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  Chapter 1 – Su Ye
Recently, I’ve Started Having Insomnia

Insomnia often brings immense suffering. In the quiet of the night, facing the silent world of darkness, you become much more calm and rational than during the day. After such calm and rationality, you sadly discover that you often get very close to the truth and essence of things. For those accustomed to being ostriches, this instills fear and unease. At least, that’s how I perceive it.

Thinking about the past, the present, the future, interpersonal relationships, how to conduct oneself, past naivety, and current growth—since I can’t sleep anyway, I might as well make meaningful use of the time.

Many thoughts often lead nowhere. In other words, thinking about them is futile. Yet, I stubbornly keep thinking, with many ideas entangled together. Forcefully untangling them is impossible; pulling harder only exacerbates their entanglement, leading to trouble and pain. So, the only way is to let them entangle while I observe.

Shen Xifan lay wide awake, listening to the ticking of the clock. She gave up resisting insomnia, resigned to staring into the vast darkness, her thoughts wandering.

She sighed and turned over. It had been five days in a row. If this continued, she would go mad. The tension from the day refused to relax at night. Working in a hotel was already a high-intensity job, especially as a manager in the housekeeping department. She wondered if she might die from overwork.

Thinking about work brought her inexplicable anxiety. She couldn’t say if she liked or disliked the job, only that it was enough to make a living. Despite securing the job through personal connections, smoothly ascending to the managerial position within three years, and projecting an image of success to outsiders, the pressure persisted. Now, she was losing sleep over it.

Hugging her pillow, she groaned and knelt on the bed, deciding that she must get some sleeping pills from the hospital the next day.

She finally fell into a hazy sleep, but not long after, her mother’s call woke her up. It was just past seven. She felt like crying but had no tears. After finally drifting into sleep, she was abruptly awakened once more.

As usual, Shen’s mother nagged, “Fan Fan, Aunt Wang next door wants to introduce a young man to you. He’s a returnee. Though he’s not very good-looking, he has a house and a car…”

Shen Xifan, irritated due to lack of sleep, snapped, “To hell with the returnee! Who cares!”

Her mother exclaimed in surprise, “Fan Fan, are you still not awake?”

“I haven’t slept at all, Mom. I’ve been suffering from insomnia and feel like I’m dying. Ask Aunt Yang to get me some sleeping pills. If this continues, your daughter will turn into a skeleton!”

Her mother accused, “You can’t just take sleeping pills, Fan Fan. Why don’t you see a traditional Chinese medicine doctor? Herbal treatments can be effective too. “Your father was upset and improved after just two doses…”

Shen Xifan scratched her head, thinking that maybe seeing a TCM doctor wouldn’t be a bad idea. She had nothing but money left, and now even sleep was out of reach.

In the TCM clinic, she waited for a long time without seeing anyone. The TCM building stood deserted, with only a few people across the street at a large pharmacy. They held prescriptions and small scales, amidst neatly arranged small compartments. She remembered how, as a child, her grandmother would take her to a famous old TCM doctor whenever she had a cough. A cure required only three doses.

Suddenly, a nurse appeared. Shen Xifan quickly called out, “Nurse, where’s the doctor?”

The nurse glanced at her medical record and apologized, “Sorry, miss. Dr. He just went to the acupuncture room. I’ll call him for you. Please wait a moment.”

Just then, a tall man came out from the innermost room, supporting an elderly gentleman. The nurse pointed at Shen Xifan and called out, “Dr. He, you have a patient!”

Shen Xifan had expected TCM doctors to be elderly with white hair and beards. She had never seen such a young doctor, and he was very handsome—truly handsome. Even among the elite guests she received at the hotel, this man could score over ninety. However, his expression was cold.

Feeling regretful, Shen Xifan wished she had dressed better instead of showing up in casual clothes with dark circles under her eyes.

The doctor asked, “What’s troubling you?”

Shen Xifan grumbled, “Insomnia, for five days straight!”

To her surprise, the doctor smiled, revealing a deep dimple on his right cheek, “That’s not insomnia. But have you always had poor sleep?”

She thought for a moment and nodded, “I have trouble falling asleep, wake up easily, and can’t fall back asleep. Recently, I haven’t slept at all.”

He pointed to the armrest, “Let me take your pulse.”

His warm fingers touched her cold wrist, making her feel uneasy. Though she knew he was just doing his job, she felt a bit nervous, especially facing such a handsome face. She prayed he wouldn’t notice her slightly accelerated heartbeat.

After a moment, the doctor removed his hand, flipped open her medical record, and gave a diagnostic conclusion, “You have a deficient constitution and emotional stress; your liver and kidney yin is deficient, and your liver yang is hyperactive, leading to insomnia from excessive internal heat and overthinking. This damages your heart and spleen.”

Stunned, she murmured, “Is it that serious?” Am I beyond help?”

The doctor’s expression shifted slightly to surprise before he smiled and explained, “Your constitution is inherently weak, and some worries have exacerbated it, leading to internal heat.” Do you often feel irritable, restless, have trouble sleeping, mouth sores, and dry mouth?”

Shen Xifan muttered, “Wow, you hit the nail on the head!”

The doctor began writing a prescription, “I’ll give you a month’s worth of medicine. Treating insomnia usually takes time, so be patient. Maintain a regular lifestyle, avoid alcohol and coffee, and—” He glanced at her, “Girls shouldn’t be too competitive. Relax and try activities like yoga.”

“But is there any medicine that can make me sleep tonight? I’m desperate for sleep!”

The doctor seemed incredulous but patiently replied, “Run three laps around the hospital. “When you’re exhausted, falling asleep comes naturally.”

Left speechless, Shen Xifan watched him write the prescription. She noticed his name badge was blurry. She leaned in slightly, discerning that he was an attending physician, but couldn’t read his name. The doctor noticed and asked, “Is there something unusual about me?”

