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When I Met You, Everything Fell Into Chaos

When Professor Margaret Moore called, she and Paige Hart were both lounging around in camisoles, staring at a Thai drama on the computer out of sheer boredom.

That summer in R City was suffocatingly humid, the air so heavy it made people restless. Wendy Hale had no desire to move an inch.

After hanging up, she changed quickly and headed out. Only Snowball at home wagged his tail affectionately, reluctant to see her leave. Paige didn't even take her eyes off the handsome male lead on the screen. Dabbing at her tears with tissues, she called out,"Wendy, don't forget to bring back some ice cream. Chocolate flavor!"

Margaret's house was located in the villa district on West Mountain in R City. She was the very image of an elegant upper-class lady.

Once the taxi climbed the hill, the driver thoughtfully rolled down the window. Cool air rushed in with a soft hiss.

Wendy entered the living room with practiced familiarity. Before she saw the hostess, the housekeeper, Aunt William Wu, came forward warmly."Xie, Margaret was just talking about you. Said you haven't been here in a while."

That was true. Margaret had retired in May. After the lively farewell party hosted by colleagues, Wendy had only met her a few times for shopping or tea. They hadn't kept in close contact.

This time, she needed several out-of-print books for her paper. She had searched multiple libraries without success. On a whim, she mentioned it in the faculty group chat. By coincidence, Margaret had exactly those books.

Taking the iced water Aunt William handed her, Wendy asked,"Where's Margaret? Is she not home?"

"She went to the supermarket to buy almond flour. Said she's coming back to make pastries. If you're in a hurry, I can call her."

"No rush. I'll wait in the study."

Margaret's study was spacious and well stocked. Wendy had borrowed books from here many times.

Green plants hung above the shelves, their slender leaves swaying gracefully, always soothing to look at.

As Aunt William turned to leave, Wendy noticed her smiling-a kind smile, yet somehow layered with something else. She didn't dwell on it and let her go.

Wendy loved the solid, old-world scent of secondhand books. Having grown up surrounded by her grandfather's calligraphy and paintings, the atmosphere felt intimate and familiar.

She pulled a volume from the shelf. Inside were neat annotations and comments-Margaret's handwriting from years ago.

The room was dim. She drew open the heavy curtains.

Through the wide floor-to-ceiling windows, she could see the lush garden outside-palm trees, white magnolias. In the distance, laughter drifted closer.

Margaret had always been thoughtful. Only after a while did Wendy notice that the very books she had come to borrow were neatly arranged on the desk.

She picked one up and flipped through it. Just as she was about to continue, hurried footsteps approached.

A furious male voice roared-

"Mom! Did you throw away my pants again?"

The door was flung open with a bang.

Startled, Wendy turned around. Before she could get a good look at him, the man spoke coldly."You're Wendy?"

Which one? She had never seen him before.

He wore gold-rimmed glasses, appearing refined at first glance. But the careless, roguish glint in his eyes revealed a man who could never tolerate boredom.

The handsome man sauntered in wearing a loose bathrobe, exposing broad honey-toned skin. He made no effort to tidy himself in front of a lady-instead carrying himself with arrogant ease.

For some reason, his posture reminded Wendy of a barnyard creature:

A proud rooster.

She quickly pieced it together. There weren't many men who could appear here.

Leo Walker, the second son of Yongsheng Group.

Half a month ago, Chairman Victor Walker had hosted a lavish banquet at the most luxurious Royal Capital Hotel in R City to celebrate his youngest son's return from overseas studies. The event had caused a sensation.

It was said that elites from all circles gathered there. The guest of honor publicly criticized a popular actress's outfit with merciless precision, forcing her to leave in humiliation.

The fashion designer who had made his name in the American industry shot to the top of Chinese search rankings within days. Talent, looks, taste, and a powerful family background-countless girls were enthralled.

Such gossip wasn't Wendy's interest, but Paige was a gossip reporter.

Not long ago, Paige had pointed at his photo in the entertainment section and declared,"A mother who gave birth to a face like that must have been a legendary beauty herself."

She wasn't wrong. Margaret, nearly sixty, was still striking.

Of course, once tabloids locked on, more stories followed. Rumor had it that after returning home, the young heir had been living extravagantly, partying endlessly, even keeping multiple secret residences for women.

Wendy hadn't expected to meet him in person-nor that he would know her name.

Had translating a few novels and writing papers made her famous?

It was obvious he didn't like her. The atmosphere grew awkward. Sophie Bennett had once told her: when performing, a smile is never wrong.

So Wendy stood, ignored his appraising gaze, and nodded calmly."Yes. I'm Wendy. I came to see Margaret."

Leo crossed his arms, lips curling with mockery."No need to explain. I know."

"Pretty face, I suppose. But not much in the chest department. Not much curve either. Overall, not very alluring."He sighed dramatically."My mom's standards have dropped. I'd give you seventy out of a hundred."

The insult was unmistakable. Heat rose in her chest."What exactly do you mean?"

"Can't understand? If my mother likes you that much, you must have some tricks. Tell you what-I change women quickly. Wait your turn. Maybe someday I'll be in the mood."

He shrugged."Though I don't usually go for bargain goods. I prefer sexy, mature types. You're wrapped up in long sleeves and pants. Go fix yourself up before coming back."

Wendy wanted to punch him and ask what kind of upbringing he'd had. Then she remembered-his mother was Margaret.

Unbelievable. Such a gentle woman, such an arrogant son.

She inhaled slowly."Mr. Zhao, you misunderstand. I've known Margaret for three or four years. I've never had ulterior motives. We're colleagues. She appreciates my work-that's encouragement from a senior scholar."

She met his gaze steadily."Since this is our first meeting, please show basic respect."

Perhaps her firmness caught him off guard. He rubbed his nose, momentarily embarrassed.

She gathered the books."Please tell Margaret I'm borrowing these."

As she stepped out, he called,"Hey, Xie-"

She ignored him.

At the doorway, her foot slipped. Before she could react, she fell to her knees, books scattering everywhere.

Leo spread his hands."I was going to warn you. There's water on the floor Aunt William hasn't dried yet. You didn't listen."

She stood, unsure if her knee was scraped."Thank you. My fault."

He bent to help pick up the books. Lifting the last one, he chuckled."Shrimp pink?"

She followed his gaze-realizing with fury that he was staring at her chest.

Turning away, she fastened the top button of her blouse.

"Didn't expect that from someone so thin. Thirty-four C, maybe? Men's favorite size. .."He made a crude grabbing gesture.

Disgusting.

Her face went cold. She hurled the books at him one after another.

He dodged awkwardly."You're crazy! Stop-"

"What are you doing?"

A deep voice cut through the chaos.

Wendy froze mid-motion.

An older yet still distinguished man stood at the doorway of the study-Mr. Walker, Margaret's husband. Behind him were two others.

