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Chapter 9

Apparently my heartbroken husband had fallen in love all over again.

That night, we went to Harbin Ice and Snow World together.

The low for the night had already dropped to minus twenty-eight degrees Celsius.

Every tourist there was bundled up from head to toe.

A few people took off their heavy coats for photos, but the second the picture was taken, they wrapped themselves back up again.

The kids and I each had a scarf and a knit cap—Sophie had brought them over that morning.

Victor refused to take one.

Earlier, Sophie had deliberately asked him which was colder, the South or the North. Victor had stubbornly insisted the South felt colder. Since he couldn’t bear to make himself eat his words, he refused any extra winter gear.

We moved through the dazzling maze of ice lanterns, and the children were thrilled.

Victor, meanwhile, was shaking so hard his whole body rattled. His face had gone from bright red with cold to a dark, blotchy purple.

His legs trembled inside those loose, empty pant legs, and every step looked like he was planting his feet on knife blades.

Still, I believed he would adjust soon enough.

When frostbite set in, people gradually stopped feeling anything at all.

Lily, sweet as ever, tried to hand him her scarf.

“Daddy’s cold. Daddy can have mine.”

Victor was just reaching for it when I snatched the scarf first and wrapped it back around Lily’s neck.

“Daddy’s a strong man. He isn’t cold at all. Keep it on, sweetheart.”

Victor didn’t have the strength left to curse at me. He pulled his hand back and sulkily urged us to leave already.

At that point, he didn’t even care about getting his money’s worth from the tickets. He just wanted to get somewhere warm.

Finally, just before he was about to freeze hard enough to pass out, Sophie came to pick us up.

To Victor, Sophie looked like a saint the second he saw her behind the wheel.

He rubbed his stiff, half-frozen hands together and said, “Thank God you showed up. If you hadn’t, I would’ve died of boredom in there.”

Sophie smiled, then glanced at the way he was scratching the back of his hand.

“Are your hands and feet itchy?” she asked.

“A little. It started as soon as I got back.”

Of course they itched. Soon they’d start to burn. Once he got properly warm indoors, the itching would only get worse.

He had serious frostbite sores coming on.

But Sophie said casually, “Don’t worry about it. It’s probably the air freshener in my car. It’ll pass in a minute.”

Victor believed her immediately. Just like that, he stopped paying attention to his cold-damaged hands and feet.

Sophie said to me, “Evan booked us a table at a restaurant. We should at least do the honors as locals.”

Our eyes met in the rearview mirror, and we shared a small smile.

When we got to the restaurant, a server led us into a private dining room.
Chapter 11

His cheeks were flushed now. He was in the middle of making grand promises to a young man who had only just finished his master’s degree.

“Don’t you worry,” Victor said, thumping his chest. “Leave your job to me. I’ll take care of it.”

I almost laughed.

After the liquor, they brought out case after case of beer, and everyone made another round of toasts.

The meal dragged on until one in the morning before it finally broke up.

Evan’s friends were only a little drunk.

Victor, on the other hand, had gone slack in his chair, staring blankly ahead.

I reached over and tugged on his hand. “We should go back, honey.”

He yanked his hand away.

“Don’t tell me what to do.”

He threw up his arm to hit me, just like he always did when he was drunk.

But Evan’s friends were already on him. They hauled him to his feet and dragged him out without giving him the chance.

On the drive back to Sophie’s place, Victor snored the whole way.

To help sober him up, I deliberately cracked open the window on his side.

He woke with a shiver and snapped, “Are you trying to freeze us to death?”

“Hey, your phone lit up just now,” I said. “Did you get a message?”

Victor froze for a second, then seemed to realize something.

He sat up at once, turning the phone away from me as he checked the screen in secret, a stupid grin spreading across his face.

While he’d been asleep, I’d used Kitty Vane’s account to send him a photo of her wearing that dress.

Kitty Vane: I’m already waiting for you, Victor. When are you coming?

I’d sent a photo of the hotel too.

The whole ride back, Victor was distracted, clearly trying to come up with an excuse to leave.

The second we got back to Sophie’s villa, he started shouting that he needed to go out and buy cigarettes.

I looked at him in confusion. “At this hour? Can’t you get them tomorrow?”

“This is men’s business. Stay out of it,” he said. “I’ve got stress I need to blow off.”

Then he slammed the door behind him and left.

I stood by the floor-to-ceiling window in the living room and watched him go.

His steps were hurried, but the liquor made him unsteady.

The hotel was only two kilometers from Sophie’s place.

Knowing Victor, there was no way he’d waste money on a cab for such a short distance. Besides, at that hour, finding one wouldn’t be easy.

