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Chapter 1: The Collision
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"The sound of unlocking is music to my ears!"
I pocketed the car keys with a sigh of satisfaction and tapped the play button. Gentle CD music flowed out as the Chevrolet surged onto the road. This was my brand-new car, bought just last month. The CD came free with the purchase, and for the past month, whenever I had nothing to do at night, I'd take it out for a drive.
"Finally, I'm a car shop owner! Cruising like this-what a rush!"
Behind the wheel of my new pride and joy, listening to the complimentary tracks, I felt completely at ease. People are vain by nature; I was no exception.
Under the glow of streetlights, I took a turn and continued my leisurely drive beneath the hazy moon.

The suburbs-specifically, the high-tech development zone. Recently established, the area was still desolate, with buildings scattered thinly like temples in the wilderness. Only a few newly relocated universities in the distance added a hint of life. Seeing it was getting late and there wasn't much to look at, I turned around to head back.

Midway across Riverside Bridge, I pulled over. The bridge was a newly built suspension bridge, sleek and modern in design. Linger here for a bit-it had become a nightly ritual during my drives.

I lit a cigarette and leaned by the railing, taking in the night view. The river wind was vast and drifting, the moon pale and bright. I felt unexpectedly light. Life rushes forward at high speed, and moments of pure happiness are rare. Walking while watching, appreciating the scenery along the way, feeling unburdened by the world-this kind of ease was precious.

After indulging in my thoughts, I flicked the cigarette butt off the bridge. Ripples spread briefly across the water before vanishing into the current. I turned to leave.

Not far away, a girl on a bicycle was wobbling along, swaying unsteadily. I chuckled to myself-either she'd had too much to drink or she was a complete beginner.

"Wait-what? She's heading straight for my precious car!"
My heart skipped.
She clearly realized it too and panicked, her hands shaking wildly on the handlebars.

"Oh no-this is bad!"
My heart leapt into my throat.
She tried hard to avoid it, but her clumsy movements betrayed her. The bike kept coming, straight toward my Chevrolet.

In an instant, she was right there. There was no time to react. I stood frozen by the car door, bracing myself for the inevitable. In her panic, she glanced at me-I caught a glimpse of her terrified eyes.

"Ah-bang!"
She let out a strange cry as both rider and bike went down.
I shut my eyes in pain. My new car! I rushed over, heart aching.

A grayish tire mark streaked across the front of the car. I touched it-thankfully, it wiped right off. I let out a long breath and turned to the girl. The culprit was sitting on the ground, clutching her knee, biting her lip hard, two murderous glares shooting straight at me.

I bent down and asked, "Are you okay?"

Her expression shifted several times before she suddenly snapped, "How do you drive? Do you even know how to drive?"

What kind of question was that? The car was parked. I wasn't even inside. I froze for a second. Her eyes flickered, but she kept glaring. Was she trying to scam me?

Flustered, I said quickly, "Hey, don't turn this around on me. I wasn't driving at all. I-"

"What 'I'? Are you even a man?"
That completely unreasonable line shut me up.
Where did that come from? Definitely a scam-or so I thought. I considered just leaving, then stopped myself. I was a grown man-why argue with a girl? I said nothing more and simply helped her up.

"I've never seen a man like you," she said, grabbing my arm as she stood. Her eyes were still sharp, but her tone had softened. "Someone's lying on the ground, and you rush over to check your car first! Do you have any compassion? What's more important, a person or a car?"

She wasn't wrong-I really had checked the car first. I stayed quiet. But listening to her, it didn't sound like a scam after all. I relaxed.

"No comeback, huh? And you call yourself a man-selfish and no manners!"
Seeing me silent, she pressed on.
"Fine, fine. I'm sorry, my fault, okay?" I looked her over. "How are you? Do you need to go to the hospital?"

Her anger faded a bit. She shot me a look. "What do you mean 'my fault'? It is your fault."

"Sure, my fault. Happy?"
When women get worked up, logic doesn't stand a chance. "As long as you're okay. Want me to take you home?"
She puffed out her cheeks, eyes darting around. "Of course you have to. It's so dark, I'm a girl, and I'm injured like this. How am I supposed to get back?"

Injured how, exactly? I didn't see it. And it was dark anyway-how was that my problem? Still, since she wasn't trying to extort me, I let it slide. I opened the back door and gestured. She snorted and climbed in.

I gathered her scattered belongings and stuffed her bicycle into the trunk. August nights were still hot, and after all that, I was sweating. Back in the driver's seat, I caught my breath, lit a cigarette, and said, "Alright, where to?"

"XXXX University."
Her attitude was much better now.
I started the car and left the "accident scene." My mood gradually settled, and she fell silent too. I tested the waters. "You're not usually this fierce, are you?"

"What do you mean?"
Her eyes sharpened again. I smiled inwardly. "I mean, you crashed into my car and were afraid I'd make you pay, so you went on the offensive first. Right?"
She rolled her eyes and said nothing-clearly hit the mark. I smiled. "Don't worry. Even if the car had been damaged, I wouldn't make you pay. You're a student, after all."

"Pay you? Dream on!"
She widened her eyes in disdain. "You drive a car and don't even know traffic law?"
"Oh? Traffic law? I don't know it, but you do?"
She was amusing.
She lifted her chin smugly. "Obviously you never took the classes. The law clearly states that in any incident between pedestrians or non-motor vehicles and motor vehicles, the motor vehicle bears responsibility, no matter the circumstances. That means you have no right to demand compensation from me. I didn't demand compensation from you-you should already feel lucky. I'm just that kind-hearted."

Kind-hearted? Still, she might actually be right. I really hadn't taken any classes-my license came through a friend. Hearing her recite the law so confidently, it might actually be true. What a ridiculous law.

"Well? Nothing to say now, huh?"
She looked triumphant.
I smiled. "Then let me ask you this-does the law say what happens when a motor vehicle isn't moving and gets hit?"

She blushed slightly and argued stubbornly. "Anyway-anyway, a motor vehicle is still a motor vehicle. Moving or not, it's still-still-"

I chuckled and let it go. Knowing she was in the wrong, she glanced at me and fell silent. The car grew quiet.