One was a young man with black-rimmed glasses, scholarly and composed beyond his years, watching in confusion.

Then her eyes met another pair-cold, steady, sharp.

His hair was cropped brutally short. He stood there silently, lips pressed together, gaze fixed on her.

Wendy slowly straightened, book still in hand.

Long time no see, Steven Lane.
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Until We Meet Again

Wendy remembered that many years ago, when they first met, they had looked at each other with that same distant gaze.

Back then, her grandfather had led him into her room. She could no longer recall what her grandfather had said. What she remembered was Steven standing there quietly, watching her-perhaps waiting for her to speak, perhaps deliberately pretending she did not exist.

At that time, Wendy had been even more silent than he was.

Perhaps no one-maybe not even her grandfather-knew that she was already a sick child.

Leo called out,"Dad!"and stepped forward excitedly.

"Steven, I knew you'd come! Now that we're officially partners, we have to have a drink tonight."

Steven responded with an elegant smile."Naturally."He gestured slightly to the young assistant behind him. The assistant nodded and left.

In front of his father, Leo tried hard to play the obedient son.

Mr. Zhao, knowing Wendy was about to leave, offered to have his son drive her home.

In the blink of an eye, Leo shed his earlier arrogance."Miss Xie, please wait a moment. I'll change and be right out."

"No need,"Wendy replied, heading toward the entrance.

After only a few steps, Leo called out behind her, half complaining, half teasing,"Hey-Miss Xie! I'm just being considerate. It's scorching outside. Let's be clear-you're the one refusing the ride. Don't go complaining to my mom later."

A lazy voice cut in."Shuai, aren't you going to introduce us?"

The afternoon sunlight drifted softly, yet the man seemed to carry an inexplicable chill.

Wendy stood still as he approached.

Mr. Zhao laughed."Right, right. Let me introduce you young people. This is Wendy, a lecturer at R City University, just like your Aunt Mo. You can call her Wendy or Xie."

Then he turned to her."This is Liangshuai's friend from the States, Steven. Just returned home-one of those elite overseas talents."

"Professor Xie, I've heard a lot about you."

He stopped in front of her and extended his right hand, smiling warmly."Since this is our first meeting, shall we shake hands?"

His tailored black suit accentuated his tall, commanding figure. A crisp white shirt, a violet tie, gold cufflinks-he looked every bit the accomplished business executive.

Wendy tightened her grip on the books, then slowly released it. Finally, she freed her right hand and smiled politely."Mr. Liao, pleased to meet you."

"Wendy? Sounds like the legendary swordsman from the old novels. Interesting name."

Warmth passed from his palm to hers as he spoke lightly.

Her chest tightened with a faint ache. She forgot to withdraw her hand.

He had once said something similar-smiling like that.

Leo clapped Liao on the shoulder."Don't overthink it. That 'feng'could also mean 'crazy.'"

Mr. Zhao shot him a look.

A gust of summer wind lifted the curtains. The orchids by the window drooped under the harsh heat, their once-vibrant blooms heavy with exhaustion.

Wendy checked her watch and smiled at Mr. Zhao."Mr. Victor, I have some matters to attend to. Please let Margaret know I stopped by."

"Professor Xie."

Steven's tall frame blocked her path.

She frowned slightly."Is there something else, Mr. Liao?"

"You seem to have forgotten something."

Still smiling faintly, he bent gracefully and picked up a book lying nearby.

"Thank you."She accepted it.

He slipped his hands into his pockets, looking relaxed."Professor Xie, I believe we'll see each other again."

On her way down the steps from Margaret's house, Wendy misjudged a stair and nearly fell. Frustration washed over her. How pathetic.

A short while later, Margaret called. Apparently Aunt William had reported everything. Margaret apologized repeatedly for Leo's behavior.

Wendy simply said she didn't mind.

She continued walking down the hill when a black car slowed beside her. The window rolled down, revealing the assistant's face.

"Miss Xie, it's hard to get a taxi here. Let me give you a ride."

She shook her head."Thank you, but no."

She hadn't even processed Steven's sudden return. How could she possibly get into his assistant's car?

After several refusals, the assistant finally drove away.

She walked downhill gloomily until Sophie appeared like a savior, riding her little white scooter. Wendy let out a breath of relief."Xiu, you're my hero today."

Sophie patted her head."Come on. I'm taking you home for dinner. What do you want to eat?"

Wendy blinked playfully."Really? Aren't you busy being the perfect wife at home?"

Sophie rolled her eyes."Annie Ethan's grandma brought fruits from the countryside. My dear mother-in-law insisted I bring some to you. I went by your place and found you weren't home."

Sophie's mother-in-law was Wendy's Aunt Gao.

Since childhood, Aunt Gao had doted on her, something Sophie had once been secretly jealous of.

Their relationship had been complicated at first.

Before Wendy turned thirteen, her family had lived across from the Cole family. Ethan Cole had been her childhood companion, her protector. Before those vague feelings could grow into anything more, her grandfather took her away from R City. Later, the Cole family moved. They lost contact.

Nearly ten years passed before they met again.

By then, Sophie was Ethan's fiancee. When Ethan brought Wendy back home after so many years, the warm reception from his grandmother and mother had made Sophie uneasy-especially when Wendy casually called out Ethan's full name as printed on his ID.

It was almost funny. For a while, Sophie guarded against her as though against a rival. Later, seeing Wendy had no such intentions, she gradually befriended her. Eventually, they became inseparable confidantes.

Even Ethan had marveled at the rapid transformation.

On the way, Wendy called Paige, worried she might go hungry. Only to learn Paige had already gone home.

Aunt Gao was an excellent cook. When Wendy was young and her own household often had cold stoves, Aunt Gao would pull her over for meals. Eventually, dropping by for dinner became routine. The baby fat she once carried had been nourished by Aunt Gao's cooking.

But today, she didn't feel like eating. In the heat, she longed to sit quietly with a cup of coffee.

There was a newly opened cafe on Jinbi Road. Shell flowers filled the space, their green leaves lush beneath blue crystal lamps that shimmered like the sea. The place had a melancholy name: The Bitterhearted. She and Paige had once stood outside, admiring it, but never gone in.

The scooter rolled downhill along the slope. Wendy wrapped her arms around Sophie's waist as Sophie lectured,"If I hadn't come, would you have walked all the way down? You really should get a driver's license. It's not that hard."

At the mention of driving, Wendy lowered her eyes."I don't think I'll ever drive in my life."

"You plan to ride my scooter forever?"

"Why not?"

"You're avoiding the issue."

Wendy pinched her lightly."We'll discuss that another day. Change the subject."

When they entered the Cole family's living room, it was warm and lively as always. Sophie went to the kitchen to help Aunt Gao cook. Grandma Gao practiced square dance routines in front of the television.

As Wendy changed her shoes, a small figure rushed forward and wrapped around her waist, nearly knocking her over.

