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Chapter 8

Hainiu were attacking like demons. On the other side, Shandong Taishan looked like they were sleepwalking.

A little later, at 5:36, Hainiu struck again.

A forward got in behind three Taishan defenders and poked the ball past the keeper. Wang Dalei went down, but he couldn’t get there.

The ball was in again.

2-0.

Gordon and I both yelled at once: "Holy shit!"

Who would believe a first half like this?

Hainiu, a team that hadn’t exactly been putting up great results, were pinning Taishan down the entire time. Bang, bang — two goals, 2-0.

At halftime, Gordon and I started drinking, one glass after another, talking about the match as we went.

Gordon said, "Ryan, if Hainiu keeps playing like this, there’s a real chance they could finish 3-1 or even 4-1."

I didn’t answer that. Instead, I asked him, "How much did you put on this one? Fifty yuan like me?"

He just smiled. "Take a guess."

The second he said that, I knew I was screwed.

He’d definitely bet more than I did. And if it really hit, his payout would be bigger too.

No matter how this went, it always felt like I was working for him.

I didn’t guess. I deliberately stopped paying attention to him. No matter what he said after that, I ignored him.

Finally, Gordon couldn’t hold it in anymore and spilled it himself. "On the four exact scores you were looking at — 2-0, 3-0, 3-1, and 4-1 — I put a hundred bucks on each."

The instant I heard that, I checked my phone and looked up the odds on 4-1.

One hundred times.

If that score really hit, Gordon would turn one hundred yuan into ten thousand.

I’d only get five thousand.

The moment I realized that, jealousy, envy, and resentment hit me all at once.

I reached out and shut off the TV.

"Forget it. We’re drinking instead! This is too damn intense. I can’t take it. We’ll just check the result later!"

And so we kept drinking and talking.

But in my head, I kept counting the minutes.

The match hit 60 minutes.

The match hit 70 minutes.

The match hit 80 minutes.

I was sure Gordon was doing the same thing.

Otherwise, there was no way to explain why, just as I was thinking, The match is at 80 minutes now, Gordon suddenly grabbed the remote and switched the TV back on.

The moment the screen lit up, it was replaying Hainiu’s third goal.

It had come in the 79th minute. A winger had broken down the flank and crossed it in, and the striker finished it off. He even used a gorgeous backheel touch to do it.

"What the hell? This is insane! Shandong Taishan are getting humiliated by Hainiu!" Gordon stared at the goal replay, his mouth hanging open so wide it took him a long time to close it.

The match kept going. Taishan threw everything they had into one last push, trying to claw back some dignity with a consolation goal, but every time it came to the final touch, something was just a little off.

Tick, tick.

As time slipped away, the clock reached the 89th minute.

Gordon said, "Looks like that’s probably it, huh?"

The words had barely left his mouth when stoppage time popped up on the screen.

Ten full minutes.

"No way. Our 3-1 and 4-1 are still alive!" Gordon answered himself before I could even react.

"Don’t even start! Stop praying nonsense like that!" I said, staring at the Final Blow Betting App and the slips on it. "3-0 was paying fifty times. If Shandong Taishan score one and it becomes 3-1, the payout drops to thirty-five times — way less. You should be praying nobody scores at all. Just let it stay 3-0 until the end. That’s fine. Sure, it’s only half the 4-1 payout, but at least it’s safe money. Cash that and call it a day!"

"Right, right! Let it end like this. That’d be perfect!"

While we were saying that, Shandong Taishan’s Krayson had already carried the ball to the edge of the box at about a forty-five-degree angle.

He sent in a cross.

The ball dropped into the area. Nobody touched it.

Then it bounced once and went in.

1-3.

It really happened.

The odds dropped from fifty times to thirty-five in an instant.

"No way. That counts? That one kick just killed fifteen hundred yuan for me!" Gordon howled like a wolf the moment the goal was confirmed.

"Nothing we can do. That’s fate. We just don’t have the luck for fifty-to-one odds."

I picked up the cigarette pack from the table, took out two sticks, lit one for him and one for myself.

"Not necessarily," Gordon said fiercely, taking a long drag. "Maybe we don’t have fifty-to-one luck. Maybe we’ve got one-hundred-to-one luck. Just watch. There’s still time. As long as Hainiu gets one more in, we’re good!"

"Come on, don’t be ridiculous. It’s the Qilu Derby. Leave some room to breathe. Why keep pushing so hard? Winning 3-1 is fine — you still keep some goodwill. If they really smash in a garbage 4-1, then they turn into enemies."

That’s what I said out loud.

But inside, I was hoping just as hard that Hainiu would score one more.

Time kept slipping forward.

93 minutes. 94 minutes. 95 minutes...

Then it hit 99 minutes, and Hainiu won a free kick outside the box.

