposed.

	They were exactly the ornaments I'd once given him.

	The pot of four-leaf clover was nearby too, thriving—clearly well cared for.

	I smiled and scooped up the orange cat.

	"Pudding, long time no see. Did you miss me?"

	Theo stood off to the side, testing the waters a little awkwardly.

	"Sweets, have you been busy lately? You haven't come by in a while. The wind-chime flowers you wanted to see last time have all bloomed."

	How could he be so dense—I obviously wanted to see him; the flowers were just a bonus.

	"I had some things to take care of, went on a work trip. Just got back today."

	"Oh."

	Seeing his look of relief, I didn't know whether to laugh or cry. He shouldn't be so cautious.

	"Theo, there's a really good movie tonight. Can you go see it with me?"

	The usual chatterbox now hemmed and hawed, wavering between refusing and accepting.

	"I, I have something tonight—"

	He obviously wanted to go, or he wouldn't have hesitated.

	"Didn't you want to be my big brother? Surely a big brother can take his little sister to a movie?"

	"…All right."

	Objective achieved. I set the movie tickets on the table and left.


Chapter 14

	At 7:30 that night, all dolled up, I arrived at the Cloudwind Cinema.

	This cinema belonged to my best friend Shannon's family; she was the manager.

	Tonight I planned to confess to Theo here again, so I'd asked Shannon ahead of time to help set things up.

	When I got there, Theo was already waiting in the lobby. I led him into the screening room together.

	It was just the two of us, seats in the best viewing spot.

	After we sat down, I tilted my head to look at Theo, then leaned in close.

	"Theo, do you really want to be my brother?"

	Leaning back, he hesitated, then asked me with a stiff smile, "As your brother, I could look after you for life. Wouldn't that be good?"

	I sat back up straight, thinking: of course it wouldn't.

	To cover the awkwardness, Theo started talking about the movie again.

	He really had a remarkable memory and breadth of knowledge—he could speak substantively on any topic.

	But right now I couldn't take in a word he said.

	I lit up my phone for the third time and glanced at the screen. 7:46. Fourteen minutes left.

	Why was time crawling? Without thinking, I gripped the armrest, my toe tapping the floor over and over.

	Seeing me go quiet for so long, Theo dipped his head, then turned back and smiled at me.

	"Sweets, want some popcorn? Want anything to drink?"

	He was about to stand up to buy it. I grabbed him—maybe a little too hard, because before he could even stand he was pulled back down.

	"What do you want to buy all that useless stuff for? None of it matters."

	Out of nerves, my voice might have been a little loud.

	It was the critical moment—how could I let him leave?

	Theo didn't say anything, but there was a flicker of small grievance in his eyes.

	I checked the time again. 7:55. Almost.

	"Theo, if you want them, we'll buy them when we go out later, okay? It won't take long."

	"Mm."

	Theo stared at my hand. In my anxiety just now, I'd grabbed his upper arm directly.

	Now my two little paws were stuck to his biceps and triceps.

	How to put it—I gave them a squeeze, the texture was kind of nice, and I didn't really want to let go.

	He turned to face the screen, as if pretending not to notice.

	Finally it was 8:00, movie time, and the screening room still held only the two of us.

	The lights dimmed.

	On the movie screen, six big pink words suddenly appeared:

	"Theo Grant, I like you!"


Chapter 15

	Theo whipped his head around to look at me.

	I gazed into his eyes and echoed it aloud:

	"Theo Grant, I like you!"

	Then, before he could react, I turned his head back to face front.

	"You have to keep watching."

	Next, my tai chi master and Theo's appeared on the screen.

	"Theo, let your old master show you the form one more time. Watch closely."

	Then came clips of me picking tea, watching it processed, and brewing and tasting it.

	After that came scenes of me standing in several deep-mountain tea plantations, shouting at the camera:

	"This is Cedar Ridge, May 23rd. Theo Grant, I like you!"

	"This is Hawk Mountain, May 26th. Theo Grant, I like you!"

	"This is Misty Hollow, May 30th. Theo Grant, I like you!"

	With every "Theo Grant, I like you" on the screen,

	I softly repeated it by Theo's ear too: "Theo Grant, I like you!"

	The screening room was very dark, but I was very close to Theo. I could even see the choke in his throat, his ceaselessly fluttering lashes, and the tears slipping quietly down.

	Theo turned and held me, stroking the top of my head. He smelled faintly of tea, fresh and warm.

	"Sweetie, don't be so good to me. I won't be able to help myself…"

	His mouth said no, but his body was honest—holding me so tight I couldn't even push him away.