Only half a month apart, and the little girl had grown stronger.

Wendy scooped Annie into her arms and sat on the sofa."Annie, did you miss your godmother?"

The title had once caused confusion-grandmother and aunt teaching the child to say one thing, Sophie insisting on another. Ethan had finally waved it off:"Call her godmother."

Thus, Wendy became Annie's senior godmother; Paige, the junior one.

Today Annie wore her hair in countless tiny braids, her round face framed by soft bangs. She pouted dramatically, eyes glistening like crystal beads."Godmother, I haven't seen you in forever."

Wendy laughed."If you missed me, give me a kiss."

She leaned in exaggeratedly, but Annie protested, lifting her chin proudly."Don't mess up my hair! Grandma worked very hard on it."

Wendy couldn't help but smile."As you command."
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A Complete Mess

Annie had spent most of the summer at her grandparents'house in the countryside. Her little face and arms were tanned a shade darker, and she looked sturdier than before.

At dinner, she insisted on sticking to Wendy's side, chattering excitedly about frogs, cicadas, sparrows-every small wonder she had encountered.

Seeing Wendy only smiling absentmindedly and barely touching her food, Sophie finally lifted Annie off her lap by force.

The child was furious. Even after Sophie left to bring dinner to Ethan, who was on duty at the hospital, Annie continued to sulk, turning her back to her mother.

Grandma Gao adored children-but she also loved worrying about the younger generation's marriages. Coupled with a touch of forgetfulness, every time she saw Wendy she would ask about her age, her relationship status, her plans.

Wendy always avoided the topic and relied on Annie to help her change the subject.

This time, once Sophie headed out, Wendy slipped away as well.

Walking downstairs together, Sophie sighed at Wendy's evasive manner."If you're so afraid of being nagged, then just get married already. You're nearly thirty. Are you really not anxious at all?"

"Not at all,"Wendy replied calmly.

Sophie scoffed. Glancing at the books in Wendy's hands, she began her familiar lecture."A woman needs someone to rely on. You can't stay alone forever and end up an old spinster. Marriage may be a grave, but it's also a shelter."

Wendy knew Sophie's maternal instincts had flared again. Any topic-time, life, love, even the weather-could somehow circle back to marriage. But she also knew Sophie genuinely cared.

Over the years, the Cole family had quietly arranged countless introductions for her. She had met all kinds of men.

Some pursued her fervently, captivated by her so-called goddess aura. Some suspected that a beautiful woman still unmarried at her age must have psychological issues. Others found her too reserved, not lively enough. Some decided she was too academically driven to make a good wife. And then there were those who only wanted something casual.

It wasn't that there had been no decent men. But fate never cooperated. Just as sparks began to form, the other party would retreat, and things ended before they began.

As Sophie put it, there were plenty of buds-none ever bloomed. She often accused Wendy of not being fully present.

Aunt Gao was more relaxed."When it comes to marriage, you can't outrun destiny. When the time comes, you won't be able to avoid it."

"How are things with Dr. Julian?"Sophie asked suddenly.

Wendy didn't answer.

Seeing her distraction, Sophie finally sighed."You really don't let anyone worry less."

Wendy offered an awkward smile and remained silent.

Whenever she felt unsettled, Wendy would take a hot bath to steady herself. That night, sinking into the tub, she found herself thinking again of his eyes.

Years ago, Steven had been openly arrogant, never hiding his emotions. But today, all she could read in his gaze was distance.

As a child, she used to hide in corners and cry. No matter how secluded her hiding place, he would always be the first to find her.

Seven years later, he had found her again. Yet the secret joy and gratitude she once felt were gone.

Was she disappointed?

She refused to flatter herself by believing he still thought of her.

Everything had settled. Everyone had returned to their proper places.

And perhaps that was for the best.

A week later, the new semester began. Wendy's languid summer life ended. Paige moved back to her own place as usual.

And as expected, she and Steven did not cross paths again.

After the incident at the West Mountain villa, Wendy subconsciously kept her distance from Margaret, politely declining several invitations.

With the new term, a female counselor went on maternity leave, and the department chair assigned Wendy as the class advisor for a group of freshmen.

When she went to the office to speak with him, the chair said earnestly,"Xie, you're young and unencumbered. It's good experience."

In other words, because she was single, she could shoulder extra work. Wendy had no one to complain to.

For the next two weeks, she spent her days supervising freshmen military training on the field, filling out forms, registering student information, handling administrative matters. Being busy left her little time to dwell on unnecessary thoughts.

Sophie's conservatory happened to be near the south gate of R University's School of Life Sciences. After teaching vocal lessons, Sophie would often meet her at the university cafeteria.

One morning, a heavy rain canceled military training.

Wendy had no classes, so she packed up and planned to leave campus to meet Sophie.

Her second encounter with Leo happened on that damp afternoon after the rain.

Walking along the main road, she saw groups of freshmen in camouflage uniforms chatting energetically, the air filled with youthful vitality.

As she turned a corner, a flashy black Bentley sped toward her, reckless and ostentatious.

Students scattered. One boy nearly failed to dodge but was pulled aside just in time.

Wendy inwardly criticized the driver's manners.

Moments later, someone shouted,"There's been an accident!"

A crowd gathered.

The same Bentley was now surrounded by indignant students. A male student sat beside a fallen bicycle, his calf scraped.

The driver lowered the window, revealing a haughty face, arguing stubbornly.

Negotiations had reached a stalemate.

Minor traffic incidents weren't uncommon on campus. But R University students had a strong sense of solidarity-usually the students prevailed in the end.

Perhaps words escalated too far. The driver finally stepped out of the car, clearly irritated.

"Hey! I've never lowered myself to anyone. You people are going too far!"

He wore dark sunglasses, covering most of his face. A sharp nose, thin lips, smooth jawline, a pink shirt-equal parts celebrity and delinquent.

The textbook image of a rich playboy.

Wendy recognized the voice.

"Hit someone and trying to leave?"

"Apologize!"

"You think driving a luxury car makes you untouchable?"

The students protested loudly.

The car was blocked on all sides by bicycles and bodies.

Yet Leo stood with arms folded, stubborn and arrogant.

"Apologize to you little brats? No way! I didn't hit him. He ran into my car. I'm the victim here! Looks like he's trying to scam me. Stop making trouble and get out of the way!"

His attempt to reverse blame only enraged the students further. Some boys began shouting provocatively.

Wendy didn't want to interfere, but if things escalated, it would be worse. This area was remote; campus security might not arrive in time.

She stepped forward, raising a calming hand as a teacher.

The students quieted somewhat out of respect.

She decided to reason with Leo.

"Sir, since everyone believes you were involved, apologizing wouldn't be unreasonable. These are hot-blooded young men. Anger them and who knows what might happen? Last time, a certain young master had his car flipped over by students. It took hours to resolve."

Her tone was measured, but firm.