With nothing else to do, I studied her discreetly in the rearview mirror. She was quite pretty-probably twenty-one or twenty-two. A delicate, playful face with a lively charm. Bright, expressive eyes; a slightly curved nose with faint freckles; full lips with the corners subtly upturned, giving her a wild, untamable allure. Her figure was nice too. The white dress fit perfectly-perfect enough to make it clear she was fully grown.

"What are you staring at? Pervert!"

I'd been absorbed when her shout startled me. I nearly choked on my cigarette. "Watch your mouth! How does looking at you make me a pervert? You can't be looked at? If you didn't look at me, how would you know I was looking at you? You can look at me, but I can't look at you? Where's the logic?"

"You-you-"
My barrage caught her off guard, and her bluster evaporated.
"That's enough. Stop talking nonsense-we're here."
I cut her off quickly, or who knew what she'd say next.
She glanced outside, glared at me, and got out. "So loud and fierce-what's so great about that?"

I ignored her and got out to fetch her bicycle. Thank goodness-this girl was finally leaving. My head ached.

"My mission's complete. Off you go."

She rolled her eyes, snorted softly, took the bike, and wobbled unsteadily toward campus.

"Be careful riding-don't cause another accident!" I called after her.

"Got it, thanks!"
She waved without turning around, then quickly grabbed the handlebars again.
"At least she finally sounded human."
Her figure disappeared into the distance. I got back in the car, turned around, and headed home.
The moonlight was hazy, the surroundings quiet. That night's drive turned out to be an encounter unlike any other.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2: Memories of First Love
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After sending the girl away like a walking bad omen, I got back on the road.

Thinking back on the outburst just now, I felt a twinge of shame. So what if she called me a pervert? I was already in my thirties-why argue with a college girl? Worse, I'd jumped to the conclusion that she was trying to scam me. That really was an injustice. During those ten minutes with her, I'd been annoyed and overwhelmed, yet underneath it all there was a faint, inexplicable pleasure. Maybe that was a long-lost flutter of the heart-soft, sweet, fleeting-like winter river water where an occasional ripple jumps up, then quickly settles back into calm.

The car sped through the kaleidoscope of night, streetlights on both sides sliding backward without pause. Facing the bright glow beyond the window, my thoughts grew restless. Her mischievous eyes, full lips, and shapely figure kept resurfacing in my mind... Damn it. Still claiming I wasn't a pervert? I was practically halfway there.

"Could she be a language major too?"
I suddenly remembered the foreign-language textbooks she'd been carrying. Was I destined to be entangled with girls from language departments? My heart skipped. I lit a cigarette, then sank into thought. Through the curling smoke, my mind drifted back to my university days...
Back then, I was one of the few so-called "good students" on campus. My family was poor. The meager income my parents earned from farming barely covered my sister's schooling, so the blazing temptations of university life were something I had to avoid. Not because I didn't long for them, but because I simply couldn't afford to. Watching classmates pair off around campus, I could only rein in my youthful emotions and bury myself in the library and study rooms.

I didn't want to burden my parents. Tuition and living expenses all came from part-time jobs, and whenever possible, I sent a little money back to support my sister, who was still in middle school back in our county town. I didn't expect her to live like a carefree girl in the prime of youth-only that she could eat a bit better and dress a bit warmer.

That said, with my height of 178 centimeters, a reasonably presentable face, and a straightforward temperament, I still received hints of affection from quite a few female classmates. Some even pursued me openly. I rejected them all. Many people thought I was a block of wood who didn't understand romance. In truth, I wasn't heartless at all-I had already fallen quietly for a junior named Ruby Lewis.

She was a year younger than me, known as the department beauty in the foreign languages faculty, where attractive girls were everywhere. Her delicate face, flirtatious eyes, and devilish figure made my heart race and my hands go clumsy every time I saw her.

Unfortunately, beauties are never short of admirers-college was no exception. Watching the angel of my dreams change boyfriends as casually as changing clothes filled me with jealousy and resentment. Loving her by extension, I threw myself obsessively into studying foreign languages. My level became outstanding, especially in spoken language-often better than the language majors themselves. After graduation, I was able to land a decent job quickly and get promoted to deputy supervisor in less than two years, largely because of this. You could say that foreign languages were the only tangible benefit I gained from that reckless youthful infatuation.

One night in my junior year-a night filled with unbearable agitation-I finally couldn't hold back. I put on my best clothes, nervous and excited, sneaking around like a thief until I found her. Summoning all my courage, I confessed my feelings to the girl of my dreams.

Perhaps it was fate. Not only was I rejected without mercy, I was mocked and ridiculed to the extreme. I won't deny that I was insecure, nor that poverty breeds a lack of confidence. All that talk about "maintaining dignity in hardship" and "money isn't everything" is mostly nonsense. Still, my pride was deeply wounded.

Her expression and words that night cut into me like a blade-so vividly that I remember them even now.

After listening to my halting confession, she froze for a moment, then opened her mouth wide and looked me up and down, so shocked her jaw nearly dropped. Then she started laughing-laughing so hard she clutched her stomach, tears spilling from her eyes.

Pointing at me as she laughed, she said, "You said... you want to pursue me? Did I hear that right? Please, take a good look at yourself! Look-just look at what you're wearing! From head to toe, it doesn't even add up to a hundred yuan, does it? I never imagined someone like you could still be such a big pervert! This is killing me-too funny! Forget it. You-you should go. I'll just pretend that tonight I heard a really funny... joke! Oh my god, I'm dying! My stomach hurts from laughing!"

With that, she ignored my existence completely, bent over, and walked back toward her dorm.

Every word was like a nail, hammered one by one into my heart. What I felt wasn't just disappointment, nor merely shock at the gap between her image and her character. She could reject my feelings-but she had no right to trample on my dignity. Was this really the angel I'd secretly loved? Was this my dream girl? I was overwhelmed by disbelief-stunned, frozen. Anger, humiliation, sorrow, and despair churned violently inside me.

"Stop right there!"
I was consumed by rage.
Her slender body stiffened as she turned around in confusion-and in that instant, my uncontrollable fury exploded. A slap landed hard across her face.

The aftermath was a so-called warning-one that didn't go on record. My consistently "good reputation" at school played a key role, especially since Ruby belonged to a group with a rather notorious name. At the student affairs office afterward, I stood there seething, silent. Yet every leader and teacher who knew me seemed to agree, without discussion, that I must have been treated unfairly.