"This is it! The last chance! It has to go in!" Gordon said, already leaning so far toward the TV he looked ridiculous. Then, in a move so exaggerated it was almost pathetic, he dropped to his knees and started begging Masawudi. "Meme, you have to score this one. If you do, you’re invincible in my heart!"

I couldn’t tell whether Gordon’s prayer worked or whether Masawudi had somehow been possessed by both Messi and Ronaldo in that moment.

Either way, I watched him swing his foot, watched the ball fly, and watched it go in for real.

"Aaaaaaah! One hundred times!" Gordon shrieked and rushed at me, shaking me hard. "Ryan, you’re amazing! We really hit the one-hundred-times payout!"

I didn’t answer him.

I was too busy calculating like a madman.

With this slip added in, just how much money did I have saved up now?
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I kept doing the math over and over, but the numbers refused to line up in my head. In the end, I gave up on trying to torture myself.

I opened the Final Blow Betting App and saw the balance inside: 9,150 yuan.

Add that to the 6,857 yuan in my card, and I was suddenly sitting on 16,007 yuan.

I had been in Qingdao for two years, and I had never had this much money in my account. For a second, I got a little dizzy with excitement. I wanted to spend. Really spend.

I did not even bother to calculate exactly how much Gordon and I had made on our slips together. I knew he had definitely made more than me, but I did not want to know by how much. What good would that do? He was not going to share it with me. All it would do was make me feel worse.

Gordon noticed I had gone quiet and poked my arm.

"Ryan, have you ever been to














































Chapter 10

I was afraid that if Chengdu Rongcheng took its first loss of the season against Shenhua and I happened to catch it, and then I had gone all in with an unprecedented 5,000 yuan monster bet, I would probably cry until I could not even find the rhythm anymore. I would not recover for a long time.

I had to spread the 5,000 yuan around.

After the 1,000 yuan on away win, I put another 2,000 yuan on over 3 total goals.

That way, even if Chengdu lost or drew, it did not matter. As long as the match finished with more than three total goals, whether four, five, or more, I would cash out.

If the match landed exactly on three goals, I would get a push and get my stake back.

I thought the push was unlikely. I was very confident this one would go over three.

When attack-heavy teams met other attack-heavy teams, the game usually opened up. Four goals was the minimum.

So to me, that bet was ironclad, harder than steel. A safety play.

The remaining 2,000 yuan I used on correct scores:

1-2 at 13.00, 500 yuan.
1-3 at 40.00, 500 yuan.
2-3 at 40.00, 500 yuan.

For the last 500 yuan, I originally wanted to add 2-2, and I was almost about to place it, but I closed that window and shifted my attention to the half-time/full-time market instead.

That odd was 40 to 1, more than three times the 2-2 score price.

Should I take a shot at this? Shenhua definitely had the ability to lead Chengdu at halftime, and if Chengdu fell behind first, they absolutely had a chance to turn it around in the second half.

Staring at the option, I could almost hear a voice in my head tempting me.

And then I blurted out my own answer: "Damn it. It is gambling anyway. I already have the ironclad bets to protect my base. If I should go for it, I should go for it. Worst case, I just fall back to that 1,000 yuan foundation."

After I had placed everything, my heart started pounding hard, thump-thump-thump, like I had just done something illegal and was waiting to get caught.
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The moment I finished placing those bets, I suddenly realized something: Gordon could see all my slips.

If he used the copy function again and bet more than I did, and if he hit more than I did, would I have to get angry all over again every time?

If that kept happening, when would the anger ever end?

Thinking of that, I took the old account, generated a link from it, sent it to my other phone number, and registered a brand-new betting account.

It actually registered successfully.

"Perfect. From now on, I will bet with two accounts. Small slips on the old one, big slips on the new one, heavy shots on the new one."

Once I had sorted that out, I felt great and even ordered Haidilao delivery for myself on the spot.

Before long, my phone rang. Unknown number.

I frowned and answered, only to find it was Lily Bennett. She giggled and asked, "Ryan, so you live in Beethoven Gardens?"

I was just about to ask how she knew when it hit me: she worked at Haidilao. The order system must have sent my delivery to the branch where she worked.

Lily, clearly guessing what I was thinking, lowered her voice and said, "I am packing your order right now. Want me to bring it to you myself later?"

I knew she was teasing me, so I played along and said, "Sure. Bring it over. I am just worried that once you show up, you will not be able to leave. I will finish the Haidilao... and then I will finish you too."

After spending time together, Lily and I had moved from awkward strangers to something much more ambiguous. We still had not officially defined anything, but we could already joke around in a flirty way.

"Gross. I am working," she snapped, pretending to be mad, and hung up.

Thirty minutes later, the Haidilao delivery arrived. Along with everything I ordered, there was also a small cake.

I was still wondering why Lily had sent me cake when a message came through on WeChat.