From the way he clenched his jaw, he clearly took her words as a threat.

"Xie!"Leo ripped off his sunglasses and pointed at her.

"Didn't I reject you last time? So now you're playing hero here?"

Wendy suppressed her anger."Mr. Zhao. I assumed that after years in America, you might have picked up some gentlemanly manners. Apparently not. You say 'I'm sorry'fluently abroad, but back home you can't manage a simple apology in your own language? Do you get rewarded for that?"

Laughter rippled through the crowd.

He pressed his lips together, disdainful.

She continued coolly,"If there's disagreement, we can review the surveillance footage. Though it's past office hours. Staff need dinner too. We'll need authorization from administration. I assume you don't mind the inconvenience?"

She was deliberately dragging it out. The situation wasn't in his favor. Better to disperse now.

He refused to back down.

The standoff thickened.

Suddenly, from the back seat came a cool, impatient voice:

"Shuai. Apologize. Let's go."

The tone was crisp, edged with a faint nasal resonance.

Through the tinted brown window, Wendy had the fleeting illusion he had said-

"Give her some money. Let her leave."
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Bad Blood

Wendy froze in place, so stiff she forgot to move.

She remembered it too clearly.

The last time she had gone to see him, his car had rolled out and stopped at the entrance of the York family villa-right beside her. Through the pitch-black window, she had heard him give the driver the same cool, detached instruction.

She knew he was about to leave the country, yet even at farewell, he couldn't be bothered to lower the window and look at her one last time.

He gave only that one sentence.

With nothing to say, she could only panic-helplessly desperate to escape.

In her rush, she didn't even know whether she'd bumped into a person or a pillar. Her eyes were too full of tears; she couldn't see anything clearly.

She had left that place in humiliating disarray.

"Sorry."

Perhaps Steven's words had carried some weight. In the end, Leo apologized in public and even bowed. After that, he obediently pulled out his business card and handed it to the boy he had hit.

Wendy didn't say anything more.

Under Leo's venomous stare, she reached out and brushed a leaf off the injured boy's shoulder.

Among the universities in this city, R City University was known for its greenery-one of the best.

Summer faded into autumn, and the campus plants thrived.

With the matter settled, Wendy had no intention of lingering. Just as she lifted her foot to leave, someone slapped her shoulder hard.

She knew it. With Leo's temperament, he wouldn't let it go so easily after being forced to back down.

She said nothing, turning her head slightly, waiting to see what he would do.

Inside the car, two restrained coughs sounded.

Wendy flicked her eyes toward the window, then quickly looked away.

Leo glared at her and leaned in, the anger he'd been swallowing finally bursting out.

"Xie Crazy. You think you're some saint? Some Mary Sue? If it weren't for my friend-"

Before he could finish, that same voice urged again, colder now."Shuai. Are you leaving or not?"

Leo swallowed the rest of his words. He lifted his chin at Wendy."Remember this. That was the first time. I won't let the same person threaten me twice."

With that warning, he slammed the car door and sped off.

Judging from the look of it, she had officially made an enemy.

Fine.

The first time they met, Leo had already treated her like a sworn opponent.

The car disappeared from campus quickly.

The crowd's attention returned to the injured boy. A few tall students helped him toward the clinic. Everyone else gradually dispersed.

But several girls remained, phones raised, whispering excitedly as if nothing else existed.

Something felt off. Wendy pressed down the irritation still lodged in her chest and smiled."What's going on? What are you all so happy about?"

The girls grinned, lowering their phones. They nudged each other, then swarmed toward her.

"Teacher, teacher-do you know that super handsome guy just now?"One of them looked scandalously thrilled, her bright eyes uncannily like Paige's.

Wendy shook her head."If I knew him, would I have been arguing with him like that?"

They all looked disappointed.

A moment later, the chatter started again.

"I can't believe I saw Leo in real life. .."

"The fashion world's genius designer. Every issue of Love Beauty magazine has his bold, effortless designs."

"Right? I never miss an issue."

Wendy sighed. Seeing them act as if they'd met a celebrity, she couldn't resist stabbing the bubble.

"Even if he's handsome, that's just good genes from his parents. If your parents gave it to you, there's nothing to worship. Now go eat, go do what you're supposed to do."

After that, she walked away.

Then something occurred to her. She pulled out her phone and called Paige. The moment the line connected, she asked,"Say it clearly. What time did you say you're taking me tomorrow?"

She lowered the phone and drew a quiet breath. The rain had cleared; the scent of flowers seemed unusually strong.

So strong it felt. .. excessive for a certain someone.

Once she got into a taxi, the driver asked where she was headed.

Wendy's scalp prickled.

Even though she hadn't finished her tasks for the day, she had no desire to return to the library. After a moment, she said,"Home."She gave an address and texted Sophie.

It was rush hour. Traffic thickened.

The car stopped at an intersection, waiting for the left-turn signal to turn green.

Wendy stared out the window. The road was packed like a giant parking lot, suffocating to look at.

The driver turned on music, a soothing melody filling the cramped space.

At the traffic light, a massive LED screen played advertisements.

In the past, it usually ran a shampoo commercial endorsed by a famous actress-Sophie had once complained that the brand wasn't even that good.

Today, the advertisement had changed.

It was full of news about Yu Foods officially setting up in R City.

It must have been running for days-she was simply good at ignoring current affairs.

The footage was sharp and glossy. A red carpet, a sea of famous faces-yet the close-ups belonged to one man, surrounded like the center of the universe.

He held a glass of red wine and smiled at the cameras, wild and unrestrained.

His brows were full of arrogance.

Just like back then-an overbearing presence that disgusted her.

Her hatred for him was no less than her resentment toward Steven.

Wendy gripped her phone and squeezed her eyes shut.

Control yourself.

It's over. Don't think about it. Don't care.

Only after a long time did her heartbeat slow.

She leaned back against the seat and refused to open her eyes again.

"Miss! Miss!"Someone shook her.

Wendy opened her eyes, dazed, to see the driver in front of her.

He straightened."You looked like you had an episode just now. Scared me. Do you want me to take you to the hospital?"

She shook her head, touching her damp forehead. It burned uncomfortably.

"No. Thank you."

She felt weak and dizzy, as if all her strength had been drained. When she tried to get up, the driver helped her out.

Back home, she didn't want to do anything. She ate only a few bites of dinner and went straight to her bedroom.

After sleeping, the room was completely dark.

She found her phone by the bed. After a moment of hesitation, she opened the browser and typed in a name.

Ethan York.

The rightful future heir of the York Group.

His news could be serialized into a motivational biography of a rich heir.

Under his profile were links to the company website. She clicked through and skimmed the latest updates one by one.

She truly didn't understand. People who did evil always seemed to have good luck-living brighter, smoother lives.

The screen's brightness stung her eyes, making them ache.

