
        
            
                
            
        

    
A man whose identity I couldn't verify latched onto my life.

	He kept insisting he came from twenty-six years ago, which sounded utterly absurd.

	But I took him in anyway.

	I mean—who could resist a man this refined, this learned, this handsome?

	As the days passed, I fell.

	But an old photograph I'd collected convinced me of the truth:

	He really was a traveler from another time—and in a few days he would travel back, and fall in love with someone else…
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	"Whitman & Vale Law Offices, Hong Kong. Associate attorney, Julian Cross."

	I read the business card in my hand, brow furrowed, then looked up at the man across from me.

	"Mr. Cross, allow me a bold guess—did some wealthy Hong Kong relative of mine shuffle off this mortal coil and leave a will bequeathing me a vast fortune, free of charge?"

	I gave him an encouraging look, its meaning unmistakable—go on, go on, I'm fully prepared to receive the baptism of unexpected riches.

	He didn't answer. Instead he flipped the card over. On the back was a line of small print.

	"Printed 1996."

	"To me, this card looks like it was printed last year."

	He rubbed his temple. "But I just saw the desk calendar in your entryway—this year appears to be 2023."

	I'd worked a little over two years as an assistant reporter for a public-affairs mediation program on the city TV station, regularly roaming the streets and alleys collecting material on ordinary people's disputes.

	In other words, the affairs and mistresses, the in-law feuds, the inheritance fights—all the unbelievable, outrageous business that ordinary folks find so shocking—I'd long since grown numb to.

	Worldly as I was, even I went a little still just then.

	At that moment he picked up the fruit-and-flower tea I'd handed him, took a small sip, frowned faintly, then set the cup down gently and turned his head to look at the robot vacuum on the floor, lost in some thought.

	That profile—I felt like I'd seen it somewhere before.

	"It's what the station hands out. Make do with it," I said. "Of course, if you won't make do, then I'll just have to sweep you out the door."

	"Miss Carlisle, I'm sorry to trouble you, but…" He was very much a gentleman.

	"I believe you." I cut him off.

	The look he gave me could honestly be called relieved.

	That belief wasn't unfounded, of course.

	Some sage once said that today's news is tomorrow's history.

	And photographs, as faithful records of history, often give a person the most direct impression of all.

	History already frozen in place held an unusual pull for me.

	For that very reason, collecting old photographs had become one of the great hobbies of my life.

	Photos from those eras always hid some unspoken affection, and I loved looking at them, trying to read what each person in the frame was thinking and feeling.

	The year I graduated from university, a friend of mine doing a master's in Hong Kong learned of this niche hobby and specially mailed me a photo.

	In it, a girl wore the broad, padded-shoulder khaki blazer and black velvet gown so common in old Hong Kong films, bent over laughing beside a music fountain ablaze with lights. But because she was far from the lens, her features were blurry.

	The man in the foreground, in a white shirt, was handsome and tall, one hand in his pocket, half his face turned, silently watching the girl, his eyes full of an affection he couldn't hide.

	Two buttons of his shirt were undone—a quiet, deep sort of allure.

	The photo was yellowed with age. On the back was printed, in dark-red traditional characters, "1998.1.1, Glamour Photo Studio."

	And a handwritten line of classical verse: "The dream broken, the fragrance gone these forty years; the willows of the old garden grown too old to cast their down."

	The photo was well preserved—aside from one obvious water stain beside the handwritten line, there was no other damage. I loved the atmosphere of it, so I often took it out to look.

	When he'd been speaking just now, he'd kept his face toward me; only in that one instant had he turned it aside.

	In that moment, I could say with certainty: the man in the photo was him.

	I took my notebook and fountain pen from my handbag and handed them both to him. "Please write a line for me."

	People can lie. Handwriting can't.

	"Write what?"

	"'Once you came, a startled swan, your reflection on the water.'"

	He wrote it as told. The handwriting was identical to the line on the back of the photo.
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	An hour earlier, I'd lugged a bag of groceries home from the supermarket, planning to make myself a hot pot as a reward.