"Today is my birthday. I am working and do not have time to celebrate. Help me celebrate it, okay?"

That message hit me a little hard. I felt a stab of sympathy for her too.

I had seen Haidilao staff sing Happy Birthday for customers before. They danced around, full of energy, like they were temporarily playing the role of a customer's family and sincerely trying to make the atmosphere special.

But who would have thought that the staff creating that birthday joy might also be having their own birthday that day, too busy to celebrate or even eat a bite of cake?

I texted back, "What time do you get off? I will come find you."

She replied, "Why? To celebrate my birthday?"

I said, "Yes. What time do you get off?"

"Ten at night," she said.

"Okay. I will be there at 9:50."

After I finished eating, it was already 3:00 in the afternoon.

The Shandong Taishan versus Qingdao West Coast District match started at 7:00, which still gave me two hours.

Perfect. I could watch that one, then go see Lily. Shanghai Shenhua versus Chengdu Rongcheng kicked off at 8:00 and would not end until 10:00, which meant the result would come out right when Lily got off work.

Thinking that through, I crawled right back into bed.

Once I lay down, the room felt too dark, so I pulled the curtains shut.

With the curtains closed, I felt like it would be a waste not to take a nap in such a good environment.

I tilted my head and fell asleep within minutes.

My current life was exactly what Brother Zhao Benshan used to joke about: people with no worries sleep the best.

I was 25, unmarried, and in the best years of my life.

The anxiety of buying a house, getting married, having kids, and raising them had not caught up with me yet.

So I could fall asleep the moment my head hit the pillow.

Because I had not set an alarm and had nothing else on my mind, I slept for four and a half hours. When I woke up and checked my phone, it was already 7:30.

"Damn it. I am such a pig," I muttered at myself while I opened the sports app and pulled up Shandong Taishan versus Qingdao West Coast District.

The second I saw the live score, another curse slipped out of my mouth. It was 1-0.

"What the hell is Shandong Taishan doing? They lost 1-4 to Qingdao Hainiu in the last match and lost all their momentum? Now they are about to lose to Qingdao West Coast District too? If they lose this one as well, the fans will probably disappear by half."

I sat up straight.

The match was still on. Chances going both ways, but neither side could break the other down. Qingdao West Coast District could not score against Shandong Taishan, and Shandong Taishan could not break through Qingdao West Coast District either.

The 1-0 score held until halftime.

During the break, I rushed into the bathroom and took a shower. I had not even had a scary dream, but I was still sweating in my sleep and felt disgusting.

While I was washing, I started calculating in my head how much I would make if every slip I had placed that day hit.

I only made a rough estimate, and I scared myself.

It was almost forty thousand yuan.

No way, I thought. There was no way I could be that lucky. Doubling my money would already be amazing.

Then another thought hit me. Wait, doubling was nothing to be satisfied about. When I used to place 50 or 100 yuan slips, they often paid out several times over. If I had gone with 5,000 yuan this time, I should at least be hoping for a twofold return. Otherwise, what was the point of even trying?

Because I still had the match on my mind, I washed fast, rinsed off quickly, and went back to bed.

Only ten minutes had passed.

Perfect. I could still watch the first 30 minutes of highlights I had missed.

When I did, I actually laughed.

Qingdao West Coast District's goal was ridiculously dramatic.

A Shandong Taishan player made a bad first touch, West Coast's defender Meme stole the ball, drove forward immediately, linked up with Davidson in a neat one-two, then stabbed straight into the box like a dagger and finished it off.

"Beautiful goal," I shouted, applauding the strike.

Meme, on the screen, spread his arms at the camera like he was saying, What? Scoring a goal. How hard can it be?

Soon the second half started, and so did Shanghai Shenhua versus Chengdu Rongcheng. Since I wanted to keep an eye on both scores, I split the screen and watched them at the same time.

Ten minutes passed. No goals.

Five more minutes passed. Still nothing.

"Shenhua, at least score one," I muttered, growing anxious. I got down on my knees on the bed, clasped my hands together, and started praying at my phone.

The second I finished speaking, the second I finished the pose, I looked up and saw Chen Jinyi of Shanghai Shenhua fire a rocket of a shot.

"Score one for me!"

Along with my shout, the ball flew straight into the top-left corner of the net.

It was in.

No question. Shanghai Shenhua 1-0.
Chapter 11

"Hahaha, nice! Great name, great finish. Jinyi, score one!" Seeing my prayer actually work and the match moving in the direction I wanted, I jumped off the bed happily and went to grab a beer from the fridge.

Qingdao people had this one habit that was great: as soon as the weather got even a little warm, there was always beer in the fridge. Not bottled beer, but draft craft beer in bulk.

I kept drinking and kept watching.

At the 74th minute of Shandong Taishan versus Qingdao West Coast District, Zeka scored, and the match went to 1-1.