Feeling awkward, Shen Xifan quickly shook her head, “No, I was just looking at the medicine you’re prescribing.”

He smiled and pointed to the prescription, explaining, “Huang Lian and Huang Qin to clear the heart, Dang Gui, Sheng Di, Shao Yao, and Zao Ren to nourish yin and blood, Gan Cao to harmonize, Dou Chi and Zhu Ru to clear stagnation, and Bai Zi Ren, Wu Wei Zi, and He Huan Pi to calm the heart.”

Shen Xifan nodded as if she understood, even though she didn’t. The doctor kindly added, “Take the prescription and pay over there. Are you getting it pre-decocted?” He wrote “pre-decocted” on the prescription. “You can pick up the first three doses at 4 PM today.”

She agreed, took her medical record, and left the clinic. Upon stepping outside, she noticed the prescription signed with his name—”He Suye.” Curiosity piqued, Suye sounded like the name of a medicinal herb.

At noon, she went home and received a call from her mother. “Fan Fan, did you see the doctor? Oh, you’re taking Chinese medicine? Good, good. By the way, I need to tell you something. Tonight…”

Shen Xifan immediately interrupted, “I’m not going on any blind date, Mom. Give it up!”

“No, no, it’s not a blind date,” her mother quickly explained. “Just a family dinner. You’ve been so busy with work that you’ve forgotten about your parents. We’re like lonely old people at home!”

Feeling slightly guilty, Shen Xifan reluctantly agreed, “Alright, alright. I know. But I need to pick up my Chinese medicine this afternoon.”

Her mother, seizing the opportunity, said, “Great! Meet us at the Starbucks in the Dayang Plaza at six!”

In the afternoon, Shen Xifan slept soundly, as if touched by some magical aura from the TCM clinic. She slept until five o’clock and woke up with a start, realizing she was late. She hurriedly dressed and took a taxi to the hospital.

People were gradually leaving the outpatient department. She rushed to the pharmacy, finding its lights half off. Regretting her delay, she muttered, “Oh no, my medicine!”

Luckily, the window wasn’t fully closed. She looked around but hesitated to call out. Holding her receipt, she felt awkward. Just then, the doctor from the morning stepped out of the dispensing room. Seeing her, he smiled and said, “I was waiting for you. We close at 5:30.”

Shen Xifan felt like she should bow and apologize but was relieved to see the doctor’s face showed no annoyance. He handed her a package of medicine and instructed, “Twice a day. Come back in three days for the next batch.”

He spoke with a dimple that appeared and disappeared, making him look so young! She immediately understood that without his cool demeanor, who would trust such a youthful-looking doctor?

Naturally, Shen Xifan was late. She arrived carrying a big bag of Chinese medicine, with no makeup on. When her mother saw her, she gave her a light slap on the head, prompting Shen Xifan to protest, “I’m a patient, remember!”

At the restaurant, Shen Xifan was surprised and pleased that her mother had finally decided not to praise home-cooked meals and instead invited her to French cuisine. But soon, she saw an aunt with a beaming smile approach their table.

“Why is there someone else? Is it Dad?” she asked while washing her hands.

“No, your dad had something come up at school. I invited an old friend who lives nearby. Oh, and her son is coming too,” her mother replied with an innocent smile.

What could she do?

When she sat down, a young man had already taken a seat next to the aunt, sneezing and clearing his throat loudly. She frowned; she couldn’t stand people who drew attention to themselves, especially someone who looked more like the horse than the prince beside it.

“Have you been waiting long?” she asked politely.

He looked up, his expression changing slightly with a hint of surprise. She was secretly pleased. Even without makeup, Shen Xifan knew she was attractive.

“Yes, I have another event to attend soon. Aren’t you a bit young to be on a blind date?” he said thoughtfully, but she caught a slight hint of arrogance or disdain in his eyes.

Shen Xifan didn’t want to engage with him. So what if he was a wealthy bachelor? There were plenty of those at the hotel. She focused on her foie gras and cheesecake.

The “white horse” was somewhat surprised. Shen Xifan’s elegant demeanor immediately won him over, and he began to talk, ranging from mother-child relationships to the Iranian nuclear issue, finally ending with, “What do you like?”

“Work,” she replied nonchalantly. “As a hotel manager, I’m always thinking about the guests.”

He wasn’t fazed and even found a topic, “Yes, work is good. I love working too…”

Shen Xifan quickly pretended to check her watch, “Oh, I have to work tonight. You all continue eating.”

With that, she left in a huff.

Her mother was furious. She had taken a liking to this “white horse.” Just as she was about to call Shen Xifan back, the young man leaped up and chased after her.

“Miss Shen!” the “white horse” cried out, “Please, go out with me!”

Shen Xifan paled with fright and shook her hands, saying, “I’m sorry, but I haven’t made that decision yet!”

“Bai Horse” muttered to himself, “Miss Shen is beautiful, her work is excellent, and most importantly, she’s very ambitious. I admire this about her. A woman should be financially independent. I detest those who rely on others like helpless birds…”

Despite feeling a sense of certainty, she wanted to vomit blood, but managed to feign a pitiful look. “Thank you, but I’m ill!”

“White Horse” was surprised, “Miss Shen, what illness do you have? Is it serious?”

“I have gynecological issues!” She lifted the bag of Chinese medicine. “You know, working in our hotel industry, it’s unavoidable…”

Before she could finish her sentence, “White Horse” dashed away. Shen Xifan took a few steps, then burst into laughter as she entered the bathroom. With no one around, she couldn’t help but laugh uncontrollably, leaning against the wall.

Chapter 2 – Licorice
As soon as Shen Xifan stepped through the door, the phone started ringing, confirming her expectations. Even with her eyes closed, she could anticipate the caller. Opting for comfort, she kicked off her high heels and casually collapsed onto the bed, allowing the phone to persistently ring until it became nearly unbearable, only then did she reluctantly pick it up.