To be fair, her words, though cruel, weren't entirely wrong. Given my circumstances at the time, it was normal for her to look down on me. I, on the other hand, had been pushed into a state of emotional breakdown and behaved irrationally-especially by resorting to violence. But I was deeply insecure back then; otherwise, I wouldn't have isolated myself so often, shutting the world out. The word "pervert" was ugly, yet I really had pursued her simply because she was beautiful.

Once I calmed down, I regretted it deeply. After graduation, I sent her a message apologizing-not for any other reason than to settle my own conscience. She never replied. I didn't mind; I hadn't expected an answer anyway. After that incident, she did seem to rein herself in quite a bit. Maybe she'd received some kind of warning. Maybe her conscience stirred. Or maybe the lecherous boys finally saw her true colors and stayed away. In any case, it wasn't a bad outcome.

That blow left me disheartened. For three years after graduation, I didn't step into the world of romance again-until I was introduced to Claire Wilson, my current wife.

"The fire I once had is long gone."
Pulled back from memories of first love to the present, I mocked myself with a quiet sigh.
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Chapter 3: An Overseas Call
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Stepping through the front door, I stepped back into reality as well, pushing the girl and that damned first love out of my mind. Looking at the empty apartment, I knew this was my real life-the reality I couldn't escape and had no choice but to face. Maybe life really does need someone to take care of you, someone who puts out slippers and warms dinner when you come home.

"Such a perfectly good finance director, and she just had to go study abroad," I muttered, as I always did after walking in. "Leaving me here to suffer alone."
As the finance director of Zhengda Group, my wife earned more than I did and enjoyed higher status. Every time I thought of that, I felt a faint but unmistakable discomfort, even though I wasn't exactly a die-hard chauvinist.
I slumped onto the sofa, lit a cigarette, yanked open a can of beer, and turned on the TV. The ads across every channel were blinding. I flipped through them one by one, then gave up with a curse. Life often felt dull-wearing a mask every day, rushing through the city's noise, greeting and seeing people off, looking smooth on the surface while never quite getting used to it. The vanity of the world-once the door slams shut behind you, there's no choice but to keep going.

"Damn it," I muttered, taking a long swig of beer.
The phone rang beside me-an overseas call from Europe. My wife. I picked it up lazily.
"Hey, honey. How's the Mediterranean sunshine?" I greeted her as usual, relaxed but respectful.

"Ha, it's always that line. Can't you come up with a different opening?"

"Your husband's not very bright. I can't think of one. Why don't you teach me?"

"I knew you were slow-at least you're self-aware," Claire teased.

"What, tired of me already? Thinking of switching?"

"Cut it out. Always joking," she said, then added, "Daniel Carter, I've got good news for you."

"What good news?" I straightened up.

"In a few days, I'm going to Italy with some friends!"

"Italy? That's nice," I said, leaning back again.

She paused. "Daniel, can't you at least ask who I'm traveling with? Men or women?"
I laughed. "Why would I ask? Is that really necessary?"
"Do you even care about me? Aren't you jealous at all? You're that relaxed-aren't you afraid I'll run off with a foreigner?"

I was losing patience. "That's called trusting you, isn't it? We're married-what's there to be jealous about? Listen to yourself, you sound like a kid."

"Who's an old married couple? You're awful!"

"Alright, alright, I'm jealous. Jealous to death. Happy now?" I moved to hang up. "I'm tired and want to sleep early. Let's stop here. We'll talk another day."

"I'll let you off this time. Go get some sleep," Claire said, still reluctant. "Drive carefully, okay?"

"Got it."

After hanging up, I sighed without meaning to. No longing, no passion- even a phone call felt like routine. I still couldn't understand why Claire, a perfectly successful finance director, would abandon a comfortable life to run all the way to Europe for a deputy manager role at some branch office, supposedly for further training. The excuse sounded thin... but she'd always been competitive. I respected that.

She'd been gone a year already. I hadn't once taken the initiative to call her-she always called me. I even forgot to miss her half the time. Maybe my heart had grown too old, and longing had quietly drifted away.

Standing alone in the apartment, I felt a bit sorry toward her. From the apartment itself to the furniture inside, almost everything belonged to Claire. All I owned were a newly bought car and a few old books. I still remembered the first time I saw this place-my eyes nearly popped out. Nearly a hundred square meters, worth at least three hundred thousand back then. She was two years younger than me, had worked just as long, and was only a year into being a deputy finance director at the time. Comparing that with my meager savings scraped together by pinching pennies, I couldn't help but sigh. We were both wage earners-how could the gap be so huge?

Our relationship had progressed smoothly, almost in a straight line-no dramatic highs or lows. Throughout it all, Claire led the way, half mentor, half partner. Even though I was older, she took care of me like an older sister, guiding me. Because of that, our love was more rational than passionate, lacking something natural and spontaneous. It had to be said-this was a small regret.

From holding hands to hugging, to kissing and touching, we slept together a month later. A year after that, I moved from the company dorm into her apartment. Our pattern wasn't much different from most couples. The added bonus was that I no longer had to save obsessively-my salary became freely disposable. According to Claire, we already had a place to live and lacked nothing; her income alone covered daily expenses comfortably. Still, out of habit and responsibility, aside from regularly sending money to my parents and younger sister, I kept saving as before. Over the years, I put away a little over two hundred thousand-almost all of which disappeared last month when I bought the car.

One year of dating, two years of living together, one year of marriage, and another year of separation after she left-five full years. Our path together had been smooth and orderly. But a life that's too smooth, too orderly, numbs people. Calm years of mutual respect can turn people into puppets.

Confusion is a quiet thought buried deep in the heart, yet a life on rails is something everyone accepts. Claire may be younger, earn more, and hold higher status, but she is truly a good wife. I'm cared for in every detail, never lifting a finger even for the simplest chores. Compared with most people who struggle for years yet never escape the mud of life, I am happy-and lucky. All I can do is accept it in silence and protect it carefully.

In the darkness, with nothing but a long night of thoughts, I stubbed out my cigarette and drained the last of my beer, putting an end to the evening's wandering mind. Love and the past faded like smoke, vanishing into nothing.
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Chapter 4: The Man in Charge
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Morning sunlight filtered through the window lattice, filling the room with gentle warmth. I wandered lazily onto the balcony and did a few chest stretches. Life has to keep moving forward. Maybe it was the weather, but my mood felt as fresh as the air.