She got out of bed and poured herself a glass of water. After a sip, she set the cup down, blinking hard. Her entire body felt sore and stiff.

A small night light was on, yet she felt surrounded by darkness.

Just then, there was movement by the bed.

A white shadow rubbed gently against her feet. Two watery amber eyes looked up into hers.

Wendy felt cold all over, but the warmth of Snowball wrapped around her like a hot bath.

She crouched and rubbed his big head out of habit.

This was Snowball-her companion for years, the Snowball her grandfather had left her.

In all these years-foreign countries, unfamiliar cities-she had let go of many things she couldn't bear to lose. But she had never abandoned him.

Her phone rang with a cheerful tone. Sophie.

As if not wanting the person beside her to overhear, Sophie lowered her voice.

"Wendy, congratulations. Another one of your 'peach blossoms'has been picked by someone else."

Wendy stayed quiet, waiting.

Sophie's voice dropped even further."Julian just came to our place to talk to my Benjamin-chen, and he brought a woman. Introduced her as his girlfriend. Didn't he used to chase you? What's going on between you two?"

Wendy wasn't particularly interested, but she still managed a joke.

"What else could it be? Julian was obviously two-timing. He bullied me-tell your Ethan to teach him a lesson."
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There's Definitely Something Going On

No matter what happened tomorrow, life still had to go on.

In the blink of an eye, Annie was about to start elementary school.

Sophie called specifically to order Wendy to take Annie shopping for school supplies.

Listening to Sophie's unquestionable instructions, Wendy had no choice but to release her mouse and sigh."You're making me babysit again?"

When it came to this, Sophie was shamelessly good at playing the helpless card.

"I'm swamped. Don't count on Ethan either. We can't have two old people chasing after one kid, can we? Isn't a godmother still a mom? Shouldn't you take your goddaughter out?"

"Yes, ma'am,"Wendy conceded.

Whenever Sophie got busy, she became a spectacularly irresponsible biological mother.

Annie was picky. At first, Wendy worried that anything she chose wouldn't pass the little girl's standards. But Annie had strong opinions and refused to let adults decide for her. Backpack, stationery, summer clothes-she pointed decisively at whatever she wanted.

The authority packed into that tiny body left the salesclerks blinking in disbelief.

All afternoon, Wendy was basically a walking wallet trailing behind her.

She messaged Sophie on WeChat to report the situation. Sophie laughed."Everyone in the Ethan family is gentle and refined. Our Annie must be a genetic mutation."

They both marveled at how the once-chubby, clueless toddler had grown so big.

Sometimes people even wondered if Annie had a split personality. In front of relatives and neighbors she was sweet and well-behaved, all charming smiles. In kindergarten she was a little tyrant-standing up to bullies, protecting the weak, even picking fights with boys when she felt like it.

A tiny devil in a tiny body. Who on earth did she take after?

Because Annie made decisions quickly, there was still plenty of time before Wendy's scheduled meeting with Paige.

Sitting in a bubble tea shop, Wendy suggested taking Annie to an amusement park.

Annie shook her head like a grown-up."I'm going into first grade. I'm not that childish."

The bubble tea girl behind the counter laughed."Your daughter is so sensible."

Wendy froze.

Every time she took Annie out, whenever people said that to her, she felt awkward and unsettled.

Noticing Wendy's expression, the girl asked cautiously,"Miss. .. are you okay?"

Her face must have looked terrible. Wendy forced a smile."Thank you. Your bubble tea-she really likes it."

R City's famous public library had a children's reading room.

The afternoon sun was still bright. Cheerful children's songs played in the air, and little bodies ran and laughed everywhere.

Annie licked an ice cream, her mouth shiny and sticky, utterly satisfied as she studied a fairy-tale book with solemn concentration.

Wendy pulled out tissues and wiped her mouth. Just then her phone rang.

Paige's voice came through in melodramatic agony."Wendy! Save me, save me!"

Wendy's head started to ache."Paige. Speak normally."

Then she teased,"Reporter Hao, what is it-did someone kidnap you into the mountains to be a bride, or are you being held for ransom?"

"I can't explain over the phone. I'll tell you when we meet."Before Wendy could say more, Paige hung up.

That frantic energy really did resemble magazine people fighting over a headline.

"Godmother, godmother-"Annie waved a picture book bigger than her head, voice soft and sweet."Can we take this one home?"

"Of course,"Wendy said, bending down to lightly tap her nose.

Less than half an hour later, Paige arrived like a gust of wind.

Once they were seated in the cafe downstairs, she immediately began buttering Wendy up."Wendy, I knew you're the best!"

Wendy gave her a flat look."Talk."

"Our editor said,"Paige rustled as she pulled out several poster-sized sheets, tapping them excitedly with her finger,"as long as we can interview either this celebrity-level fashion icon-or this low-key, luxurious, mysterious food tycoon-there's a reward bonus. .. uh, I forgot how much! Money doesn't matter. The key is, they're hot!"

She was so hyped her raspy voice turned into a megaphone, ruining the cafe's peaceful atmosphere.

Annie pouted in disapproval."Paige Godmother, can you be more ladylike?"

Paige deliberately put on a stern face and tugged one of her braids."Little brat. Am I not ladylike?"

"If you get louder, they'll kick you out!"

"And they'll kick you out too!"

"I'm adorable. They won't kick me out."

Wendy lowered her eyes to the materials on the table.

Two men.

One had his arms folded, chin lifted, striking a pose like he expected to enchant the entire world. The other lounged on a sofa, head tilted, his left middle finger propped against his chin, gaze dreamy and deep.

Wendy pushed the sheets toward Paige and shook her head."Paige, I really can't help you this time."

"Wendy,"Paige finally lowered her voice, trying to persuade her."I did my homework. This one is Margaret's biological son. The other is her son's American friend. I heard that guy never does interviews-fine, we can skip him. But the son? That's doable. And you're pretty close to Margaret-"

Annie tilted her head, staring at Paige like she was a strange creature, then looking at the photos. Her watery eyes lit up instantly and she beamed."Pretty brother!"

Paige burst out laughing."Kid, you're drooling!"

Annie knew it wasn't a compliment. She twisted her face away and pouted."I know him. He is pretty!"

"Wendy, you just have to call Margaret. Easy. Please, please. .. mwah. .. My coworkers and I really want to see him in person."

Wendy hated the way Paige judged people by looks.

To make her give up, Wendy had to waste breath explaining how Leo had hit someone and refused to admit it. She embellished it a little-highlighted his personality flaws-crushed the idol image in Paige's head.

To her surprise, Paige only got more excited.

"Oh, so that's what happened. Doesn't that sound like a romance novel? The male and female leads start off bickering and hating each other, then slowly get closer and fall in love. Totally cliche. .."

She took a sip of coffee and flashed an ambiguous grin."You two? There's definitely something going on."

Ridiculous.