Before that goal, a Shandong Taishan player had made a move that looked suspiciously like a foul, but the referee let it go. Zheng Zhi, now the coach of Qingdao West Coast District, exploded at the referee and started cursing him out.

The referee did not indulge him. He pulled a straight red card and sent Zheng Zhi off.

Watching that scene made me strangely sad.

I was not a die-hard fan of any team, but during those years when Guangzhou Evergrande was on fire, I had followed them with my classmates.

Back then, Zheng Zhi had been so heroic. So imposing.

He had spent so many years under Lippi, and he still had not learned the kind of emotional control that coach carried like second nature. Zheng Zhi was still too green as a manager. After this, the Football Association was probably going to punish him too. If things went badly, Qingdao West Coast District might even struggle to keep drawing anymore.

That thought made me decide this match was probably going to end right there. I stopped paying attention to it and focused fully on Shanghai Shenhua's game instead.
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I switched back to Shanghai Shenhua versus Chengdu Rongcheng.

And I got even angrier.

What the hell was Chengdu Rongcheng doing today? Did they not want to win anymore?

I could not see a single trace of hunger from them. They were just letting Shanghai Shenhua press them back again and again.

And they still wanted the title?

I kept grumbling and sighing until the 38th minute of the first half, when Shenhua's Gyae scored again. It was 2-0.

Even though I would still win my 2,000 yuan bet as long as the match produced four total goals, I did not want those goals coming from Shanghai Shenhua. I wanted Chengdu Rongcheng to win 4-1, 4-0, 4-1, or even 5-1.

Looks like I had overrated them.

Maybe this match would turn into a one-sided Shenhua slaughter, something like 3-0, 4-0, or 4-1. If they kept playing like this, 5-0 and 5-1 were possible too.

I was done watching.

I shut off my phone with a sour face and got ready to head out.

Even though it was still an hour before 10:00, I wanted to get to Sunac Mall early.

I wanted to buy Lily a gift before the mall closed.

But what should I buy?

Gift-giving always gave me a headache.

I did not have much relationship experience. In middle school and high school, I had only ever given the girls I liked a doll and a notebook. Just a notebook for writing, nothing fancy.

Now that I was older, I could not give out cheap stuff like that anymore.

Ever since the money in my card crossed 15,000 yuan, I almost never took the subway when I went out. Even to work, I would take a taxi both ways.

Once, when I got out of the car, one of the crew members saw me and teased me, "Yo, Ryan, since when do you ride in taxis? Did you strike it rich on some side hustle?"

I did not answer. I could not be bothered explaining.

In my mind, we would soon no longer belong to the same world.

When a person starts getting money, they really do stop caring about the sarcasm of people who are still below them.

This time I took a taxi to Sunac Mall too, and I ordered the fancy version.

After three minutes, a black Volvo S90 pulled up beside me.

"Hello, please confirm the last four digits of your phone number."

"1261."

"Great. Please fasten your seat belt. We are on our way. There is water in the rear door handle area. Please help yourself if you get thirsty."

I said yes, reached over, pulled out a bottle, and saw it was that kind of sparkling water that usually cost 3.5 yuan a bottle.

I twisted it open and drank half of it in one go.

I told myself I was not going to look at my phone anymore, but with nothing else to do, I still ended up opening it.

The Shandong Taishan match had already finished. The 1-1 score did not change and held until full time. Qingdao West Coast District had drawn again, five draws in a row.

From that draw, and from my 200 yuan bet, I made 1,100 yuan.

But honestly, that amount no longer excited me.

It was nice to have it. It would be better. But if it did not exist, it would not be a major problem either.

What I cared about more was Shanghai Shenhua versus Chengdu Rongcheng.

When I switched to that match, I breathed out. At least at the 45th minute, Chengdu had pulled one back.

The live score was 2-1.

That score at least guaranteed my 2,000 yuan over bet would not lose.

"If only I had thrown all 5,000 on over goals," a little voice in my head said. "If they scored one more in the second half, it would be locked."

Another little voice immediately jumped in. "At 1x odds? Even if it hit in-play, you would only turn 5,000 into 5,000. What is the point? People make as much money as they dare to dream. Watch it. Those 500 yuan score bets might be where the real payoff is."

I could not stand their arguing, so I shook my head hard and made them shut up.

Then I stared out the window and started watching the streets.

The Volvo moved fast and smooth along the coastal road, and pretty little villas slid by outside the window.

I asked the driver, "Do you know what this villa district is called? Are the houses expensive?"

He said, "Expensive, of course they are. What was the name again? Oh, right, Singing Crystal Sea. The high-rises in the back are cheaper, around 1.5 million yuan a unit. The villas up front, I think the cheapest ones are still over 6 million, and the expensive ones are around 20 million. I only heard that from other people, so I am not sure. Why? Thinking of buying here, boss?"