After washing up, I got dressed and headed out. At the snack stand on the corner, two fried dough sticks and a bowl of soy pudding-my breakfast hadn't changed since college, except when Claire was home. Even in a good mood, I still habitually cursed the mechanical monotony of modern life.

After arriving at the office, the secretary Fiona Parker came over and told me that Victor Hayes wanted to see me in his office. That surprised me. That old fox-since when did he start coming in so early?

Ever since I became vice president, aside from occasions that required the boss himself, Victor had dumped most of the workload on me. He usually came in late and left early, enjoying life at an easy pace.

My relationship with Victor ran deep. In a business world full of scheming and backstabbing, a superior-subordinate relationship like ours was rare. When I joined the company, Victor was already the general manager. My promotion to vice president was entirely due to his support. He was also the one who introduced me to Claire. In both my career and my family life, Victor had been my benefactor. I worked seriously, never scrambling for power. Victor often joked that I was one of the few rare creatures left who could "bend for five bushels of rice and not complain that the rice was too little." In truth, whether as a friend or a subordinate, doing my job well was simply my way of repaying him.

In Victor's office, he was bent over with his secretary, packing up something. I sat down without ceremony and casually took a premium cigarette from his pack. "Victor, you wanted to see me?"

Seeing me arrive, Victor stopped what he was doing. His secretary poured me a cup of tea and left. He lit a cigarette, took a drag, and said, "Daniel, your luck has come. You're going to be the man in charge."

"The man in charge? What scheme are you cooking up now?"
This guy was probably trying to dump more work on me again. He'd done that plenty of times before, calling it 'letting me experience being number one.'
Victor grinned shamelessly. "Relax. This time I'm not giving you work. I'm really making you the man in charge-temporarily."

He looked serious, not like he was just going on a business trip or to a meeting. I straightened up. "You're not quitting and jumping ship, are you?"

"Get lost. Quit? Why would I quit? If I quit, who's going to back you up?" He laughed and scolded me lightly. "I'm joining the board and taking on the role of China-region marketing director. I fly out tomorrow morning. Executive Vice President Donovan Marshall won't be back from his assignment for a while, so the company will only have you left at the helm. Until the new general manager arrives, the board has decided that you'll be fully in charge. From now on, you're the man in charge. Clear enough?"

"So what? Haven't I been doing the man in charge's work all along?" I shrugged. "You leaving is a good thing. With a new boss, at least I might get some rest. Who's like you-always finding work for me for no damn reason!"

Victor waved his hand, displeased. "What's wrong with giving you work? It's for your own good-giving you opportunities to train. When you really become the man in charge, you'll know how much thought I've put into you."

"Oh, please. I know you too well. You just want to slack off, and you dress it up with a noble excuse."
Joking aside, I was genuinely happy for his promotion.
Victor leaned back in his chair and shook his head. "Daniel, you're still young. You think being the boss is easy? You'll find out soon enough. With that stiff, upright way of yours, you're going to suffer. Still, I'm not worried about you. You've got a sense of the big picture, and your reputation is good. The board actually has a pretty favorable impression of you. If you had shares, they might've just appointed you general manager outright."

General managers usually held shares-Victor included. To reward his years of contribution, the board had given him two percent a few years ago, and he'd acquired another two and a half percent through other means. He was riding high now, clearly ambitious. I, on the other hand, didn't care much for the general manager position. The annual salary was only eighteen thousand more than mine, but the worries and risks were far greater. Of course, the gray income was much higher-like the recent batch of raw materials the company purchased.

That deal had been handled by Victor and me together. He had boldly taken a two-hundred-thousand kickback based on the purchase price, costing the company over 1.7 million extra. I got twenty thousand myself. Naturally, all of this was kept from Executive Vice President Donovan. But Donovan wasn't stupid-he kept probing me afterward, then went quiet. Most likely Victor had already cut him in.

With departure approaching, Victor grew a little sentimental. He smoothed back his slicked hair and paced slowly. "Daniel, we've worked together for years, and now we're finally parting ways. I hired you back then, and now you're running the company-at least I know I didn't misjudge you. I've watched you grow all these years. You're good in every way, except you're a bit rigid. Not flexible enough. Sometimes you can't be too serious about life. Haven't you heard the saying, 'It's rare to be happily muddled'? You're already in your thirties-it's time to be a little muddled. Look at Claire-how sharp she is at work. As a couple, you should learn more from her."

He went on, "You know, all these years, whether as a friend or as your superior, my wife and I have always treated you like half a son. Listen to me-this period as acting general manager is absolutely an opportunity. You have to seize it."
By the end, he was patting my shoulder.
His heartfelt words moved me. I stood up unconsciously. "President Victor, I-"

"That's enough. Don't give me that," he cut me off with a wave. "If you really want to repay me, then wake up and do a good job. I'll be straight with you-the board has clearly named you acting general manager, which means the new general manager won't be coming anytime soon. I figure you'll be in the seat for at least a month or two. Remember-make it count." With that, he walked back to his desk.

I nodded, then asked, "Victor, once you're on the board, you'll have to move to Hong Kong, right? What about your wife?"

"What else can she do? I'll just run back and forth. I'm also the China-region marketing director-I can't sit around headquarters all day. Besides, we've been married for years. Not like you and Claire-young people who get teary the moment they're apart. Oh, right-how's Claire doing now?"

"She's fine. I talked to her last night. She's planning a trip to Italy."

Victor put on a mock-serious face. "Let me tell you, Daniel-Claire is beautiful and capable, better than you in every way. Who knows what good karma you built up in a past life. Back then, my wife and I worried ourselves sick over you. Now that Claire isn't home, if you really can't hold it in, go find a hostess to fool around with-but absolutely don't cross the line. Otherwise, don't blame my wife and me for not letting you off."

I didn't know whether to laugh or cry. Hiring a hostess to stay loyal to one's wife-I'd never heard such nonsense. Only he could come up with something that twisted. I shot him a disdainful look. "You think I'm like you? And who was it that got caught in bed and dragged home by the ear?"

