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Chapter 9

“How much?”

“Enough for you to open the best Chinese restaurant in the best part of Sydney.”

I set my cup down and stared at him.

There wasn’t a trace of drunkenness on his face. His eyes were frighteningly clear.

“Why would you give it to me?”

“Because I’ve been watching you for three months,” he said. “You work hard. Ten hours a day, then you come home and teach yourself English. You’re smart. You figured out a better dishwashing flow at the restaurant and cut the time by a third. You know how to bend without breaking. Your boss snaps at you, customers make your life difficult, and you never lose your temper. But most importantly, you have a line you won’t cross—”

He pointed at the cake.

“This cake cost twenty dollars. That’s two days of wages for you. You were willing to buy it for me, then go eat at a charity kitchen yourself.”

“Or maybe that just means I’m stupid.”

“No.” Victor shook his head. “It means you’re kind. And these days, kindness is the rarest thing there is.”

He reached into his coat and took out a business card, then placed it on the table.

I looked down.

Victor Cross, Chairman, Harbor Dining Group.

“Harbor…” I frowned. “The Chinese restaurant chain?”

“It was mine once.” Victor gave a bitter smile. “Three months ago, my son forced me out. These days I’m a pauper. This card is
















Chapter 11

Inside was everything I’d recorded over the past two months about restaurant operations: ways to improve dishwashing workflow, cost analyses for ingredient purchasing, suggestions for service paths on the floor. I’d even drawn a floor plan of Harbor Kitchen by hand, with notes showing where space was being wasted and where the layout could be improved.

“This is…”

“I’ve been here three times,” I said. “The first time I ate here and watched the service flow. The second time I sat in the corner and tracked customer traffic during peak hours. The third time I stayed for four hours and calculated table turnover. Your lunch turnover averages 2.5. Dinner is 3. Both are below the industry average of 3.5 and 4.5. The main reasons are slow ticket times, messy server traffic patterns, and—”

“That’s enough.” Manager Lewis snapped the notebook shut and looked at me differently now. “Who exactly are you?”

“Someone who wants to start at the bottom,” I said. “Manager Lewis, give me one month. I don’t need a salary. Just give me a spot on prep. If I can’t do the job after a month, I’ll walk out on my own.”

Manager Lewis was quiet for a long time.

“Come in tomorrow,” he said at last. “Six a.m. Don’t be late.”

“Thank you.”

“And one more thing.” He stopped me before I could leave. “That notebook—can I keep it?”

I smiled. “It’s yours.”

Working prep was even harder than dishwashing.

I had to be at Harbor Kitchen by six every morning. First I dealt with whatever ingredients were left from the day before, then I started on that day’s prep—chopping vegetables, portioning meat, mixing sauces. When the lunch rush hit, I had to work with the cooks to get orders out. More than a dozen plates could leave the line in a single minute. My hands couldn’t stop, and my mind couldn’t slip.

On my first day, I cut my hand.

The wound wasn’t deep, but blood ran across the cutting board. Manager Lewis told me to go to the hospital. I said I was fine, slapped on a Band-Aid, and kept working.

On the second day, I had the ingredient standards for all sixty-eight dishes on the menu memorized. I could recite what each one needed, and exactly how many grams, without looking.

On the third day, I realized the walk-in was set to the wrong temperature, and some of the ingredients were starting to spoil. I adjusted it, and that day’s food waste dropped by fifteen percent.
Chapter 12

A week later, Manager Lewis moved me from prep to expeditor support—the station that worked directly with the head chef to get dishes out. It was a promotion, and a bigger challenge.

The head chef’s name was Walker. He was from Sichuan, and he had a temper like open flame. The three guys before me at that station had all been cursed out until they quit.

“Too slow!”

“Too much sauce!”

“The plate’s cold!”

On the first day alone, he tore into me more than twenty times. I never snapped back. Whatever he corrected, I fixed. If I couldn’t remember it, I wrote it down.

After closing, I stayed behind and turned that day’s ticket records into a chart. I broke down the time each dish took and looked for the bottlenecks.

What I found was that the problem wasn’t the expeditor station. It was Chef Walker’s kitchen flow.

His habit was to cook meat dishes first and vegetable dishes second. But meat took longer, which meant the vegetable orders sat waiting for the burners, dragging down the whole line.

So I drew up a new station flow and suggested a different firing order.

The next day, I showed it to him.

He glanced at it once and threw it on the floor. “Who the hell do you think you are? You gonna teach me how to cook now?”

I didn’t pick it up. I just said, “Chef Walker, try it for one day. If it doesn’t work, I’m gone.”

He glared at me for a long moment. Then he bent down and picked up the paper.

That lunch service, ticket speed improved by twenty percent, and customer complaints dropped by a third.

Chef Walker didn’t say anything. But that afternoon, when he went out to buy drinks, he brought me back a bottle of iced tea.

A month later, Manager Lewis called me in to talk.

“Ethan Bennett, do you realize that in one month, you’ve worked three different stations, and you’ve done better than anyone else at every one of them?”

“I do.”

“What is it you actually want?”

“I want to run a store.”

Manager Lewis laughed. “The day you came in, I already had a feeling. But being a store manager isn’t that simple. You need to understand operations, finance, staffing, marketing…”

“I can learn.”