If Annie hadn't been there, Wendy would have spat water in Paige's face.

A man that arrogant-someone who treated love like a casual pastime-was not a role she would ever dare to play opposite.

But Paige begged so persistently that Wendy finally gave in and made the call.

Margaret agreed without hesitation. She said that whenever Leo came home, she'd tell Paige, and Paige could simply come by.

Back at Wendy's small apartment, Annie immediately rolled around with Snowball, playing until both of them were a mess.

Snowball was old now. Based on Ethan's calculation, he was the equivalent of a human in his seventies. Usually his long ears drooped softly, and he didn't like moving much-lazy and heavy.

But with loud, energetic Annie around, he did his best to look lively: tongue out, tail wagging, circling, begging for pats. ..

After dinner, Annie sat cross-legged on the sofa as usual, watching cartoons-tiny body, big dog beside her.

Near midnight, only Wendy sat alone on the bed, staring into space.

Wind rustled the treetops in the distance. Now and then, dogs barked. On the balcony where clothes hung to dry, several stray cats meowed intermittently. In the cool moonlit night, it was unbearably quiet.

Annie slept soundly beside her, face buried in the pillow, breathing shallowly. Her small, rounded chin looked soft and pink.

Wendy kissed her forehead. The little marshmallow murmured and fell deeper asleep.

Annie slept well. Wendy couldn't sleep at all.

Carefully, she got out of bed and poured half a cup of warm water. She opened her pillbox and swallowed the tablets one by one.

In the morning, when she opened the door, she happened to meet the elderly couple across the hall heading out for a walk.

They greeted her warmly. Wendy exchanged polite pleasantries. Annie sweetly called them grandpa and grandma, earning endless praise-"Annie is becoming such a big girl"-which made Annie blush shyly. After a few more words, they said goodbye.

As soon as Annie returned home, she was welcomed like a hero returning from an adventure. Ethan bent down and scooped his daughter into his arms.

Annie giggled in delight, and father and daughter clung to each other for a long, affectionate while.

It was already past nine, and Ethan was still in pajamas, as if he'd just gotten up. As an attending physician, when he was busy, it was hard to catch him at home at all. He looked like he'd just come off a major surgery, still wearing a tired smile.

Wendy set Annie's things down and waved cheerfully at the two older women."Auntie, Grandma, I have to get back to school. I'll be going."

Aunt Gao wouldn't allow it."What's the rush? Stay and talk awhile."

Wendy was about to find an excuse when Ethan, holding Annie, walked over. His voice turned serious.

"Wendy. I need to ask you something."

From that tone alone, Wendy's heart sank.
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Shamelessly Persistent

Ethan set Annie down and told her to go find Grandma and Great-Grandma.

Wendy followed behind him obediently. Neither of them spoke as they went downstairs.

She sat on a bench in the community garden.

Ethan stood in front of her with his hands on his hips.

"Tell me. Why do you look so terrible?"The tall doctor who always spoke bluntly had turned into a stern old scholar the moment he opened his mouth.

Wendy touched her face and tried to look lighthearted."Really? I thought I gained a few pounds this summer."

She should've known she couldn't fool a man with a professional obsession.

Sure enough, Ethan shook his head, as if he had already seen straight through her."Be honest."

His eyes-always calm, always steady.

Wendy stopped smiling and sat up a little straighter.

In front of Ethan, she had never been able to hide anything. And she never should.

So she admitted that lately she had been sleeping badly, often lying awake because old memories kept surfacing.

Ethan listened, still gentle and even."Wendy, the past has nothing to do with you anymore. Look at your life now-we're all here with you. And don't forget, you have friends. You have students."

Wendy nodded and pressed her lips into a small smile.

"I know."

Sometimes people were attacked by sadness they couldn't name-heavy, dull, inexplicable. But as long as someone stayed beside you, that alone was already rare.

She wasn't alone anymore.

Ethan stepped forward and held her, very lightly, as if afraid of startling her."Wendy, trust yourself. You've done so well."

She looked up at him. Behind his glasses, his eyes carried a warmth like firelight.

For this childhood friend-this boy who had always stood between her and the world-she couldn't find the right words. Gratitude felt redundant. Everything important was already understood.

"Ethan. .."

Her nose stung."If you keep acting like this, I'm going to start calling you Dad."

"Stop talking nonsense,"he said, smiling as he pinched her cheek."Go on. Pull yourself together."

Wendy didn't argue. She hugged him back once, then turned and left.

When she stepped out of the shade, the sun had risen to a blinding height.

Another fine day. She narrowed her eyes against the light.

"Wendy!"

She turned. Ethan was still standing where he'd been.

"Julian looked at your test results. He thinks in a little while you can try reducing your medication."

That was truly good news.

"Got it!"Wendy waved at him with a bright smile.

Two days later, Ethan had Sophie deliver her a mix of Chinese herbal medicine and western sleep aids.

All kinds of bottles and packets, spread across the glass round table in her living room.

To Paige-who usually refused even cold medicine-it looked downright terrifying.

When Paige carried the box back, she stared at Wendy with a miserable expression, her voice shaking."Wendy. .. what's wrong with you?"

Wendy couldn't be bothered to scare her. She dropped onto the couch.

"Someone in the building has been renovating for days. Drills nonstop. Snowball won't stop barking. I'm stressed out and even my teeth hurt."

She really was exhausted, her headache splitting.

Today, while teaching botany to her sophomore class, she'd misspoken twice and gotten corrected by students.

That wasn't like her. In the past, she was always sharp and energetic for the first morning class.

Looking down at her lesson plan, she knew continuing like this would be unfair to the students. So she played a few professional videos instead and let them watch in class.

Insomnia. Nightmares. She blamed it all on the damned noise.

But she knew that wasn't the real reason.

Maybe because he was back-maybe she just needed time to adjust.

During these drained days, the old man in her office-Harold Stone-had been surprisingly loyal. He joked that since Wendy always shared her Bi Luo Chun tea whenever she got paid for a manuscript, he'd return the favor by doing some of her work.

But with Wendy looking listless and sporting dark circles, he naturally couldn't resist teasing.

Wendy had no energy to argue. When she had nothing urgent, she simply put her head down on the desk and slept.

The problem was, an office wasn't a place to sleep.

Some mischievous students would come by on purpose, asking bizarre, tricky questions, or requesting that she sketch certain flowers and grasses, or showing her strange plant photos and demanding identification.

Students in their department were always lively.

From Monday to Friday, class and work repeated-busy, full.

Wendy liked to stand by the office window and look out. The trees outside grew greener year after year. Mr. Stone claimed they were black locust trees.

Wendy knew they weren't, even though they also bloomed in early summer with clusters of white flowers.

In her memory, black locust blossoms were edible.

In the distance, chants rang out from the field. Military training was nearing its end.

The office air conditioner hummed coldly, and time seemed to slow to a stop.