Victor was good in every way, except he was a bit of a playboy. He frequented luxury hotels and karaoke lounges. For a business executive, that wasn't unusual-business alone required plenty of such venues. But for some reason, he'd gone too far and even rented an apartment for a hostess. That crossed the line. His wife had exploded, cursed the woman out, chased her away, and dragged Victor home by the ear.

Victor laughed awkwardly. "Daniel, my wife mentioned you yesterday. She was even talking about your blind date back then."

I stood up. "I've said it a thousand times-are you done yet? That was all your fault. You insisted on a Western restaurant. Otherwise, would I have embarrassed myself that badly?"

"Alright, alright, drop it!" Victor stood and waved his hand. "I need to finish packing. You, as the man in charge, should go do what the man in charge does."

I stepped forward. "Free tonight? Let's find a place for a drink-celebrate your promotion and send you off."

"Send me off for what? I've got other things to handle. We'll talk when I'm back."

"Alright then. I'll head out. Take your time packing. Oh-do you need me to see you off tomorrow?"

Victor waved me away. I returned to my office.

My blind date fiasco was honestly pretty funny, and I didn't care much about it. But Victor was extremely proud of that 'production' of his. He treated it like a classic joke, telling it at every opportunity-to colleagues, to partner companies, to neighboring firms, even to people in government offices-until practically everyone knew.

That was five years ago...
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Chapter 5: The Blind Date
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After graduating from university, I first worked as a sales rep at a trading company. A year later, I jumped to Tianyuan Building Materials. Tianyuan was a subsidiary of Hong Kong's Eagle Group-still a sizable company-so I finally felt settled. I started in the marketing department doing planning work. Two years later, the company expanded and set up several new departments, including a planning division, and I was promoted to deputy supervisor. For someone with no background and only three years of work experience, that was a pretty fast rise. It was also that year that Victor introduced me to Claire.

It was an early autumn evening. Victor personally drove me to the blind date. I'd just gotten a haircut, and at his insistence I'd spent fourteen hundred yuan on a brand-new Sunbird suit-more than half a month's salary for me at the time. I even wore a tie. All told, I looked reasonably presentable.

In the car, President Victor told me the meeting place was a Western restaurant. The moment I heard that, my nerves kicked in.
"President Victor, I've heard Western dining has a lot of rules. I've never eaten it before. I don't know any of the etiquette. What if I embarrass myself? Why don't we switch to Chinese food?"
"That won't do," he said. "They've already been informed. You can't just change it. Besides, Chinese food has no atmosphere. For a first meeting, the ambiance of Western food is crucial to your immediate success. Back in the day, I met your sister-in-law for the first time at a Western restaurant-that's how I won her over. Western food was expensive back then, you know. At the time-"

"Honestly, I really don't understand Western food at all," I cut in quickly, interrupting his nostalgic love story while slipping in a bit of flattery. "If I embarrass myself, that's one thing, but if I embarrass you, that wouldn't be right."

"Hm..." my boss pondered for a moment. "Alright then. Just copy me at the table. Whatever I do, you do the same. You're smart-you'll be fine."

"Sounds good. I've always taken you as my role model anyway. Might as well learn Western dining from you too." I continued flattering him without missing a beat.

"Ha ha ha! You kid!"
Victor was delighted. Truly-everything can be pierced except flattery.
After laughing, he added, "Daniel, I've met countless people in my life. I won't misjudge you. Oh, right-the girl on the other side, I've met her too. She's nice, and she's pretty. You two will definitely be fine." Then he leaned in with a lecherous grin. "Later I'll teach you a few tricks-guaranteed to work. Back when I chased your sister-in-law, she played hard to get at first. Took only a few days before I had her!"

Listening to Victor's vivid, shameless lecture on romance, we arrived at the venue: Round Dew Western Restaurant.

Led by the hostess, we went into a private room on the second floor. Victor's wife, Megan Collins, and Claire had already arrived. Seeing us, both women stood up. Megan knew me well and greeted me warmly. "Daniel's here-come, sit down."

I politely called her Sister-in-law, then couldn't wait to look at Claire. The moment I saw her, my eyes lit up. She was about 165 centimeters tall, hair swept up neatly, bright dark eyes just the right size. That sweet smile, a well-proportioned figure, and a creamy white suit skirt-she was the very image of a polished white-collar professional. President Victor hadn't exaggerated at all. She really was beautiful.

Seeing me freeze with my mouth half open like a lovestruck fool, Victor burst out laughing. "What's wrong, Daniel? Stunned speechless?"

I snapped back to my senses and gave an awkward grin. Claire smiled lightly and nodded at me.

Once everyone sat down, Victor launched into the standard blind-date introductions-basically hyping both parties shamelessly.

After some small talk, the waitress began serving. My nerves immediately shot up. I glanced at Claire, then instinctively looked to Victor. He gave me a reassuring look, signaling me to stick to the plan. I took a deep breath and silently recited the Victor Doctrine: Whatever I do, you do the same.

There's always a gap between ideals and reality. I embarrassed myself at the very first step.

After the first waitress left, another came in and placed a small tray in front of each of us. On each tray was a glass of liquid and a delicate little porcelain bowl. She said politely, "Sir, your pearl water."

"Pearl water? Is that some kind of pre-meal drink?"
I stared at it suspiciously and looked to my boss for help.
Seeing my plea, Victor straightened his chest, glanced around, and said, "Come on, we're all friends here. Don't just sit there-let's eat and chat. Claire, don't be shy." With that, he picked up his glass and gestured to me.

Both women nodded and lifted their glasses. I followed suit, but didn't act rashly. Instead, I widened my eyes and stared intently at my boss.

All three brought their glasses to their lips and began drinking.

"Just as I thought!"
Once I confirmed they'd all drunk the pearl water, I followed suit-solemnly taking a sip. Nothing special. I shrugged inwardly and, like drinking beer, tipped my head back and gulped the whole thing down.
I set the glass down and immediately noticed the other three staring at me, cheeks puffed, faces flushed, eyes full of disbelief.

"Did I do something wrong?"
My heart sank as I looked around.
"Pfft-!"
Claire suddenly burst out laughing and sprayed the pearl water all over the table. "Sorry! I'm so sorry!" Her face red, she spat the remaining water from her mouth into the porcelain bowl and hurriedly wiped the table.
Victor and Megan also struggled to hold back laughter as they spit the pearl water they'd been holding into their bowls. My boss wiped his mouth and gave me an awkward smile. "Daniel... that water is for rinsing your mouth before the meal."