“Learn?” He shook his head. “Every store manager earns it the hard way. Three years if they’re fast. Five if they’re not. You’ve been here one month…”

“Give me a store,” I said. “The worst one you’ve got. One that’s losing money. Give me three months. If I can’t turn it around, I’ll resign on my own.”

Manager Lewis studied me, his expression hard to read.

“What makes you so confident?”

“Because I spent three months washing dishes, one month on prep, and one month on expeditor support,” I said. “I know every link in this business. I know where the problems are, and I know how to fix them.”

“That’s not a reason.”
Chapter 14

“Fine. Then I’ll tell you.” I pulled out the data I’d gotten from head office. “Last month’s revenue was eighteen thousand Australian dollars. Food cost was nine thousand. Labor was eight thousand. Rent was five thousand. Utilities and miscellaneous expenses were another two thousand. Total loss: sixteen thousand.”

“We already know we’re losing money,” the cook said. His name was Walker. “This place is tucked too far out of the way. Nobody comes here. The last manager tried flyers, discounts, all of it. Didn’t help.”

“What did you try?”

“We?” Walker laughed. “We’re employees. The manager told us what to do, we did it.”

“Well, I’m the manager now,” I said. “So when I tell you what to do, you do it. If anyone doesn’t want to, the door’s right there.”

Nobody moved.

Jobs weren’t easy to find.

“Good,” I said. “Starting tomorrow, first change: hours move from ten a.m. to ten p.m. to seven a.m. to eleven p.m. Breakfast in the morning, lunch specials at noon, late-night meals after dark.”

“Seven in the morning?” Zack blurted. “Who’s showing up that early to eat?”

“Office workers. Students,” I said. “This neighborhood is close to the train station. The foot traffic is huge in the morning, but there isn’t a single real breakfast place nearby. That’s our first gap in the market.”

“Second.” I kept going. “We cut the menu from thirty dishes to fifteen. Keep the best-sellers. Drop the dead weight nobody orders. At the same time, we add five signature items. I’ll design them myself.”

“You can cook?” Old Zhou asked skeptically.

“No. But I understand flavor pairing. Starting tomorrow, you’ll help me test dishes.”

“Third.” I looked at the two servers. “We scrap fixed pay and switch to base wages plus commission. Five percent on every order you sell. And we start building customer profiles—learn our regulars’ names, remember what they like, give them personalized service.”

“That sounds like a lot of trouble…”

“Fourth,” I said, ignoring the complaint, “we launch delivery. There are a lot of Chinese customers in this area, and plenty of them don’t want to go out. We bring the food to them. No delivery fee. Thirty-dollar minimum.”

“Fifth.” I paused. “Every Monday, the full staff meets. We review the numbers and propose improvements. Good ideas get rewarded—anywhere from fifty to two hundred.”

When I finished, I looked at the four of them. “Any questions?”

Old Zhou raised a hand. “Manager, it all sounds easy when you say it, but every one of these changes costs money. Where’s that money supposed to come from?”
Chapter 21

I know you’re still awake. Third brother, I’ve been thinking a lot this past year. We really did wrong by you. Vanessa... she’s too selfish. Mom too. Her favoritism was out of control. I shouldn’t have joined in back then. I should’ve said something for you...

Finished? I typed back.

Third brother, the family really can’t hold on anymore. Uncle comes every day demanding money. He says he’ll chop off my hand if we don’t pay. Vanessa’s gone into hiding. Mom cries all day. Dad... Dad had a stroke last month. He’s half paralyzed now.

I gripped the phone so hard my knuckles turned white.

Third brother, I’m not asking you to forgive us. I’m just begging you to help Dad. He’s still your father. This whole past year, he’s been talking about you every day...

I took a long breath, then typed:

Hospital address.

Ryan sent it over at once, along with the room number.

I’ll have someone transfer enough for Dad’s surgery. But Ryan, this is the last time. From today on, I have nothing to do with the Bennett family.

Third brother...

I blocked him.

Then I opened another chat window—my private assistant.

Transfer 500,000 RMB to this account. Note: medical expenses. Don’t put my name on it.

After that, I lay back on my bed and stared at the ceiling.

I thought I’d feel sad.

Or relieved.

I felt neither.

There was only a deep, bone-level exhaustion.

I picked up my phone again and logged into the social media account I hadn’t touched in a year. Then I posted a photo: the Sydney Opera House at night, and my silhouette in profile with a glass raised in one hand.

Caption:

See you in five years.
Four years early.

Then I went to sleep.

When I woke up the next morning, the post had blown up.

More than ten thousand shares. Hundreds of thousands of comments.

Who is this guy?

Vice President of Harbor Dining Group. Annual salary in the millions in Australian dollars. A legend in the Chinese community...

Wait. Isn’t this that “missing uncle” from that post?

Someone dug up Vanessa’s old social media plea looking for her “missing uncle,” compared the photos, and confirmed it was me.

Then they dug up Vanessa’s social feed.

Hermès. BMWs. The Maldives. “True love.”

Every boast. Every lie. Every scam.

All of it was dragged into the light.

Public opinion flipped overnight.

This family had it coming.

They handed all the redevelopment compensation to the eldest daughter, and she pissed it away. Serves them right.

They drove the younger son out, and now he’s an executive in Australia. Talk about making them eat their words.

“Can someone calculate the psychological damage to the uncle here...”
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