Holding the receiver at arm’s length, she braced herself for the incoming tirade. An angry voice bellowed from the other end, berating her, “Shen Xifan, you wretch! You claim to be sick? I believe you’re mentally deranged, completely unhinged!”

With a resigned sigh, she confessed candidly, “Yes, I am sick. Mentally unwell.”

Her father could be heard in the background trying to calm her mother down, “Why are you yelling at her? If she doesn’t want to go on blind dates, she doesn’t have to. Why do you keep worrying about it? She’s an adult, not a child!”

Her mother, even more infuriated, retorted, “Am I wrong? I’m doing this for her good, and both of you treat me like the bad guy. Do I even have a say in this house? Am I still considered a person?”

Her father fell silent immediately. Shen Xifan’s mother continued her tirade, “Shen Xifan, I’m telling you, forget about that scoundrel Dai Heng. Stop pining for him. Do you think you’re some sort of martyr?”

Feeling a mix of emotions, Shen Xifan picked up the receiver and explained, “Mom, I’ve been over him for a long time. Can we just not talk about him anymore?”

“Refusing to discuss him won’t change anything. Even if I refrain from mentioning him, you’re still fixated on him. Let me be clear: either find a boyfriend promptly or comply with these blind dates. If you dare to repeat today’s behavior, I’ll disown you, you ungrateful daughter!”

Her mother persisted in scolding her for an extended period before eventually hanging up.

Shen Xifan stared blankly for a moment, sighed, and got out of bed to heat her medicine. The microwave released a thick, rich scent, a blend of bitterness and sweetness.

She tried a small spoonful; it was slightly sweet. The Huang Qin (Scutellaria) was likely in a small quantity, and the sweetness of licorice and red dates masked the bitterness. Pinching her nose, she gulped down the entire bowl and quickly rinsed her mouth with water.

The lingering sweetness of the licorice stayed on her lips and tongue. After the initial bitterness, the sweet aroma of the licorice gradually took over. She felt a slight warmth spread through her body, making her a bit drowsy. After days of accumulated fatigue, she finally succumbed to sleep the moment her head hit the pillow.

The next day, she woke up feeling rejuvenated and went to work with renewed energy. Though winter was approaching, the air was still somewhat humid and stifling, but she was in high spirits.

She made her rounds at the Jing Pavilion first, finding everything in order. As she entered through the back door, she saw the lobby manager, Ding Wei, looking haggard. Curious, she asked, “Ding Wei, what happened?”

“It’s quite a significant incident, yet not entirely unexpected,” he remarked, shaking his head. “Last night, a man barged into the lobby and grabbed a female guest. Security promptly intervened, but the guest was understandably upset. We spent the entire night consoling her.”

Sympathizing, Shen Xifan nodded, “Thankfully, the situation didn’t escalate to the guest room side, or I’d be at my wit’s end.”

While the Gu Nan Hua Court might not boast the city’s most luxurious accommodations, it was renowned for its distinctive rooms. Divided into Jing Pavilion and New Pavilion, the former offered Chinese-style rooms, suites, and villas, while the latter provided Western-style accommodations.

Shen Xifan’s sense of pressure was certainly justified, given the circumstances.

At that moment, her walkie-talkie crackled, and the secretary to the general manager’s voice came through, “The general manager wants to see you in his office.”

Shen Xifan felt a bit anxious as she headed towards the general manager’s office. Ding Wei, noticing her discomfort, teased, “Have a big lunch to vent your frustration!”

She shot back with mock annoyance, “Ding Wei, do you want me to hire some thugs to come and cause trouble here? Then you can have some late-night snacks!”

When she arrived at the office, Cheng Dongqian was already waiting for her, along with the managers from the public relations, security, and engineering departments. Cheng signaled for her to take a seat. “I’ve called you all here to discuss the VIP reservations. I want everyone to be fully aware of the situation.”

The secretary distributed the documents, and Shen Xifan skimmed through them. The hotel was hosting VIPs for the upcoming IT Summit.

No wonder there was such a fuss. Wealthy clients were always a big deal.

She pitied her already frazzled nerves; they were about to get a lot more strained.

The documents outlined the responsibilities: “The guest services department must coordinate with the front desk to manage room assignments. We need to keep up-to-date with guest histories, gather feedback, and pay special attention to VIP reservations. Regularly verify room statuses and assist in alleviating the check-in rush. Ensure full staffing during peak hours, monitor room availability in the system, and provide timely updates to the front desk for sales adjustments. Collaborate with the food and beverage department to manage room service and minibar replenishments, and help with the breakfast service rush by possibly diverting some meal services.”

She sighed as she flipped through the pages. There were numerous VIPs, and the tasks seemed daunting. She mentally cursed her luck.

Before she could complete her thoughts, Xu Xiangya, the manager of the food and beverage department, walked in carrying a stack of documents. “Here you go, study these thoroughly. Let’s collaborate effectively,” he said, extending the papers towards her.

Shen Xifan rolled her eyes.

With all this work, she wouldn’t be able to go home anytime soon. Stuck in her office, she spent her time drafting plans and organizing various materials. Her head throbbed, and she thought about the medicine waiting in her kitchen. She decided she’d pick it up during dinner time.

Just as she returned, she saw the Public Relations Manager, Lin Yishen, looking for her. He said that Mr. Duan, who was attending the IT Summit, had already arrived, a full week ahead of schedule.

Things never go as planned. She rushed back to the office in a flurry, searching for documents. Luckily, Lin Yishen was quite helpful. Coincidentally, Xu Xiangya was on duty in the catering department, prompting her to assign the catering responsibilities to him, allowing her to concentrate solely on managing the rooms.

After instructing the Front Office Manager and the Security Department, she reserved the waterside villa at the Scenic Pavilion. Still feeling uneasy, she went to inspect it, checking cleanliness and facilities. Even the supervisor who accompanied her seemed nervous, and afraid of making any mistakes.