I nearly passed out. My face instantly burned red. I was so mortified I wanted the floor to open up and swallow me.

Victor finally lost it and laughed out loud, revealing our earlier "whatever I do, you do the same" plan. Megan and Claire laughed so hard they nearly doubled over.

Thanks to my spectacular "performance," the atmosphere at the table became unusually lively. Claire kept sneaking glances at me and laughing. Knowing I didn't understand Western dining, she patiently taught me step by step. I relaxed and started chatting and joking with her, even tossing out the occasional mildly flirtatious joke. Seeing how close we were getting, Victor and his wife nodded in satisfaction again and again.

Even though I'd lost a lot of face, seeing Claire's attitude toward me, I knew there was hope. With such a stunning woman as a potential girlfriend, I quickly forgot the earlier embarrassment and felt quietly delighted.

After the meal, Victor and his wife left first. Before going, he solemnly instructed me to make sure I escorted Claire home. I thought, That goes without saying, and patted my chest in assurance. That was how Claire and I began our five-year journey together.

The blind date was awkward, but it quickly closed the emotional distance between us and opened a promising beginning for our relationship.
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Chapter 6: First Love Reappears
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After Victor left, I officially became the man in charge. Every day was packed to the brim. Victor hadn't been wrong-being the man in charge wasn't easy. Not because the work was hard, but because the socializing was.

Before, with Victor around, I could dodge what I could. Now it was different. I had to show up in person. Endless dinners given and dinners attended left me exhausted. And that wasn't even the worst of it. The hardest part was what came after the meals. When hostesses were involved, everyone had one to themselves. I couldn't exactly spoil the mood, so I forced a smile and endured it. At bathhouses and massage clubs it was easier-everyone went into separate rooms, and once the doors closed, no one knew what anyone else was doing. I usually just chatted with the hostess for half an hour, then came out first. That way I avoided awkwardness and also satisfied the vanity of the others by making myself look "weak." Over time, the hostesses all figured out I liked talking. They competed to sit with me, which left the other guys baffled. "You're always the first one done," they'd say. "Why do the girls all want you?"

Hell-getting paid for selling conversation instead of flesh? Who wouldn't want that?

The worst was the KTV private rooms. Everyone sat together, one girl each, hands wandering, moans filling the room without pause. Meanwhile, I'd be hugging a red-faced hostess and belting out songs amid the heavy breathing around me.

There were gains to match the costs. As acting "man in charge," I didn't let Victor down. I learned the so-called art of "being wisely muddled." After a few deals, my bank balance grew by more than fifty thousand-separate from the thirty thousand I handed to Victor. Victor sighed with satisfaction and praised me: "Money isn't the point. The important thing is that you've finally figured things out."

Thankfully, I still had a sense of limits. I never went too far, and there wouldn't be any safety issues. There was time ahead. Slow and steady wins the race.

That night, there was another dinner as usual. I had the foreign affairs manager and the business manager entertain the clients while I excused myself early, claiming I didn't feel well. Breaking free from the blaring music, I walked toward my car. A drunk woman stumbled out of the Night Jasmine Bar next door, lurched a few steps to the back of my car, and vomited loudly before collapsing to the ground.

I hurried over and helped her up. "Hey, miss, are you okay?"

She shook her head and looked up at me with bleary eyes.

"Ruby!"
The drunk woman was actually Ruby-my first love, the angel of my youth.
Under the streetlights, her face looked dreamlike, unreal. I froze. Years had passed, yet she was still as captivating as ever. Time hadn't stolen her beauty; instead, it had added a mature allure. Looking at her drunken state, my heart betrayed me and began to pound. She was my first love-the truest dream of my youth.

Ruby glanced at me, her gaze suddenly sharp. She leaned in, studying my face closely, then violently shook off my hand. "It's you..." She pointed at my nose. "I recognize you... I'd recognize you even if you turned to ashes. You... what was your name again? Daniel... Daniel, right? You chased me. You even... hit me..."

Her words were disjointed. A chill spread through me. In that moment, youthful longing turned into nothing but pain-not for myself, but for the woman in front of me. How had the goddess who once filled my heart with perfection ended up like this?

I held her steady. "Ruby, how did you get this drunk? Where do you live? You-"

"Get away from me. I don't want your fake concern. Let go!"
She shook me off again and staggered away.
I watched her retreating figure, shaking my head in anguish. As expected, she didn't make it far before falling again. After crawling a few times, she gave up, rolled over, and fell asleep on the ground in the most undignified position imaginable.

I sighed and walked over, my heart heavy. You couldn't abandon a stranger like this-let alone your first love. I called her name and nudged her for a long time, but she didn't respond at all. With no other choice, I opened the back door of my car and stuffed her inside like a dead weight. It was the middle of the night-I couldn't leave her sleeping on the street.

Back in the driver's seat, my head started to ache. I had no idea where she lived. Taking her to the police station was an option, but it didn't feel right. In the end, I brought her home-thankfully, my wife wasn't around.

The drive was uneventful. I parked in the garage and opened the back door, only to find that Ruby had vomited again at some point. Her face, neck, clothes, and the seat were all a mess. The back seat was a disaster. My poor car.

I picked her up and carried her inside. The garage was three hundred meters from the building, and my apartment was on the fifth floor. Dead drunk, she was incredibly heavy. By the time I got inside, I was nearly collapsing.

September was still hot. I was drenched in sweat, my shirt soaked through. I dropped Ruby onto the sofa and went to the bathroom to clean myself up. Once I caught my breath, I sat beside her-who looked more like a corpse than a person-and started worrying again.

Her clothes were filthy. Putting her on the bed like this was out of the question. Women care about cleanliness-when she woke up and saw herself, she'd be mortified. And the mess would ruin the sheets. Washing bedsheets is about the worst chore for a man living alone. The best solution was to change her clothes. Clothes weren't a problem-Claire had plenty at home. But given the weather, she was definitely wearing only underwear under her dress-unless she wasn't wearing any at all. Men and women had to keep some distance. If I was unlucky enough for her to wake up while I was undressing her, I wouldn't be able to clear my name even if I jumped into the Huangpu River.