I quickly denied it. "No. I just think it looks nice. The environment is good. Just asking."

After that, neither of us said anything until we arrived.

At Sunac Mall, I wandered through the Huawei and Apple stores first, wanting to buy Lily a phone, but I could not bear the price. The ones I liked were all close to 10,000 yuan.

Then I walked through Gucci and thought about buying perfume, but I suddenly remembered I had already given her perfume once. If I gave her another bottle now, it would not feel sincere.

So I drifted around aimlessly, from east to west, from the first floor to the second and the third. I went around nearly twice and still had not picked anything suitable.

In the end, I drifted back toward the Huawei and Apple stores.

At the same time, I opened the sports app again.

It was already 9:40 p.m. and Shanghai Shenhua versus Chengdu Rongcheng had reached the 85th minute.

I had already texted Lily to say I was there.

She said she might be another half hour.

Perfect, I thought. That gave me just enough time to finish the match. I replied that there was no rush and that she should take her time while I wandered around.

After two full laps around the mall, I stopped outside the Huawei store and decided to finish watching the game and see how it ended. If I made a huge profit, I would buy Lily a phone.

I had noticed the phone she used. It was still an old iPhone 13, and it lagged horribly whenever she used it.

Mine was not exactly great either, but at least it was an iPhone 15.

Even that phone I had bought in 24 installments.

Thinking about that made me feel bad for myself too.

How could a 25-year-old man be this poor? Buying a phone that cost under 10,000 yuan and paying it off over 24 months?

If I really hit a big one, I would buy myself a new one too.

Even so, I did not feel hopeful anymore.

Because the clock had hit 90 minutes.

And the live score was still Shanghai Shenhua 2, Chengdu Rongcheng 1.

If it ended like this, damn it, not only would I fail to make money on this one, I would also be down 2,700 yuan overall once I counted the Qingdao West Coast District match.

Just as that thought crossed my mind, Chengdu Rongcheng's Felipe received a pass inside the box, leaned his strong body into the Shenhua defender, spun, and fired. The ball went in.

Live score: 2-2.

My 2,000 yuan over 3 bet hit.

"Hahahaha! No way. Heaven is really helping me," I shouted inside my head, and the little man in me, who had been depressed a moment ago, suddenly got loud again.

One voice said, "There is still time. Seven minutes of stoppage, and maybe five real minutes. Chengdu Rongcheng can score another one! Then 2-3 and the half-time/full-time line will both land. Both are high odds!"

Another voice shot back, "As if. A two-goal stoppage-time comeback against Shanghai Shenhua? A draw would already be good enough. You already hit one big 2,000 yuan slip. What more do you want?"

While they were arguing, I walked out in big strides and lit a cigarette.

Minute after minute passed. Both sides had chances to break through and change the score, but neither side could land the knockout blow and finish the game.

One little voice said, "Can miracles not favor me just once?"

The other said, "Since you started betting, your luck has already been pretty damn good. Do not get greedy."

At the 96th minute, just when I had stopped hoping for anything, Chengdu Rongcheng won a corner.
Chapter 13

I slipped quietly into the bedroom and looked at Lily. She was sleeping sweetly, one pillow under her head and another in her arms, drooling a little in her sleep.

I smiled and went into the kitchen to make breakfast quietly.

Just as the food was almost done, I turned to call Lily up, and when I turned around, she was standing right there in the doorway, scaring the hell out of me.

"When did you wake up?" I asked after I recovered.

She stretched. "Just now."

I asked, "Do you work today?"

She shook her head. "No. I covered a few shifts for other people these past few days, so I can finally rest for Labor Day."

I kept going, "Why?"

Lily frowned, clearly not sure how to answer that one.

I looked at her face and said, "Oh, never mind. That was my misunderstanding. I thought you had adjusted your schedule just for me, because I guessed I might ask you to go out with me during the holiday."

Lily laughed and went to wash up. When she walked into the bathroom, she saw the new towel and new toothbrush I had prepared for her, with toothpaste already squeezed onto the brush.

That warmth flowed through her again.

...

I had not actually planned to ask Lily out for Labor Day, and she had not thought about it either. But somehow, for all sorts of different reasons, we ended up spending the holiday together.

That probably counted as fate.

After breakfast, we decided to hike Dazhu Mountain in the West Coast district.

We did not take the subway or a taxi. We rented two electric scooters and rode them side by side, then one in front of the other, then side by side again.

Because we were young, we climbed all the way to the top in one go, took photos, and rang the bell.

On the way down, we saw a lot of people we had passed on the way up still resting halfway down the mountain.

We exchanged a knowing smile, not even sure what the other person was smiling about, and neither of us asked.

From Dazhu Mountain, we did not go straight home. We rode over to the City Balcony beach.

We ate a simple meal nearby and then ran to the beach to play.