A little after nine o’clock, Mr. Duan, accompanied by General Manager Cheng, entered the Ancient Southern Courtyard. Shen Xifan stood by, trying to maintain her composure.

Mr. Duan expressed his satisfaction with the dinner, praising it repeatedly. Engaging in personal conversation with General Manager Cheng, he mentioned not having enjoyed hometown snacks in years and expressed gratitude for the opportunity. It seemed Xu Xiangya had passed the test.

Upon being escorted to the villa area later, Mr. Duan expressed surprise, remarking, “The General Manager understands my taste so well!”

General Manager Cheng called Shen Xifan over. “It was all arranged by our room manager; I can’t take credit for it!”

Mr. Duan praised her, albeit with broken Mandarin. “Manager Shen is very meticulous. I am very satisfied, extremely satisfied!”

Shen Xifan carefully opened the packet of Chinese medicine, poured it into a cup, and heated it. The catering department brought dinner and supper. She almost choked several times, grabbed the wrong cup, and accidentally drank the medicine as water, making her cough and choke on her food.

Yet, the licorice taste remained sweet, mirroring her contentment. Although fatigued, she felt genuinely happy.

Considering the need to organize some documents that evening, she absentmindedly reached for a packet of instant coffee. Recalling her doctor’s advice to quit coffee for the sake of her health, she hesitated and ultimately decided to put it back down.

She started to feel silly, thinking about the doctor with dimples who prescribed Chinese medicine for her. He was exceptionally patient, and she realized that half of the medicine’s effectiveness came from his demeanor. She felt uplifted and relieved, summoning up all her energy to focus on the documents.

Several group bosses and executives stayed over the next few days, but fortunately, they weren’t very demanding. They were content with whatever arrangements Shen Xifan made, and she earned quite a bit of praise.

Out of habit, she went to get her Chinese medicine, only to find it was all gone. Checking her schedule, she realized there were no VIPs coming today. After giving some instructions, she hurried off to the hospital to pick up her medicine.

The Traditional Chinese Medicine building was as quiet as ever. She immediately spotted the handsome doctor heading towards the pharmacy and asked, “Are there any more pangolin scales and tortoise shell gel?”

Someone inside called out, “Just arrived!”

Suddenly, the doctor turned around, mildly surprised to see her. “Why are you only coming to get your medicine now?”

“I only finished taking it just now!” Shen Xifan was also puzzled.

“Surely you haven’t been taking one packet a day? I remember prescribing you two packets a day.”

“Oh—I forgot!”

The doctor seemed somewhat displeased. After all, they found disobedient and self-righteous patients quite a headache. He sized up Shen Xifan and asked, “Have you been very busy lately?”

Shen Xifan nodded. “Busy day and night, always on edge even when sleeping, afraid of any sudden emergencies.”

“How’s your sleep now?”

“It’s much better!” Shen Xifan exclaimed excitedly. “Though it’s still difficult to fall asleep, I no longer suffer from insomnia all night long.”

The doctor smiled. “That’s good to hear. Remember, the dosage is two packets a day. If you take too little, the effects won’t be as noticeable. And don’t forget to come get your medicine.”

Shen Xifan hesitated for a moment but couldn’t resist asking, “Dr. He, is Su Ye a type of Chinese herb?”

The doctor stopped in his tracks, turned around, and smiled. He had a youthful appearance, with a hint of playfulness in his gentle demeanor. “Su Ye, or more precisely Zi Su Ye, has a warm nature and a spicy taste. It disperses cold, regulates qi, and harmonizes the stomach. By the way, during winter, you can drink ginger, scallion, and Su Ye drink. Use 15 grams of scallion white, 10 grams each of fresh ginger, and Su Ye, boil them in water, and sweeten them with brown sugar. It can dispel wind, scatter cold, warm the lungs, and relieve cough. If you’re not used to drinking it, you can also cook Su Ye porridge.”

The nurse called for him from across the room. He smiled and said, “I have to go now. If you have any questions, you can ask me when you come to pick up your medicine.”

Shen Xifan scratched her head, silently thinking, “I wonder why you took on the name of a Chinese herb.”

Back at the hotel, Xu Xiangya rushed into the office to complain to her, “Xifan, there’s a woman causing trouble! She said our steak wasn’t cooked well, claiming there were blood vessels, even though she asked for it to be medium-rare!”

Shen Xifan glared at her. “Don’t call me Xifan!”

Xu Xiangya sighed. “I’m not complaining about that. I just saw a very picky person among the VIPs today, and I didn’t know what to do, so I came to ask you.”

Shen Xian smiled. “And you have someone you can’t handle—” She took the documents and suddenly realized, “Yan Heng, the CEO of Zhongyu. Hmm… I don’t have his information either…”

Xu Xiangya pretended to faint. “I’m just complaining a bit. The job is tough, getting paid is even tougher, and serving people is the toughest!”

Shen Xifan waved the documents. “Pay attention. Making a mistake could cost us our heads!”

Xu Xiangya laughed loudly. “You’re harsh!”

Five days later, “MT” President Ling Yufan checked in. General Manager Cheng had repeatedly instructed that this was the VIP among VIPs and must not be neglected. Ling Yufan was the third son of the Ling family, responsible for the electronic sector of Ling’s Family Group, with full support from the Ling family conglomerate. “MT” was undoubtedly the leader in the IT industry. Ling Yufan himself was talented, holding a Ph.D. in Electronics from Harvard and a Master’s in Business Administration.

Later, she would find out just how difficult this person was to deal with.

Not to mention his striking appearance with those mesmerizing peach blossom eyes and an aura of charm exuding from him. Without years of cultivation, Shen Xifan might not have been able to resist his powerful magnetism.

This young master was exceedingly particular, almost impossible to please. He seemed to be deliberately finding faults, from staying in the presidential suite at the Scenic Pavilion to switching to a villa, constantly complaining about the facilities and cleanliness. Sometimes she was so irritated she felt like smothering him with a blanket.