I hesitated, then decided she still needed clean clothes. Sleeping in filth was too disgusting. I clenched my teeth. Fine. I'd do it.

I found a long nightgown and took off Ruby's top and skirt. Thankfully, she was wearing underwear. But the sight of her mature body nearly set me on fire. She was wearing a thong-just a thin band around her waist and a narrow strip disappearing between her hips, leaving almost everything exposed. And her bra-clearly too small for her.

Her figure was unreal. Full, firm thighs. A chest straining to break free. If there was one word for it, it was "devilish." Only a devil could have a body like that. I struggled to restrain myself, yet heat surged through me all the same. Since Claire left, it had been over a year since I'd even seen a woman dressed so provocatively-let alone my first love.

I took a deep breath, steadied myself, focused my eyes and mind, and quickly slipped the nightgown over her from head to toe.

Then I grabbed a damp towel and wiped the vomit from her face and neck. Looking at that exquisitely beautiful face, my heart started racing again-this time not just with desire, but with pain. Wiping her face felt like wiping away the pure image of first love in my heart. If life were always like the first meeting... youthful affection was like an unreal dream, following me faithfully through the years, never truly turning away.

I sighed, carried Ruby into the bedroom, and covered her with a blanket. She slept like a baby, peaceful and sweet. I took one last look, turned off the light, and left. It was already past midnight. I had a cigarette, took a cold shower, and went to sleep in the study.

I didn't know how much time passed. Darkness pressed in on all sides. Half asleep, I opened my hazy eyes. A white figure stood by the bed, ghostlike and drifting.

A ghost!
My scalp tingled, my heart leaping straight to my throat.
I shot upright in bed and asked in terror, "Who's there?"

"Who are you?" the ghost asked back.

I immediately collapsed back onto the bed, letting out a long breath. Ruby stood there in Claire's white nightgown. In the dark, she really did look like a ghost. I put on a shirt, walked past her, and turned on the light. The quartz clock on the wall read 2:50 a.m.

I went into the living room, sat on the sofa, and lit a cigarette.

"Who are you?" Ruby followed me out and asked again.

I didn't answer-just looked up at her. Sober, Ruby possessed a different kind of beauty. Her eyes shifted several times before recognition finally dawned. She stared at me with an expression impossibly complex and forced out two words through clenched teeth: "It's you."

After a pause, she asked, "Why are you here?"

"I... this is my home. Of course I'm here."
I nearly choked. Not long ago, a college girl had asked me, "How do you drive?" Now Ruby was asking, "Why are you here?" Did people who studied foreign languages all talk like this? Had learning too many languages made them forget how to speak their own?
Ruby struggled to think, clearly remembering nothing from the night before. I shook my head. "I saw you last night outside the Night Jasmine Bar. You were drunk and asleep on the street. I couldn't wake you, didn't know where you lived, so I brought you here."

"And then?" she asked calmly.

"And then what?" I suddenly felt guilty.

"After you brought me here," she pressed, refusing to let go.

"Well... it was like this. Don't get upset. Let me explain. You-"

"Pervert!"
Ruby shouted. She struck first without warning, charging at me like a whirlwind-hands, feet, head, even teeth-launching a furious, all-out attack.
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Chapter 7: The Unlucky One
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I was stunned. I hadn't expected Ruby's reaction to be this extreme-she'd completely lost control. I fumbled to block her blows while trying to explain. "Hey! What are you doing? Calm down! Things... things aren't what you think!"

"I don't want to hear it! I don't want to hear it! You animal! You scum! You're not human! You bastard! You bastard!"
She wouldn't listen to a single word. She was in full meltdown.
A shrew. An absolute shrew. Had she even bothered to figure out what was going on? She was feral, like a wild boar in heat. I couldn't restrain her, couldn't escape, and couldn't hit back. I was in a truly pathetic position.

In desperation, I gathered every ounce of strength and roared, "STOP!"

It worked. The thunderclap of my shout froze her for a split second, her hands halting midair. I seized the moment, shoved her onto the sofa, and bolted like my life depended on it.

I retreated to a safe distance and steadied my breathing. She sat there panting, still shaking with rage. I forced myself to stay patient. "Ruby, calm down first. Let me finish. Actually-"

"What's there to say? You beast! You're not human! You actually... you, you-"
She jumped up again, pointing at me, clearly about to attack.
Seeing another outburst coming, I bluffed with forced bravado. "Ruby, stop this nonsense! Or I won't be polite anymore!"

"Oh? What, you're going to hit me again?" she screamed. "You hit me nine years ago! Look how capable you are-why don't you beat me to death? Go on! Hit me! Hit me!"
The result of my threat was an ashtray, a toothpick holder, sofa cushions-everything within her reach-flying at me like hail.
Dodging in a panic, I retreated into the bathroom and slammed the door shut. Objects kept crashing against it from outside.

"Unreasonable. Completely unreasonable!"
I cursed as I locked the door. Turning around, I saw Ruby's filthy clothes. A spark went off in my head. Right-she wouldn't listen to explanations, but I could show her proof. Facts spoke louder than words. She couldn't possibly keep being irrational when faced with evidence. In a moment like this, I was impressed by my own quick thinking.
I carefully picked up her dirty clothes-disgusting. But the more disgusting, the better. There'd be no way she could deny it. Pressing my ear to the door, I listened. She seemed to be crying.

I opened the door slightly, stuck out half my body, and held up her clothes. "Hey, stop crying for a second. Take a look at this."

She lifted her head, frowned-and immediately looked sickened.

Seeing it worked, I stepped out, still on high alert. Pointing at the clothes, I said, "Look familiar? Gross, right? Now you should understand. I only helped you change your outer clothes. That's it. I didn't do anything else."

Ruby blushed and gave me a faint smile. "I'm a woman. If you'd done anything, wouldn't I know?"

"What? You knew? Then why did you-"
I dropped the clothes and pointed at the wrecked living room.
She burst out laughing, her beautiful face suddenly full of charm.

I felt dizzy. "Look at this! Just look!" I forced myself to focus and pointed at the scratches on my arms. If she'd misunderstood, that would've been one thing-but she knew. Then why attack me like that?

She sighed softly. "I needed to vent. I'm a woman."