But the hotel was tucked away in a confusing spot. With his brain muddled by alcohol, finding it would take some effort.

On the way there, he called Kitty Vane on video.

I sat alone in the dark room and answered.

That face—the one I hated, the one I feared—filled the screen, his clouded eyes fixed on me.
Chapter 12

After he started hitting me, I’d never been able to look directly into his eyes again.

Now, with a screen between us, I watched him calmly, as if I were looking at a demon already walking into its trap.

Victor was too drunk to know who he was really seeing.

“Baby, your man’s almost there,” he slurred. “I’m gonna take real good care of you. Damn, I’m so hot.”

He tugged his zipper down and pulled at the collar underneath.

It was the liquor. His body temperature had risen from all that drinking.

Behind him, snow drifted down in thick white swirls, as if the whole world were being buried.

I ended the video without a word and slipped back under the warm covers.

This would all be over soon.

Wouldn’t it?

That night, the biggest snowstorm of the winter rolled in.

By morning, the whole city lay buried under white. Outside the window, the world had turned silver and blank, sky and earth almost indistinguishable beneath the snow.

At dawn, someone found a man's body on a road about a mile from Sophie’s place.

The preliminary conclusion was simple: drunk, passed out by the roadside, froze to death.

It happened every winter in Harbin. Too many people drank too much, underestimated the cold, and never made it home.

So his death didn’t attract much attention.

I gave a brief statement at the police station. Victor had gone out on his own after returning, which meant no one at the gathering could be held responsible for his death.

If the family insisted on suing, they said, a case could still be filed.

I told them immediately that I had no intention of pursuing anyone’s responsibility. I just wanted the case closed as quickly as possible so I could take my husband home.

That same day, I had Victor cremated.

His cremated ashes were later “accidentally” left behind in a trash bin.

Ethan and Lily were just like me. Neither of them showed much reaction to Victor’s death.

Lily looked up at me with open curiosity and asked, “Mom, does that mean Dad’s never coming back?”

“That’s right,” I said. “He’ll never appear again.”

Her eyes brightened. “That’s great. Nobody’s going to bully you anymore, right, Mom?”

My nose stung. I cupped her little face in both hands and nodded.

Sophie stayed with me the night before we left.

After the kids were asleep, she sat beside me and asked quietly, “What you did this time... it was a huge risk. Didn’t you think about what would happen if it failed?”
Chapter 13

I looked down at my hands. “If it didn’t work once, I would’ve set it up a second time. A third time, if I had to.” My voice was calm—calmer than I felt. “I dug the trap. Victor chose to step into it.”

I used a secret account to add him on WeChat. If he’d been a decent man, he never would have taken the bait.

I bought him a winter coat. If he hadn’t been so cheap and so obsessed with appearances, he wouldn’t have ended up wearing a worthless knockoff that couldn’t keep him warm.

I had someone keep pouring him drinks. If he hadn’t been so desperate to show off, he wouldn’t have gotten drunk enough to let the cold take him.

I asked him to meet me on a freezing night. If he had stayed home like he should have, he never would have wandered outside long enough to freeze to death.

So in the end, every bit of it was his own doing.

Sophie was silent for a moment before asking, “Then why were you so determined this time?”

Why?

Because six months ago, my son almost hit me over a toy.

He’d been supposed to do his homework. Instead, he was playing with an Ultraman figure, and I told him to put it away.

Without thinking, he hurled it at me.

“Stupid woman, are you asking for it?”

Then he said, word for word, “Dad says if you hit a woman enough, she behaves.”

I pressed a hand to my face and looked into my son’s eyes.

For one horrifying second, I saw it there—the first sprout of something monstrous.

No.

I would never let my child become another Victor Bennett.

That day, I sat him down and talked to him for a long, long time. I made him understand that the extra strength he’d been born with was meant to protect people who were weaker than him, not hurt them. Not bully them.

My son promised me he would never hit anyone again.

But I still knew the truth.

As long as a father like Victor existed in this house, neither of my children had any chance of growing up in a healthy home.

That was why he had to disappear.

When spring came and the city bloomed again, I went back to Harbin.

The air was thick with the sweet, almost cloying scent of lilacs.

Sophie and Evan were getting engaged, and they had invited me to be there.

The hotel was by the river. After the celebration ended, I took a walk alone along the waterfront.

The last light of sunset spilled across the rippling water, scattering gold over every wave.

From the far bank came the drifting sound of a saxophone, and all around me people were finding their own ways to celebrate the end of that long winter.

Ice and snow were always meant to
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