The tide was going out, so we imitated the local women and went shell hunting. We actually dug up a few tiny clams. Lily was thrilled, hopping around like a sparrow.

When we got tired, we sat on a big rock by the sea, letting the ocean breeze hit us as we stared into the distance.

Lily pointed at the island off in the distance and said, "Ryan, look, Ling Mountain Island. That is where we have some beautiful memories now."

I answered, "Yeah. Beautiful memories. Not just Ling Mountain Island. Tangdao Bay, Dazhu Mountain, this place, the City Balcony. In the future, a lot of places in the West Coast district will have our beautiful memories."

Hearing that, Lily leaned into me affectionately and wrapped one arm around mine.

I tilted my head and looked at her.

She looked up at me too.

Something was moving in our eyes, something a lot like love.

In the end, I still could not hold back and kissed her.

The second our lips touched, before anything else could happen, a kid walking by suddenly seemed to discover something earth-shattering and shouted, "Mom! Dad! Look! That big brother is kissing that big sister!"

We broke apart in a rush, embarrassed enough to wish we could dig ourselves into the sand like clams.

...

On the way back from the City Balcony beach, we stopped by the seafood market and bought five crabs, eight oysters, a jin of shrimp, and two jin of scallops.

I said, "I really do cook well. Tonight I will show you what I can do again."

Lily said, "Okay. I will be waiting to eat."

And she meant it. While I was busy in the kitchen, she curled up on the sofa and watched TV. She did not like Korean dramas. She only liked Animal World and Deep Sea World.

The raw, wild world fascinated her.

Every so often, she would tiptoe over to check on me.

Sometimes she saw me cleaning shrimp. Sometimes she saw me shucking oysters. Sometimes she saw me peeling garlic. The last time she came over, she saw me staring blankly at my phone.

This time, Lily chose to walk in.

She came up behind me quietly and saw that I was looking at match analysis.

"You like football?" she whispered.

That startled me again so badly I nearly dropped the phone.

I pretended to be annoyed and said, "If you keep doing that, I will spank you."

Lily's face went red in an instant. She lifted her chin and whispered, "You dare?"

I held my phone up in front of her and asked, "Guess which of these two teams will win?"

I was talking about Qingdao Hainiu FC and Shanghai Port.

I had only asked to tease her, but Lily did not even think. She said, "Obviously Qingdao Hainiu."

I stared. "Why?"

She said, "No reason. Just a woman's intuition. Sixth sense."

Hearing that, I almost went limp. I had thought maybe she knew a little about football and was about to give me a whole breakdown. I had not expected her to just toss out a number six.

Lily went back to the living room to watch her animal shows, and I stayed in the kitchen to keep studying football.

Originally, after seeing Qingdao Hainiu play so well last match, I had wanted to buy another Hainiu win. But once I checked the head-to-head record against Shanghai Port, I got shocked:

2023 season
2023-05-10
Shanghai Port 2-1 Qingdao Hainiu (away loss)
2023-08-08
Qingdao Hainiu 0-5 Shanghai Port (home loss)
2024 season
2024-05-01
Qingdao Hainiu 0-5 Shanghai Port (home loss)
2024-07-21
Shanghai Port 5-0 Qingdao Hainiu (away loss)
2025 season
2025-05-09
Shanghai Port 3-1 Qingdao Hainiu (away loss)
2025-10-17
Qingdao Hainiu 3-4 Shanghai Port (home loss)

Six matches, six losses.

Five goals scored, 24 conceded.

With a record like that, what exactly were they supposed to win with?!!

Looking at that lopsided history, I changed my mind almost instantly: bet on Qingdao Hainiu losing at home.

Even after they had beaten Shandong Taishan 4-1 in the last round!

But when I actually got ready to bet, I hesitated again.

Because the odds for win-draw-loss in this match were 3.52, 3.30, and 2.10.

That looked wrong.

If the bookmaker really favored Shanghai Port, then the away-win price should have been closer to 1.30 or 1.45.

No. I could not bet Shanghai Port to win.

I should bet the over.

Over 2.5 total goals.

No matter who won or lost, if there were three goals in the match, I would cash in cleanly.

Looking at the teams' past scoring records, over 2.5 in this one was absolutely going to hit. It was even safer than Shanghai Shenhua versus Chengdu Rongcheng. A real ironclad play.

Looking at the balance in my card, I decided this time I would put 20,000 yuan on over 2.5.

On top of that, I wanted to take another 5,000 yuan and pick a correct score. Since I was sure over 2.5 would land anyway, even if I lost the 5,000 yuan, it would only mean I made 5,000 yuan less.

After weighing the options, I settled on 3-1. The odds were 29-to-1. If it hit, that would be 145,000 yuan.

I did not really know why I liked that score. If I had to force a reason, it would be the same reason Lily had given me: intuition.