"You-"
So what if you're a woman? Why vent on me? Who do you think you are? I shot her a sideways glance and said nothing more. I picked up the ashtray and lighter from the floor, fished a cigarette out of the scattered pack, and sat down on the sofa, smoking in silence.
I'd been exhausted all night, only to end up like this. Frustrating.

She looked at me with genuine remorse. "I'm sorry. I used you as a punching bag again."

"Again?" I asked. "When did you ever use me as a punching bag before?"

She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and gave a bleak smile, as if reliving something long lost. "Do you want to hear a story?"

I guessed she must have been through something painful and needed someone to talk to. I understood that feeling-and as her former dream lover, I was curious despite myself. I said calmly, "If you want to talk, go ahead. I'm listening."

Her gaze grew distant, hollow, sinking into memory.

"In high school, I fell for a boy in my class. I don't know why-I just did. When it came time for the college entrance exam, I even applied to the same university as him. We weren't in the same department, but I couldn't stop thinking about him. After every class, I wanted to find him. He kept me at arm's length, never warm, never cold. I couldn't take it anymore. A lot of boys were chasing me then, so I accepted everyone-dinners, walks, dancing-but I never agreed to date any of them. I just wanted to provoke him, make him jealous. I thought that way he'd fall for me."

Watching her calm, wistful expression, I finally understood. Her frequent changes of boyfriends had been nothing but an illusion. I sighed quietly. I didn't know if she'd succeeded in provoking that boy-but she'd definitely provoked me. Back then, I'd nearly gone mad.

I poured her a glass of water. She took a sip and continued. "Until one night in my sophomore year, I couldn't endure it anymore. I found him and confessed everything-every feeling, every longing. I wanted him to accept me, to love me. But I was disappointed. He said he knew. He knew everything-even that I was seeing other boys just to make him jealous. But he still told me he didn't love me. He only saw me as a friend. He told me to stop messing around and find someone who truly loved me."
By now, tears were streaming down her face.
I quietly handed her a box of tissues. She wiped her eyes, then suddenly smiled at me. "The day you came to find me-that was the same day he rejected me. I'd just gotten back and was heartbroken. And then you, unlucky you, showed up at that moment. How could I not take it out on you? If you'd come a day earlier, maybe I would've let you walk with me, have a meal, something like that-let you feel good about yourself for a few days, you idiot."

My old face flushed. I turned away disdainfully. I had no interest in being her tool to chase someone else.

Seeing me silent, she looked at me. "I'm really sorry. I said things that were too cruel that day. I didn't hurt you too badly, did I? You must've thought I was some shallow, gold-digging woman with no manners, right?"

Women really are selfish creatures-asking if I was hurt and then defending herself without waiting for an answer. I laughed at myself. "It's nothing. It's all in the past. I forgot about it a long time ago. Don't beat yourself up."

"But you still shouldn't have hit me. Do you know how hard that slap was? My face was swollen for days-I couldn't even go out!"

I smiled. "Who were you planning to see? I thought that slap knocked some sense into you."

"You-! I didn't know you could be so slick-tongued! Men, hmph!"
She pretended to be angry and turned away.
"Alright, you've beaten me up pretty badly too. Let's call it even."
Strangely, our conversation felt like one between old friends. I asked, "By the way, I wrote you a letter later to apologize. Did you get it?"
"I did-" she dragged out the words lazily and shot me a hard glare. "And you call that an apology? 'You can reject my feelings but not insult my dignity.' 'My self-esteem was hurt, but I won't hold it against you.' 'Forget the unpleasantness, don't be troubled.' The whole letter was full of male chauvinist nonsense. I couldn't even tell if you were apologizing or picking a fight."

I protested. "At least I took the initiative to apologize. And that's still wrong?"

"I'll give you that." She smiled. "But that slap really did wake me up. I thought a lot and decided to stop being ridiculous. I decided to pursue what I wanted bravely and never give up."
She looked genuinely happy. "And this whole thing blew up so badly that he found out too. He was afraid I'd do something extreme and actually came to see me a few times. He'd neverproactively looked for me before. I was so happy then-I thought I'd finally moved him."
I nearly collapsed. So one slap from me had driven my dream woman straight back into another man's arms.

"But in the end, I still failed."
Her expression dimmed again. Women really do change moods fast.
"What happened last night? Why did you drink so much? Don't tell me... it was still because of him?"

She sighed softly. "I never stopped chasing him, even after graduation. Until last night-he called me and said he's getting married next month. He asked me to forget him and stop bothering him."

I was furious. Twice now, I'd been the sacrificial lamb for that man. What rotten luck.

As if she knew what I was thinking, she smiled at me. "I find it strange too. Every time I crash headfirst into a brick wall with him, I run into you, unlucky you. If I don't take it out on you, who else should I take it out on?"

I forced a bitter smile. "I really am unlucky. I don't know if I'm fated with you-or with him."

Her eyes shimmered with mischief as she asked slyly, "Are you jealous?"
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Chapter 8: Kindred Minds
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Women are truly strange. Just last night she was heartbroken, acting as if the world were ending-now she actually had the mood to joke around. Still, thinking about that nameless punk, I couldn't help feeling a little sour.

"Jealous? Who's jealous?" I said. "Look." I pointed at the wedding photo on the wall, reminding her that I was married.

"I noticed it a long time ago," she replied curtly, shifting her position. "Your wife is quite pretty."

"Obviously," I said, lifting one leg proudly.

"Is she gentle?"

"Another obvious question."

"Does she love you?"

"Still obvious."

"Do you love her?"

"Even more obvious." Why did she have so many obvious questions?

"Obvious, obvious, obvious! Are you done yet?" She waved it off. "Oh, right-why isn't she home?"

Women really change gears fast. She'd just said she wouldn't ask, and before a second had passed, she asked again. I held my patience. "She was sent by her company to study in France. She's been gone over a year already-won't be back for another two." Why was I telling her all this? Well, at least it would stop further questions.

"That long? Aren't you bored living alone?" Ruby asked, sounding oddly concerned.

"Whether I'm bored has nothing to do with you. Please don't ask questions that sound so ambiguous, alright? I might misunderstand. Don't forget-you were my first love, my dream girl."

"Really?" Ruby brightened immediately, then dimmed again. "Too bad I'm old now. If only back then..."

"If only back then






















































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
W

.

Were a
hOlC@

VANESSA WHITEHEAD

- Y





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