	In minus-four-degree weather, peering through fogged-up glasses, I'd seen him in the dim, yellow-lit stairwell of my old apartment block—lips white with cold, yet dressed immaculately—and blurted out, "Hey, mister, aren't you freezing dressed like that?"

	The notch lapels of his dark-gray suit were crisp and refined, his shirt razor-sharp and knotted in a meticulous Windsor, the briefcase in his hand of obviously high quality.

	—I guessed he was a real-estate agent.

	He gave a polite little bow. "Hello. Do you happen to know a Mr. Adrian Vale who lives here?"

	Baffled, I pulled out my key to unlock the door. "I do. I bought this apartment from him half a year ago. You're looking for him? He went to live in Hong Kong with his son."

	Then, eyeing him warily, "I'm not selling, by the way."

	"Son?" There was a flicker of disbelief in his eyes—and a peculiar thing to fixate on.

	Before the words had even faded, old Mr. Sutton from next door and his wife came back from their evening walk and greeted me at full volume: "Sophie, this your boyfriend?"

	The Suttons had obviously heard that "son."

	The gossiping power of the common people is well documented. If I denied he was my boyfriend now, by tomorrow the whole neighborhood would be circulating a rumor that I'd run off pregnant after a divorce, and that my ex-husband had come to demand an explanation only to be turned away at the door.

	So I shot him a threatening look, then, unlocking the door, chatted away to old Mr. Sutton with a smile: "Ha, yes, he just made me mad and I kicked him out—figured I'd let him freeze a while to teach him a lesson."

	And, as if in passing, explained to the elderly couple, "Oh, my best friend just had a big chubby baby boy—what's so surprising about that, honestly, making a fuss over nothing…" while shoving him through the door, then turned back with a beaming smile to bid the couple goodnight.

	The door slammed shut.

	"You can climb out the window in a bit—don't let the neighbors see," I said, tossing my shopping bags on the floor, peeling off my down coat to hang it on the rack by the door, muttering. "I got a steal on this apartment. Not selling, I said—wouldn't sell for any price."

	"Miss Carlisle, I'm a lawyer, not a real-estate agent."

	He paused, then said, as if it were hard to get out, "Due to certain forces beyond my control, I currently have nowhere to go. If it's at all possible, could you rent me your spare room?"

	"Hm?" I was beginning to suspect this man had something wrong with his head.

	He took off his wristwatch and held it out to me. "I can use this as rent."

	And so we arrived at the scene from the beginning.

	According to him, Adrian Vale was his college classmate, but for family reasons, the year he graduated he'd had to return from Hong Kong to his hometown in the northeast and settle into a stable, life-mapped-out-at-a-glance government job.

	And at twenty-five, Adrian Vale wasn't even married—

	let alone had a son.

	In 1997 communications were nowhere near as developed as now; the ways they could reach each other were limited, so all he knew was Adrian's old address and a phone number long since disconnected.

	Now he had no acquaintance here, and contacting his Hong Kong connections from this time and place was clearly a pipe dream—after all, what he was going through was too unbelievable; basically no one would buy it.

	And most importantly, he had no identity here, which meant he could never get the travel permit to cross back.
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	That watch of his really was worth a fortune.

	I took it to a pawnshop, and the appraiser there gave me a very conservative estimate—roughly half my annual salary.

	A gentleman doesn't take ill-gotten gains, so I didn't pawn it; I tucked it carefully away and brought it back.

	On the way home I also picked up a few sweaters and a down jacket for him.

	Back home, I piled seven or eight colorful bags in front of him. "I just did the math—if you absolutely insist on using that watch as rent, you could live here about two years. But you probably won't stay that long, will you? So it's actually not a great deal for you…"

	"If I leave within two years, count it as my unilateral breach of contract."

	He looked gently into my eyes. "And the time and emotional cost Miss Carlisle just spent buying these clothes—to me, that's more precious still."

	Damn it. This man really knew how to talk.

	He quickly drafted a lease, and meticulously made it bilingual—two copies each in Chinese and English (even though I had no idea who the English version was for).

	We signed and sealed it smoothly, and then, to celebrate this windfall, I offered to treat him to the most expensive package at the bathhouse my uncle ran.