For so many years, she had been addicted to this kind of quiet.

When Mr. Stone returned from the field, he wore a gossip-lover's grin."Hey, Xie. Let me tell you some school gossip to wake you up."

Wendy lazily propped her chin on her hand, signaling him to continue.

He lowered his head and sniffed his tea, deliberately playing mysterious."You're smart-guess."

Seeing him act secretive, Wendy could only guess it had something to do with him.

Mr. Stone cared deeply about reputation.

He always grumbled that Wendy had only studied abroad for a few years and returned with a foreign degree, yet R City University hired her as an associate professor-unfair.

He was nearly two generations older than her, taught far longer, yet he was also"associate."He resented it.

In truth, it was because he was too lazy to publish decent academic papers. Yet every time promotions came around, he applied more eagerly than anyone.

Wendy raised a finger."You're about to ascend and become a god?"

Mr. Stone shook his head."No, no."

She closed her eyes and guessed again."A big leader is visiting?"

He denied it again.

"Fine, I'll tell you,"he said, like explaining to a slow student."A CEO from a foreign company came today. Planning to donate money to build an indoor gym for our university."

He set down his cup and added in a hushed, dramatic tone,"He's in the principal's office right now."

"Seriously? Using charity as a publicity stunt?"Wendy sounded skeptical.

These days, were there any real philanthropists left? Building a gym wasn't ten thousand or a hundred thousand. That was real money. Who would throw away tens of millions so easily?

R City University was a century-old school. Many facilities needed upgrades-most notably, it lacked an indoor sports arena. Students did physical education outdoors; bad weather meant no activities at all.

Privately, students mocked it as"R University's number one shame."

Principal Charles Grant had requested city funding more than once, but the response was always disappointing.

Budget constraints. Put it on hold. Again.

"No, no, no-this one's a personal donation,"Mr. Stone said, moving to the bookshelf to search for something."I heard one of the administrators complain that fundraising feels like begging. This time, Charles's probably grinning so hard his mouth reaches his ears."

"I asked the vice principal if that CEO just had money burning a hole in his pocket. Want to know what he said? He said,'Mr. Harold, if I hold you upside down and shake you, maybe two coins will fall out. That guy? Dollars would pour out like rain.'"

Mr. Stone's miserly expression made Wendy laugh.

Money really did mean freedom.

She teased,"Some real-estate tycoon again?"

"Heh, wrong again."

Mr. Stone continued,"Seems like an American company. A multinational group. Something with 'Jia'in the name. .. I'm not sure. Foreigners have guts. They toss out tens of millions like it's nothing."

Wendy was speechless.

Just as she thought he was about to keep praising foreign generosity, he abruptly changed the subject, pointing at the windowsill beside her. He smiled."What a beautiful bouquet of roses."

Dark green leaves cradled striking red roses.

Red against green-suddenly the only warm color in the entire office.

Wendy felt helpless. Margaret's"pranks"were getting out of hand.

A few days ago, while tidying her desk, Wendy realized she'd finished reading the books borrowed from Margaret. They were still stacked neatly there.

After thinking it over, she mailed them back by courier.

She was not going near that mansion again. Not for any reason.

She didn't know whether the gesture made Margaret overthink.

From then on, Margaret called constantly-inviting her to tea, insisting on dinner.

Not only that, the older woman kept leaving messages on Wendy's QQ account and WeChat.

It was starting to feel. .. relentless. Almost shameless.

And now this enormous bouquet of red roses.

This morning, it had been delivered straight into her undergraduate classroom, as bold as could be.

Over a hundred students watched the entire"receiving flowers"process. They all assumed their single teacher was being passionately pursued by some man, and they cheered and hooted for a full five minutes-completely wrecking class order.

Almost the moment Wendy signed for the bouquet, Margaret called to scold her. Why return books by courier? Wasn't that wasting money?

Of course Wendy cared about the delivery fee. She simply thought it was better than running into Margaret's son again. But she couldn't say that. She only used"busy"as an excuse.

Margaret still wouldn't let it go. She insisted again and again,"Your Mr. Victor's sixtieth birthday is this weekend. No matter how busy you are, that's not an excuse. Wendy, you must come."

Wendy was still in class. Curious eyes stared up at her from every row.

Margaret refused to hang up unless Wendy agreed. In the end, Wendy had no choice but to say,"Fine."

That stubborn old woman-once she dug in her heels, she was impossible to deal with.
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Are You Done Yet?

By now, the mysterious"rose incident"had spread across more than half the campus.

As one of the parties involved, Wendy was teased nonstop on her way back to the office.

Mr. Stone looked deeply sympathetic. He patted her shoulder and comforted her."Cheer up, Xie. I've known Margaret far longer than you have. She's famous around here for being impossible. Even the principal is afraid of her."

"So you're saying. .. I've been targeted by Margaret?"Wendy sighed, sat up straight, and began organizing her paperwork.

There had to be a reason behind all this. One day, she needed to speak to Margaret and make things clear.

"Looks like it. Retired people have to find some fun for themselves. Anyway, once she's set on something, don't oppose her. Let her toss you around-she'll get bored eventually."

Then Mr. Stone suddenly lit up with interest."And I'll tell you something funny-Margaret has had a long-running war with her youngest son too."

"This is from Margaret herself, not something I made up,"Mr. Stone said, pulling a chair over and sitting down.

"She heard skinny jeans might affect a boy's. .. you know. .. development, so she opposed him wearing them from the time he was little. But he was rebellious and did it on purpose. So whenever she saw a pair at home, she tossed them out-over and over, happily."

"Later the kid got smarter. He wore tight ones underneath, loose ones outside, and swapped whenever he wanted. After all, his mom couldn't watch him every second."

Thinking of Leo storming around looking for his pants, Wendy couldn't help smiling.

At lunch in the cafeteria, she casually mentioned Margaret's recent antics.

Sophie was puzzled too. She agreed the old woman was being overly attentive.

Halfway through the meal, Sophie suddenly laughed, as if something clicked."Oh, oh. I get it."

Wendy frowned."I don't."

Sophie pursed her lips."I always thought she treated you unusually well. Now that I'm watching it. .. it looks like she's been cultivating you as a future daughter-in-law. Didn't you say she has a younger son? You're unmarried, he's unmarried-she's had her eye on you for ages."

The moment Wendy heard that, she lost her appetite.

Leo? Between the two of them, there was nothing. Not even a shadow of it.

If she didn't eat enough at lunch, she had to make up for it at dinner. Wendy never mistreated her stomach.

She was chopping vegetables when her phone rang from the living room sofa.

She wiped her hands and went to answer. The caller ID was an unfamiliar number, which immediately irritated her-most likely spam.

Still, she didn't hang up. The other end was silent for a long moment, so she tested the line."Hello?"

"Wendy. Let's talk."

The same crisp, cool tone-like a teacher scolding a naughty child.