Moreover, he seemed unfriendly toward her. She could sense a certain aloofness and disdain.

On the last day, “Zhongyu” CEO Yan Heng checked in. Mr. Cheng had given prior instructions that Yan Heng, the son of his longtime friend and intending to establish a branch here, was to be accommodated. Additionally, Yan Heng planned to hold a product launch event at the Ancient South Court and was a significant client of the hotel, to be treated with utmost attention.

This guest was personally received by Mr. Cheng, which made her delighted.

As she descended from the executive building, preparing to inspect the regular maintenance of the Jingge villa area, suddenly a girl ran over from the opposite direction, shouting, “Manager, something’s wrong!”

She recognized Xiao Li from the executive suite, and her heart skipped a beat. She hurriedly asked, “What’s going on?”

“There’s a foreign guest who suddenly fainted in their room. Manager Ding on duty has already gone, and Mr. Cheng is preparing to receive the guest. He said for you to go over and take a look.”

Fortunately, the foreigner was only suffering from low blood sugar and had temporarily fainted. Everyone present breathed a sigh of relief. After dealing with the situation, Shen Xifan had no choice but to return to the villa area from the lobby.

However, as she stood in the lobby, a Mercedes-Benz pulled up, and two individuals emerged—Mr. Cheng and Yan Heng. Initially intrigued, she turned her gaze toward them, but suddenly froze in place at the front desk, unable to take a single step.

Who was Yan Heng? He was Dai Heng!

Three years had changed him significantly. The greenness had faded away, leaving him mature and sophisticated. His demeanor was extraordinary, a far cry from before.

Three years could indeed change many things.

Yan Heng was her first love. They had parted ways three years ago, each going their way. She had never expected to encounter him here. Wasn’t her life a bit ironic?

He also noticed Shen Xifan. Their eyes met briefly, and her mind went blank with a thunderous crash. Mr. Cheng seemed to sense something, glancing at Shen Xifan and then at Yan Heng. “This is our room manager, Manager Shen,” he said tactfully.

His tone was measured, not trying to conceal anything. “I just felt a bit familiar. Uncle Cheng, let’s go first.”

As he left, he cast another glance at Shen Xifan before entering the elevator. Once the doors closed, they passed each other again.

Shen Xifan sighed softly, experiencing a whirlwind of emotions. After a moment, she turned and made her way towards the villa area. Unbeknownst to her, Lin Yi stood not far away on the stairs, his lips quirking up in a wry smile.

Chapter 3 – Patchouli
After dinner, Shen Xifan intended to sleep early, hoping to bury those damned memories under her slumber. However, a supervisor ran over, shouting, “Manager Shen, there’s trouble!”

She immediately jumped up, fully alert. “What’s going on?”

“A guest in Villa 7 of Sector C has complained about Room Service!”

Her temples started throbbing again. “Villa 7, Villa 7, Ling… what’s his name?”

The supervisor nodded.

“Let’s go take a look.”

The winter night was extremely cold, and Shen Xifan wore only ordinary attire. The thin fabric did little to fend off the chill, especially near the water in Sector C where the wind was strong and biting. She shivered, sneezing several times in a row.

Upon arriving at Villa 7, she saw Ling Yufan leaning against the door, with only one button of his shirt done up. He played with his glasses, smiling faintly. Beside him stood a service staff member, hair disheveled, shoulders trembling, tears streaking down their face, and makeup smudged.

Shen Xifan guessed what had happened but had to play dumb in front of this young master. She cautiously asked, “Hello, Mr. Ling, may I ask what you’re unsatisfied with regarding our Room Service?”

Ling Yufan squinted his peach blossom eyes, appraising Shen Xifan slowly. “Your hotel’s Room Service options are quite extensive. I didn’t expect it to include sleeping with guests.”

She felt a surge of anger but maintained a calm tone. “Mr. Ling, perhaps you can clarify. We will rectify any shortcomings.”

He snorted coldly and said, “Can’t you see what’s happened, Manager Shen?” as the wind blew his unbuttoned shirt, revealing his muscular physique.

Shen Xifan patiently explained, “I believe this must be a misunderstanding, Mr. Ling. I sincerely apologize for any inconvenience caused. Please forgive me for not managing my staff properly.”

“Misunderstanding? How can it be a misunderstanding? Heh, Manager Shen, you’re quite the joker. I merely ordered some late-night snacks, and your Room Attendant mistook me for a delicacy. How do you explain that?”

Shen Xifan didn’t believe for a second that the room service staff had thrown themselves at him. Despite her inner conflict, she spoke, “Mr. Ling, we will handle this matter seriously. Tomorrow morning, we will provide you with a satisfactory response. As a gesture of apology, I will personally send you a VIP card. You can also enjoy one round of golf for free and become a member. Please understand that accidents happen due to our negligence!”

Ling Yufan chuckled, a smile that seemed both mocking and disdainful in Shen Xifan’s eyes. Suddenly, he leaned in close to her, his breath ambiguous. “Would Manager Shen be willing to ‘personally’ compensate me?”

Shen Xifan remained unfazed, her expression unchanged. She bowed to him. “If Mr. Ling has no further concerns, I will take my leave. We will inform you of the resolution tomorrow. Goodnight!”

Ling Yufan paused for a moment, put on his glasses, and gave Shen Xifan an amused look. Sensing her unwavering gaze, he felt intrigued. He glanced at the service staff and supervisor, then stepped into the room. Only then did Shen Xifan heave a sigh of relief.

None of them spoke as they left Sector C and walked along the path. Shen Xifan asked, “What exactly happened?”

The young girl sobbed, “Manager, it wasn’t me, I just took the late-night snack in, and then he, he wanted me to… to…”

Shen Xifan raised an eyebrow. “It’s probably not that simple, is it? He made a move, and you fell for it. Then unexpectedly, you got bitten back, didn’t you?”