Once I had sorted all that out, it was time to eat.

We ate while watching Animal World and talking.

I deliberately kept my attention scattered so I would not think about the match, but I still kept glancing down at the time without meaning to.

Lily asked, "What is wrong? Are you checking the football?"

I said, "No. Watching Animal World with you is nice."

After dinner, Lily cleaned the table and washed the dishes.

By then the match had already been going for half an hour. I wanted to check it, but I held myself back.

"Whether I look or not, the result will still be the result. Better to wait and check it later. Good or bad, it all comes down to one cut. Watching the match is too painful. Every second is nerve-racking. I cannot stand it."

With that in mind, I started tidying the apartment, putting everything back where it belonged and mopping the floor twice.

After we finished, Lily called me downstairs to take a walk.

We looped around the neighborhood together.

Slowly walking. Slowly talking. Somehow, that brought us right up to the final whistle.

I could not wait any longer. I pulled out my phone to check the score, and when I looked, the final result really was 3-1.

Qingdao Hainiu FC versus Shanghai Port, 3-1.

"Fuck! Four years! Qingdao Hainiu's first win over Shanghai Port, and I actually caught it!"

I kept my face calm on the outside, but inside I was already screaming.

My hands shaking, I opened the Final Blow Betting App and saw the cash-out amount on the screen: 185,000 yuan.

"Fuck! Fuck! I am rich!"

Even while shouting that inside my head, I could not stop myself from grinning.

Lily asked, "What happened?"

I said, "You guessed right. Qingdao Hainiu really won."

At that moment, with a beauty by my side and a winning slip landing big, I thought this was the start of the peak of my life.

I did not know that this was actually the beginning of the fall.

I thought I could break the rule that says when your love life goes well, your gambling has to go wrong.
Chapter 20

I kept smiling. 'Did you know Liaoning Ironmen just fired their manager, Li Jinyu? The new coach is Xu Zhengyuan, the same guy who used to coach Chengdu Rongcheng.'

'What?' Gordon stopped halfway to his mouth, crayfish dangling in the air. 'So? What does that have to do with the result?'

I said, 'Maybe nothing. But maybe everything. What kind of league is the Chinese Super League?'

Gordon shook his head.

I went on, 'It's not about fighting. It's about relationships. Coaches in the CSL get swapped around all the time. One day a coach can end up back at the very same club, and we've seen that happen before. So my take is this: on pure quality, Chengdu Rongcheng can win this match, but they won't blow them out. Most of the squad still comes from Xu Zhengyuan's old setup, so a one-goal win is the right side. One-nil or two-one, take the three points and leave.'

After hearing me out, Gordon's mouth hung open. A long time passed before he finally said, 'Ryan, you've only been away from me a few days. How'd you turn yourself into some football blogger? You sound way too professional.'

I laughed. 'Don't start, Gordon. Don't talk about me like that. I'm just making a random call based on the information I know. I might not be right. We still have to see how the result shakes out.'

He lifted his glass and tapped mine, telling me to have another one.

After the drink, I continued, 'So it really comes down to whether you trust me. If you do, then on this match you go heavy on full-game one or two goals, or on one-nil and one-two. Those four bets. I have a strong feeling at least two of them will hit.'

Gordon shoved some cold dish into his mouth and chewed. 'Of course I trust you. If I didn't trust you, I wouldn't have come to you.'

I picked up a piece of spicy crab and kept talking. 'There's another match I like too. Guess which one.'

He frowned and tried, 'Shandong Taishan against Shanghai Shenhua?'

'I guess that one too,' I said. 'But I can't tell who wins or loses. Either side could take it, and either result would make sense. Any scoreline wouldn't be surprising. I'm saying this one is definitely going to be a big game. Four goals minimum. Five or six isn't impossible.'

Gordon lowered his voice. 'Then... Qingdao West Coast?'

I nodded.

His voice shot up eight octaves. 'You don't mean you want to bet on a draw again?'

I nodded again.

He bellowed, 'Ryan, the reason your betting is different from everyone else's is because you'd even think differently if the sky fell. If I had to pick one of these four matches to fade, the first one I'd cross off is Qingdao West Coast. That team is cursed. Nobody can beat them, and they can't easily beat anybody else either.'

I laughed. 'Don't get so worked up. You're yelling so loud now that if I say one more sentence, you'll split your throat open.'

He cleared his throat and lowered his voice. 'I'm not yelling anymore. Go on.'

I grinned. 'I'm not just buying Qingdao West Coast to draw in this match. I'll keep doing it in the next one, and the one after that too. The CSL record is eight straight draws. I think Qingdao West Coast can match that. As for whether they can make it nine, I'm not ready to promise that.'

Sure enough, the moment I said that, Gordon shot up from his seat and screamed, 'Jesus Christ, Ryan, you're insane!'