	"Theo, it's not over yet. I also sponsored an acre of tea plantation for you down south, for ten years. Look—that stretch of plantation is yours alone, and there's a nameplate too. Everyone who passes by will know it's your tea plantation."

	"Thank you, Sweetie. Thank you. I, I…"

	He was a little incoherent, his voice going hoarse, rubbing the top of my head again as he spoke.

	He'd completely messed up my hairstyle.

	What could I do? It was rare for him to be this affectionate with me—so I could only indulge him.

	"What does the fox on the nameplate mean?"

	"That's you, of course."

	"Hm? Then why is it holding a lollipop?"

	"Heh heh, because I'm Sweetie."

	Lollipops are sweet, aren't they?

	The whole short film was only a dozen or so minutes, and it was over quickly.

	After it ended, he still wasn't satisfied, and asked me to send him the full version.

	This greedy guy.

	"Sweetie, can you give me one more month?"

	Huh? He needed to play coy that long?

	But seeing his grave expression—

	I agreed anyway.

	It was still a long way to year's end. I could afford to wait.

	Unfortunately, I relaxed too soon. Life never likes to let me lie flat—there's always some scoundrel scheming to ruin my peace.


Chapter 16

	That day, I went to inspect a new advertising production factory we were partnering with.

	The person who received me turned out to be Walter. Truly, enemies are fated to cross paths.

	He was the boss's son, known as "Junior Boss Boggs."

	Throughout, he spoke in a snide, mocking tone. I kept up my cool, aloof front and ignored him.

	Hmph. I was the client now—I had the right to be proud.

	But thinking that their factory really was large in scale, well-equipped, worth a long-term partnership, I didn't intend to make things too sour either.

	To my surprise, he snatched the liaison work away from their account girl and dealt with me directly.

	And every few days he'd work against me—either using the wrong materials, or deliberately skipping a step, so the finished products fell far short, and he stalled on purpose too.

	I was sick to death of it. I'd never seen such a maddening vendor.

	After a good deal of asking around, I learned that the video of my blind date with him had been posted online.

	Overnight he'd become a laughingstock among colleagues and relatives. No wonder he wanted to claw back some dignity from me.

	As a proper, civilized adult, figuring grudges are better resolved than deepened, I carefully picked out a hair-growth tonic for him online, with the address set to his office.

	The result: a few days later—

	I'd just gotten off work when he stormed up to my studio door, furious.

	He threw the hair-growth tonic at my feet.

	"Sunny Hayes, what's your deal? Mocking me on purpose?"

	"My man, don't read into it. I just wanted to help you solve the problem at the root."

	"Hmph. You think I'm an idiot?"

	Hey, why didn't he believe me—did I have the spare time? Wasn't chasing my Theo far more rewarding?

	As we spoke, Walter had already walked right up to me and reached out to grab my hair.

	I seriously suspect he was just jealous of my astonishing volume of hair.

	But in the end his hand didn't touch my hair.

	A long, pale hand caught it.

	It was Theo.

	This scene felt oddly familiar.

	Theo tucked me behind him.

	In that moment, I was very glad I'd griped to Theo about Walter over chat the day before.

	"Mr. Boggs, this isn't very nice, is it."

	"None of your damn business—ow ow ow…"

	Seeing Walter's face scrunch into a knot, Theo let go.

	He immediately backed away several steps, still eyeing Theo warily.

	I gave a soft laugh.

	"Relax. He's good at martial arts, but he doesn't hit people who are too weak."

	Hearing that, Walter reflexively retreated two more steps.

	"Sunny Hayes, do you still want this partnership or not? In this region, ours is the best advertising production factory."

	Walter lifted his chin, his face full of arrogance.

	I poked my head out from behind Theo.

	"You're the one who refused to cooperate properly."

	Walter grinned with malice.

	"Just shave your head bald and post an apology video online, and I'll cooperate with you nicely."

	"You—you wish…"

	I was about to step out and argue my case point by point.

	Theo pulled me back.

	"Sweetie, I have a little savings. How about I open a small advertising production company, dedicated to your work? Just tell me what equipment you need, make a list, and I'll do the math…"

	Oh, my dear Theo—it's barely off the ground and you're already setting it all up. No need to rush like that.

	"Theo, we're not that bad off yet. I've got a few backup partner companies, not much worse than his. We never signed a long-term contract with them anyway—this was just a trial run. If it doesn't work, we'll switch."

	"You—you all just wait. I'll be back."

	Seeing the two of us chatting happily, paying him no mind at all, Walter kicked the big flowerpot by the door, hurled one last threat, and left.

	After that day, Theo came to pick me up from work every day.

	Like a dutiful bodyguard.

	I took it purely as a little romantic flourish between us—never imagining it would actually come in handy later.
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