The young girl remained silent, biting her lip, wanting to argue. “Manager Shen, I…”

Shen Xifan’s expression turned stern. “Do you want to resign voluntarily, or shall we terminate your employment? You decide.”

“Manager Shen!” The girl pleaded tearfully, “Please don’t make me leave, please?”

Shen Xifan rubbed her temples wearily. Her voice sounded weak. “Go settle your salary at the Finance Department tomorrow. I won’t say more. You’ve disappointed me because sometimes, a mistake can be fatal, with no chance for redemption. I won’t mention this incident in your evaluation. It’s better if you resign voluntarily.”

After a pause, she sighed. “Sister Zhang, take her back first. I’ll go check on something else. Don’t let anything else happen.”

She walked along the forest path, her thoughts in disarray. She remembered being dismissed from the student union for a mistake. At that time, she had run to Dai Heng in tears, and Dai Heng had told her that some mistakes don’t have a chance to be corrected, so it’s best never to make them in the first place. She couldn’t understand then. She didn’t understand why, if it wasn’t murder, arson, or robbery, she couldn’t be given another chance. Now, she understood. Dai Heng was right. Fundamental mistakes cannot be forgiven.

Dai Heng, Yan Heng… something stuck in her heart, making her feel stifled. She diverted her thoughts by looking at the moonlight.

Originally, she had planned to go from Sector C to Sector F, then circle back to Sectors A and B. However, she remembered that the man lived in F3, so she stopped at the entrance of Sector F, instructing the supervisor to check and report back to her.

By chance, she glanced at F3 and saw the lights on, a scene she was very familiar with—Dai Heng didn’t like going to the study room or the library. Whenever he studied in the dormitory, he liked to turn on all the lights. He explained it was a habit he had developed over the years. When he was young and his mother wasn’t home, he felt afraid, so he turned on all the lights in the house to feel safe.

At that time, she had felt that Dai Heng was like a light. With him around, she felt safe.

The next day, Shen Xifan felt unwell, experiencing weakness throughout her body. During the morning meeting, Lin Yishen sat next to her and glanced at her from time to time. At the end of the meeting, he asked, “Xiaofan, why is your face so flushed?”

Hearing this, Xu Xiangya also came over to look, touching her forehead and exclaiming, “Oh dear, Xifan, you have a fever!”

Finally, they alarmed Cheng Zong. “Manager Shen, go to the hospital to get checked out. You don’t need to be on duty today.”

She sighed inwardly, feeling unlucky, but she couldn’t afford to neglect it. After returning home, she measured her body temperature. It wasn’t too high, just 37.6 degrees Celsius. Her throat didn’t hurt, and it couldn’t be tonsillitis. She had been a frequent patient since she was young, and the nurses and doctors at the hospital all knew her. Her health had improved a lot as she grew older, but she still caught a cold from time to time.

Obediently, she went to the hospital for a check-up, refraining from mentioning her fever, afraid of being isolated as a suspected SARS patient. She registered at the respiratory department outpatient clinic, luckily finding few people there, and was called in after a while.

She was a little nervous. “Doctor, could it be SARS?”

The chief physician assured her confidently, “Absolutely not. It’s just a chill. Your tonsils aren’t inflamed, and you’re not coughing. You just have a low fever. There’s no need for injections. Just take some cold medicine.”

Hesitantly, she asked, “But will taking medicine be too slow? I’ve been busy with work lately!”

The old doctor kindly suggested, “Traditional Chinese medicine treats colds faster. Why don’t you try seeing a TCM doctor?”

So she went to see a TCM doctor. However, the TCM building was particularly crowded today, with mostly young expectant mothers and elderly people. Shen Xifan could only submit her medical records at the front desk and sit aside, waiting for her turn to be called.

The opposite Chinese medicine shop emitted waves of bitter and astringent smell, mixed with some warmth, which made her, who was already feeling drowsy, even more lethargic. Unconsciously, her body felt heavier. In a daze, she remembered when she was in college and fell ill.

Back then, she was still Dai Heng’s darling. He spoiled her, accommodated her, and worried about her. Whenever she sneezed or coughed, he would fuss over her for a long time. But in the winter of her sophomore year, she caught a bad cold.

She remembered those days when Dai Heng skipped classes to accompany her to the hospital for IV drips. The cold medicine flowing into her veins made her shiver, and Dai Heng held her hand with his own, while she leaned drowsily on his shoulder, half asleep and half awake, silently praying for the medicine to drip slower. She had no appetite, so he cooked vegetable porridge in the dormitory and brought it to her, wrapped in a cotton jacket, feeding her spoonful by spoonful, while he had to settle for cold leftovers from the cafeteria. When he left, he would kiss her, their lips intertwined, not caring at all if the cold virus would infect him.

But later, he didn’t want her anymore. He was with another girl, and she couldn’t hold onto his heart anymore. The day after they broke up, she got caught in the rain all day and ended up in the hospital again. This time, there was no one to accompany her, so she had to pay for the IV drip herself and texted Dai Heng, “I’m sick, can you come to see me?” His reply was only, “Shen Xifan, we have nothing to do with each other now. Why are you still clinging to me?” Tears fell from her eyes onto the IV drip, and she silently repeated to herself, “Yes, I’m all alone now. I have to live well even if I’m alone. But why do I still miss the warmth of being with you when I was sick?”

Shen Xifan felt numb all over, only hearing someone calling her name by her ear. She abruptly opened her eyes, noticing that the corners of her eyes were slightly moist. She turned her head and was startled. “…Doctor He…”

He was somewhat surprised, then gently asked, “The nurse called your name several times, but there was no response. It’s already noon, and there’s no one else here. I just came out and found you here. Are you sick?”

She exaggeratedly sniffled, “I have a fever!”

He Su Ye smiled, “You’re crying because you have a fever? Come in, let me take a look at you.”