	But his understanding of a "bathhouse soak" was somewhat off.

	I'm guessing he thought it was some sort of upscale business function.

	It wasn't until I'd led him to the door of the bathhouse and walked him through the whole "rinse, soak, steam, scrub" routine step by step that he asked, rather bewildered, "Here… one has to go in completely unclothed?"

	I gave him a long, deep look—one that carried my profound hopes and earnest expectations for his transformation: "Of course. Go in bare, come out spotless." I smoothed the wrinkles on his shoulder. "My uncle's the owner here. I've had a word with the scrub master for you. Don't worry."

	Half coaxing, half tricking, I pushed him through the door of the men's bath.

	The attendant checking wristbands at the door was wonderfully quick on the uptake, calling out loudly, "Wristband, please—one gentleman, right this way—" and then steering him inside. "First time, little brother? You don't look like you're from around here…"

	He glanced back at me uncertainly. I gave his hand a squeeze in encouragement. "Relax, I'll wait for you in the lounge."

	His hand was bony and long-fingered—probably from years of writing, there was a thin callus where the first two joints of his index finger met—and just then, faced for the first time with the spectacle of a northern bathhouse, his palm was a little cold.
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	Let me say this for the record: if Julian Cross in a V-neck bathrobe with wet hair was some serene male saint, then I was a she-demon drooling over a holy man's beauty.

	I finally understood why the queen in the old legend so coveted the monk on his pilgrimage—a clean, pale-skinned holy man, who could look at that and not go a little dizzy?

	The male saint sat on the sofa across from me, a touch self-conscious, toweling his disheveled hair dry.

	"Your bathing culture here is—" he seemed to weigh his words, "—certainly distinctive."

	"Well, you can't get back any time soon, so you've got to integrate into our society here." I lifted my orange juice and clinked his glass. "Congratulations on successfully taking your first step."

	"Miss Carlisle, I have a question."

	"Go on."

	"Why do you believe what I've said?"

	"Because…" I weighed it a moment, then deployed my fine art of fudging. "Because you're good-looking, and the suit you wear looks expensive—therefore, in conclusion, you're probably not a con man."

	In the silence that followed, I snapped my fingers at him and raised an eyebrow. "I mean, who doesn't love a handsome face, right?"

	I certainly wasn't going to tell him about the photo.

	By his account, the time on his side was late December 1997.

	He'd just wrapped a big case, given his partner a heads-up, and was about to take his annual leave.

	And the time on our side happened to also be late December 2023.

	If the months on both sides were synced, I was certain he'd be able to return to his own time within a few days.

	I couldn't be sure of the exact moment, but one thing was certain: it had to be before New Year's Day 1998.

	After all, that photo was dated January 1, 1998; he was dressed thinly in it, and the traditional characters on the signage in the background clearly placed it in another era, not ours.

	Which meant he'd travel back to his time at some unknown point in these next few days.

	—And, if he was lucky, this man who'd called himself single one moment could, the next, find a girl he fancied at the dawn of 1998, and stand by a music fountain gazing at her, laughing without a care.

	In the time-travel novels I'd read, there was an unwritten rule.

	When you try to change history, or let the protagonist of events learn their own future, history usually doesn't change—but what it brings down on that protagonist may be utter catastrophe. Or the erasure of every trace of their existence.

	I'll admit I had a selfish motive. A man this gentle, this kind—if he were to vanish into thin air because I told him what he was about to face…

	I didn't dare let my thoughts go any further.

	He considered the logic of what I'd said for a moment, then said something that floored me to my bones.

	He said, "Miss Carlisle is also the most special girl I've ever met."

	Sisters, never believe a man's sweet nothings. That photo is the proof.

	In a few days, he'd be gazing unblinking at another girl, laughing—by which point he'd probably have forgotten me, a passerby in his life, completely.

	"Mr. Cross, this whole business of compliments… really doesn't need to be reciprocal," I said sincerely.

	"I mean it."
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	Most reporters at our station don't keep office hours, and I was no exception.

	Basically I was on call—one phone call and I'd be off—so my phone was never on silent, twenty-four hours
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