That casual, superior certainty made her want to slam something.

"Cut it out. There's nothing for us to talk about."

She didn't know how Steven had gotten her number, or why he was trying to provoke her.

To her, the best ending was simple: strangers, each living well.

As if he had expected this, Liao let out a quiet, mocking laugh."Wendy, are you afraid to see me? Scared of me?"

"You're overthinking it,"she shot back coldly.

There was a pause. Then he changed topics."Good. Then let's talk about. .. Henry."

Her mood turned even darker.

"Steven, I don't owe you anything. Walk your own bright road and stop trying to disrupt my life. And as for my grandpa. .. you don't get to mention him anymore."

She finished in one breath, stabbed the hang-up button, and tossed the phone onto the sofa.

But Steven clearly didn't see it that way.

The moment she hung up, he called again.

Her irritation rose in waves. She didn't answer.

When it finally went quiet, only seconds passed before it rang again-over and over.

Unable to take it anymore, she stormed back to the living room, hit answer, and roared into the phone,"Are you done yet? !"

Only after shouting did she realize something was wrong. The voice on the line wasn't Steven-it was Julian's slightly hoarse voice.

"Why are you so angry?"

One glance at the number told her she'd made a mistake. Regret hit instantly."Sorry. I wasn't yelling at you. I was yelling at the person before."

Julian chuckled softly and asked casually,"Who were you on the phone with just now?"

Wendy lied without thinking."No one. Some insurance salesman. Kept calling and calling. I was cooking and got annoyed."

Julian didn't press. He only said gently,"I just wanted to remind you-drink the herbal medicine Ethan gave you. Don't slack off. And come by the hospital again sometime."

She agreed. They fell silent for a moment.

Facing a man who had once liked her, Wendy felt faintly awkward. Julian seemed to sense it too. After a few more words, he hung up first.

When she went back to chopping, her mind drifted-and she sliced her thumb.

As thin strands of blood welled into view, a question surfaced in her mind:

If it hurt like this. .. then back then, how disappointed had she been?

The cut wasn't deep. She put her thumb into her mouth and sucked at it for a while.

It was nothing serious. Her first-aid kit was full of bandages and adhesive strips.

That was how it was for single women-when you got hurt, you learned to handle it yourself.

After she wrapped the wound and put the kit away, she returned to the kitchen.

Not long after she set the dishes on the table, she heard the door open. Snowball gave two low"woofs"and then stopped-so she knew Paige had slipped in.

Wendy ignored her, went back to the kitchen, grabbed another pair of chopsticks, and the two of them sat down and ate in their usual spots without a word.

After dinner, Wendy cleared the table and went to wash up. Paige volunteered to help, but Wendy didn't trust her and waved a fist at her to shoo her out.

Even so, Paige still managed to cause trouble. A plate slipped from her hands-crack-and shattered. The floor instantly became a mess of fragments.

Clumsy as she was, Paige had probably broken more dishes over the years than she could count.

Wendy crouched to pick up the pieces and realized her hand was trembling.

Of course. Some medicines always came with side effects.

Hearing the noise, Paige tossed the remote aside and rushed over to ask if she was hurt.

Wendy paused, lifted her injured thumb, inspected it seriously for a moment-then grinned."I'm fine. My hands have just been slippery all day."

"Go, go. Leave the rest to me!"Paige pushed her away and began cleaning up the shards.

Wendy went to change her bandage. As she walked into the living room, the TV happened to be airing the city's financial news.

"Today at 3 p. m. , the '2017 R City Food Industry Development Forum,'hosted by the Municipal Food Industry Association, concluded successfully. A representative from 'Jiayi,'a subsidiary of Yu Enterprises, attended and delivered remarks."

"As a globally influential multinational food conglomerate, Yu Enterprises has in recent years shifted focus toward China's mainland market, and has also successfully expanded into real estate. R City, a second-tier city, falls within its strategic reach."

"Several real-estate planning projects involving Jiayi are currently underway."

"According to sources, Jiayi is set to acquire the city's most famous Haiyun Design Institute, with a final merger agreement expected in the coming days. .."

"For further details, we'll now interview Jiayi's legal counsel, Logan Fen. .."

Wendy went still.

Logan. ..

Another old acquaintance.
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Love at First Sight

The camera cut abruptly.

At the venue, videographers swarmed over their equipment, flashes firing in rapid bursts. A line of people in tailored suits streamed out of the conference hall.

Reporters rushed to box them in, afraid of missing anything that might later be labeled"historic."

On screen, the group smiled and exchanged pleasantries, shaking hands as they spoke.

In Wendy's memory, Logan had once been the kid who followed behind like a little brother. Now he looked smoother, more seasoned-still calm even with the media pressing in around him.

It should have been a lively, glamorous event.

But what Wendy noticed was someone outside the crowd's focus: a man wearing sunglasses who bent silently and slipped into a car.

Under the lens, it was only a fleeting glimpse.

Wendy didn't blink. Her thoughts twisted and turned.

Steven had always dreamed of becoming an architectural master. Now, leaning on the York family's vast reach, had he finally achieved it?

She shook her head and let out a humorless laugh.

The way he walked. .. the habit of sliding his left hand into his pocket-he still hadn't changed.

And yet, something else had changed, quietly, beyond her grasp.

As she kept thinking, the faint smile on her face slowly faded.

That foreign company Mr. Stone mentioned. Logan. Jiayi. Jiayi and the gymnasium. ..

Behind all of it-wasn't it still him? Steven.

Coincidence? Accident? Or deliberate probing?

Wendy couldn't tell anymore.

At some point, Paige had come up behind her. Staring at the TV, she launched into her usual commentary like a tour guide.

"I heard from people at the magazine-Yu's Jiayi is a monster. It's expanded insanely fast these past few years. A lot of people don't even realize Jiayi is just a subsidiary of Beatrice Group. Honestly, the 'kid'is about to outshine the 'mom.'"

"And that big boss? He's one of the heartthrobs I showed you the other day. Total profile-killer, right? So handsome, but he won't even show his full face on camera. .. The guy is obsessed with privacy."

Entertainment reporters always seemed to have access to endless inside gossip.

In the past, Wendy might've found it amusing. But when it involved him, she had no patience for it.

She turned toward the bedroom."Whatever. None of this has anything to do with us."

No one followed.

She looked back to find Paige staring at her."Wendy. .. do you believe in love at first sight?"

Wendy curled her lip."Don't tell me you've found another love-at-first-sight target."

Paige didn't have many flaws. Her biggest one was a complete lack of immunity to handsome men. The moment she saw a good-looking face, her eyes turned into stars.

Since graduating college, her parents had arranged plenty of blind dates. Paige accepted them all, with one crystal-clear requirement: he had to be handsome.

Her father was the"appliance king"of their small town. Their family was comfortable, and as the only daughter, Paige was spoiled. If she liked handsome
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