Shen Xifan stared at the doctor in a daze, stood up, and followed him. His broad shoulders made her feel very reliable.

“It’s just a simple fever,” He Su Ye reassured her. “It’s not atypical pneumonia. You can relax now. No more crying, okay?”

She felt guilty, “I’m sorry to trouble you, Dr. He.”

“It’s okay, it’s just an external fever. Two doses of Chinese medicine will do the trick.”

Shen Xifan muttered to herself, “External fever? Ephedra and Cinnamon Twig Decoction?”

He Su Ye burst out laughing, “You can’t take that. That medicine is too strong. With your weak body, you definitely can’t handle the sweating it induces.” He paused, “How do you know about this prescription?”

She felt a bit embarrassed. “Back when I was in school, I translated some materials on traditional Chinese medicine. It took me a lot of searching through books to find them, so it left quite an impression on me.”

He Su Ye took out a pen and began to write the prescription, reciting as he wrote, “Honeysuckle, forsythia, fermented black beans, dandelion, bupleurum, astragalus, saposhnikovia, poria, patchouli, Spinelli, ginger, red dates. That should do.”

She pointed to “patchouli” and said, “I particularly like this name!”

He Su Ye nodded. “Patchouli—aromatic, resolves turbidity, promotes appetite, dispels summer heat. It’s used for fever with chills, initial dampness and heat, and chest stuffiness.” Then he added, “Actually, patchouli is also an ornamental plant.”

She didn’t know how to respond, so she just nodded, taking the prescription and preparing to leave.

He Su Ye called out to her, “You’re still running a fever. How about this, you go pay first, and I’ll go prepare the medicine for you. You don’t have to come back this afternoon to pick it up. Can you wait half an hour?”

Shen Xifan was stunned. This doctor was so kind. She mechanically thanked him, “Thank you so much, Dr. He!”

Sure enough, after more than half an hour, He Su Ye came out with a package of medicine. She touched it and found it still warm. The doctor instructed her, “Three times a day, for two consecutive days. Don’t forget again!”

Shen Xifan frowned. “Dr. He, I’m going to be overwhelmed by Chinese medicine!”

He gave her a look like, “Why is this patient so obtuse?” “If you take this one, you can skip the other one. But if you feel it’s not enough, two prescriptions won’t conflict!”

Feeling embarrassed, Shen Xifan smiled awkwardly. She thought to herself that apart from sometimes being brusque, this doctor was pretty good.

Back at home, she immediately took out the medicine, which was still warm. Pouring it into a bowl, she smelled a slight spicy fragrance, unprepared for its bitterness compared to the last one. Despite the unpleasant taste, she forced herself to drink it all in one go, enduring the nausea. After rinsing her mouth several times with water, she finally recovered, sensing a lingering spiciness between her lips and teeth, likely from the patchouli and ginger, yet rich and mellow.

Recalling the saying, “Good medicine tastes bitter,” she acknowledged its effectiveness as sweat soon started beading on her forehead, relieving her fever. Crawling into bed and covering herself with thick blankets, she fell asleep.

In the middle of the night, drenched in sweat, she touched her forehead and found the temperature normal, feeling relieved by the efficacy of Chinese medicine. With a muttered acknowledgment, “Chinese medicine works,” she turned over and went back to sleep.

When she woke up the next morning, she felt refreshed. However, her pajamas were soaked in sweat, so she went to take a shower. Halfway through, her phone rang loudly. She ignored it, but it kept ringing.

After getting dressed and coming out, she saw that it was Xu Xiangya calling. She smiled and didn’t bother to answer. She took out some juice and eggs from the fridge, toasted some bread, and set them on the table. Enjoying the warm sunlight, she began to eat breakfast.

Her phone rang again. She reluctantly answered, and Xu Xiangya’s voice came through, full of complaints. “Xifan, what does Yan Heng want to eat? I’ve asked everyone, but no one has any ideas, so I had to come to you.”

She was taken aback, and the bread she was holding fell. Xu Xiangya was still complaining, “Should I just buy some dog food? The waiter said he frowned when he saw breakfast this morning and only took a few bites.”

Shen Xifan knew Yan Heng was extremely picky. She asked, “What did you prepare for breakfast?”

“Fried eggs, whole wheat bread, milk, ham, and jam.”

She sighed. “The eggs should be 80% cooked, leaving the yolk runny. Replace the whole wheat bread with milk toast. He only eats white cherry rose jam. The milk should be warm, preferably Mengniu or Yili. Replace the ham with mashed potatoes.”

Xu Xiangya sighed, “He’s so damn picky!” Then she was curious, “Xifan, how do you know all this? It’s not in the information.”

Feeling awkward, Shen Xifan evaded, “I just found out yesterday. I’ll remind you during work.”

Xu Xiangya sighed again. “You better come early. This old man is waiting for you to arrange his meals!” Then she hurried away with her notebook, muttering, “Hurry, I’m going!”

Shen Xifan chuckled. How could she be so skilled? After being with Yan Heng for three years, she naturally knew his taste. He was fond of eating but extremely picky. She had once made soup and washed her hands for him. How could she not know his likes and dislikes?

There was a bitter and spicy taste in her mouth, probably from the patchouli. She drank a lot of water but still felt spicy and bitter.

At noon, Yan Heng went to dine and found that the hotel’s meals were to his liking. He praised Xu Xiangya, who felt embarrassed and explained, “Mr. Yan, thanks to Manager Shen of the Guest Services Department. You should thank her!”

Yan Heng paused with his chopsticks in hand. Indeed, besides his mother, who else understood his tastes so well? He was extremely picky with food, yet Shen Xifan patiently cooked for him. Even if he didn’t like it, she never complained. She always said her cooking skills weren’t good enough. But why did he only realize how good she was long after she had left him?