3

Over the course of that drinking session, Gordon and I drank from noon until after five in the afternoon.

When we were both dizzy and half gone, he made a decision: we were going to the stadium to watch Qingdao West Coast against Tianjin Jinmen Tiger in person.

'Out of nowhere, I suddenly want to see whether Qingdao West Coast can really make it six straight draws,' he said.

I waved him off and said I didn't want to go.

He pulled me up out of my chair anyway. 'Come on. Consider it a way to sober up.'

In my drunk, foggy state, I was dragged and half-carried into a taxi.

As soon as we got in, Gordon took out his phone and bought tickets.

'Our kind of team is great,' he said to himself. 'You can still buy tickets right before kickoff. Not like Chengdu Rongcheng, where every seat is impossible to get.'

He bought the tickets while talking to himself, and I leaned against the door and tried to sleep with my eyes half closed.

In that blurred, swaying state, I heard Gordon chatting with the driver about Qingdao West Coast. The driver didn't seem interested. Most of the time it was just Gordon talking, with the driver giving polite little responses.

Not long after, we arrived at the stadium.

When I opened the door and got out, the sea breeze hit me, and most of the alcohol left my head.

We didn't go in right away. We stood in the crowd of fans and soaked up the atmosphere first.

A middle-aged man wearing a Qingdao West Coast jersey saw us just get out of the taxi and quickly came over, lowering his voice.

'Need tickets? I can get someone to bring you in directly.'

Gordon asked, 'How much?'

The middle-aged man looked around and said, 'For the 120-yuan tickets, 80. For the 80-yuan tickets, 50. If it's a 50-yuan ticket, give me 30 and you're good.'

Gordon looked at me and cursed, 'Damn it. We overpaid.'

Then he added the man on WeChat and said he'd look him up if he wanted to come again.

We stood around a bit longer, but it wasn't especially interesting, so we went through security and inside.

At the checkpoint, Gordon tucked his lighter inside his shoe and somehow got it through. He was proud of that for a long time.

After security, we climbed the steps and entered the stadium.

For a second, I felt a little dazed.

And when I really passed through that gate and faced the pitch head-on, the dazed feeling got even stronger.

Just over half a month ago, it was because Gordon brought me into a stadium that I saw him turn 200 yuan into 1,000. That's what got me into betting in the first place. That's what gave me the nearly 400,000 yuan I had now.

And now the same Gordon who had dragged me into gambling was himself sitting on more than 30,000 yuan in debt because of gambling.

'After seeing Qingdao Youth Football Stadium, and then looking at ours, it's still missing something. When are we going to get our own real professional stadium?' Gordon said, clearly not knowing what I was thinking. He sounded happily stupid.

'Yeah. Watching football here is still a little rough,' I said, looking toward the far side where the sprinklers were running while the two teams warmed up in the dry sections.

After that I sat where I was, while Gordon started asking the people around us what result they thought would come.

'It can't be another draw, right? I think this one has to produce a winner. Even a narrow win is fine. If they can't beat Tianjin Jinmen Tiger at home, then they're really close to relegation.'

'Hard to say. They've already drawn so many in a row. Another draw wouldn't be so strange.'

'No way, this one has to be taken! I'm backing Qingdao West Coast to win and take all three points!'

The last fan who spoke said it loud enough for everyone to hear, then started chanting on his own: 'West Coast for the win! West Coast for the win! West Coast for the win!'

The other fans looked at him, then looked away again and went back to silence. Only a few people joined in briefly, and when nobody else answered them, their voices slowly faded too.

After Gordon checked around, he saw that most people were leaning toward Qingdao West Coast to win. So he leaned over and asked me quietly, 'Are we really still buying the draw? Should we take a win instead? They've already drawn five in a row. That's weird enough. If...'

I didn't look at him.

With a blank face, I said, 'Do whatever you want. Bet however you want. You don't need to ask me anymore.'

An hour later, the match kicked off, with Qingdao West Coast taking the opening touch.

Their players pushed forward quickly, trying to force a strong start.

But Tianjin Jinmen Tiger defended well too, repeatedly killing off Qingdao West Coast's attacks before they could become dangerous.

That made sense.

Tianjin Jinmen Tiger were under serious relegation pressure this year. They weren't going to want to concede early on the road and spend the rest of the match trying to claw back.

Qingdao West Coast, on the other hand, wanted an early goal. They needed goals, more goals, anything that could break the spell of all those draws.

Ten minutes passed.

Then twenty.

Then thirty.

The two sides traded attacks, but neither could break the deadlock.

By the time the fourth ten-minute block was about to arrive, Gordon leaned sideways and asked, 'This isn't going to be another nil-nil draw, is it?'

I was just about to answer when Tianjin Jinmen Tiger won a very dangerous free kick in the attacking third. I quickly made a shushing motion and said, 'Watch the match.'
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