Chapter 4 – Rock Candy
Due to work reasons, Shen Xifan spent most of her time at the hotel. Her office was always filled with the scent of Chinese herbs. Lin Yi Shen would often tease her when passing by, “Saint Shen, are you concocting elixirs again?”

Xu Xiangya was curious, “Xifan, why do you take Chinese medicine every day? Menopause?”

Shen Xifan frowned, “If I were going through menopause, you’d be at my funeral soon. I’m taking medicine for an external wind-cold.”

Xu Xiangya pretended to be amazed, “Wow, external wind-cold! You’re so professional!”

“It’s not me who’s professional, it’s that handsome doctor.” She muttered to herself, picturing He Su Ye’s smile with dimples on the right side of his face.

But Xu Xiangya had sharp ears and immediately started gossiping, “A handsome doctor? Who? Is Xifan in love? Wow, the uniform fantasy, doctor, white coat, so professional!”

Shen Xifan shot her a look, “Your fangirling skills are also quite professional!” She then took out a bag of Chinese herbs and waved it in front of Xu Xiangya, “The price of admiring a handsome doctor is quite heavy. It’s fleeting happiness followed by prolonged suffering!”

Xu Xiangya rolled her eyes, “It doesn’t matter. I’ll pretend to be sick, get my prescription, and throw it away after seeing the doctor. After all, the patient’s focus isn’t on the medicine, but on the handsome doctor!”

The head of guest services, Zhang Jie, called out, “Manager Shen, Mr. Ling is back. Do you want to go now?”

She shook her head, “He’s probably busy with a bath and dinner right now. Wait until 7 o’clock to come find me. By then, he’ll have finished dinner and won’t have started working, so we won’t be disturbing him.”

Suddenly, Xu Xiangya leaned in, “Xifan, Ling Huoshui is quite handsome too. But he doesn’t look like a decent person. Not as upright as Yan Heng. I’ve seen him in entertainment magazines more frequently than in business publications!”

Shen Xifan was curious, “Has that guy caused any trouble for you guys?”

“Not at all!” Xu Xiangya leaned in to smell the Chinese medicine cup. “This smells terrible! But Ling Huoshui isn’t as picky as Yan Heng. He often flirts with the girls in our department, making me feel a mix of love and hate!”

Shen Xifan felt annoyed, so she drank the medicine in one gulp, leaving Xu Xiangya dumbfounded, exclaiming, “Talent! Pure talent! Shen the Talent!” -_-!

In the afternoon, while she was resting, she received a call from her dad, which surprised her. As soon as she picked up, her dad’s voice sounded pitiful, “Fanfan, is your mom going through some phase? She’s been so difficult and stubborn lately.”

“The menopausal syndrome?”

Her dad eagerly nodded, “Yes, yes, that’s it! I feel like I’ve become a poor peasant at home, bullied by her every day. If I say something, she complains. I say one thing, and she retaliates with ten. Can’t I even speak anymore? She’s the one who talks the most!”

Shen Xifan could only comfort her dad, “Dad, you know her temper. It’s always been bad, but now, with the hormonal imbalance during menopause, she’s even more irritable. Just give her the silent treatment, passive resistance. Eight years of resistance during the Anti-Japanese War and three years of resistance between the Nationalists and Communists tell us—one must persevere for victory!”

“Will that work?” Her dad hesitated.

She solemnly assured him, “If it doesn’t work, I’ll take the brunt of it. Our family is known for our loud voices. I’ll talk to her when I go home, but work is really busy right now, and I’ve been staying at the hotel all this time. You just have to bear with it for now.”

Her dad reminded her a few more times before hanging up. She sighed. She also wanted to stop her mom’s bad temper and dispel the idea of arranging blind dates for her everywhere.

Seven o’clock came, and she went to find Ling Yufan. This time, she put on an extra layer of clothing, thinking, “It’s not worth catching another cold for you. If I’m going to feel anything, it’ll be for the handsome doctor this time.”

She knocked on the door for quite sometime before someone answered. Ling Yufan was wearing glasses and a thick sweater, speaking with some impatience, “Manager Shen, what’s the matter? Are you here to ‘personally’ compensate me this time?”

His face was somewhat pale but with a slight unhealthy flush. And his wire-rimmed glasses diminished his charisma by half. He didn’t look like a ladies’ man at all.

Ignoring Ling Yufan’s provocation completely, she explained her purpose formulaically. Before she could finish speaking, Ling Yufan suddenly grabbed her hand. Startled, she struggled to break free, then slightly bowed, “Mr. Ling, please behave yourself. I’ll take my leave.”

Ling Yufan chuckled, “Just teasing you. You haven’t reached the level where I can’t help myself yet!”

She shot him a glare, “Mr. Ling, goodnight!” Then she walked away without looking back, leaving behind Ling Yufan’s uncontrollable laughter.

As she left the C area, Shen Xifan felt annoyed, continuously rubbing her hands. Suddenly, she was surprised to realize that when Ling Yufan grabbed her just now, her palms felt hot. And thinking back, it seemed his complexion wasn’t quite normal today either. He probably caught a cold too.

She secretly felt pleased. Those who play with others will be played with. Turns out, fate is fair after all. Ling Yufan, you just calmly follow in my footsteps, Shen Xifan. Of course, she comforted herself with these wicked thoughts, this is also heaven punishing you for your frivolous behavior towards women. Ling Yufan, you should be content.

After a good night’s sleep, when she was preparing to work energetically, disaster struck. Her mom, from who knows where brought a “white knight” and asked her to evaluate him.

During the morning meeting, Shen Xifan was completely distracted, only jotting down a few words and then a whole page with the word “伯乐” (Bo Le), which means horse trainer in Chinese. Back in her office, she lamented, “Why isn’t there a prince here to appreciate me? It’s always either a dark horse or a white horse. If I don’t play the role of Bo Le, who will?”

She decided to sabotage her mom’s plan again. This time, this person seemed too pretentious, with eyes like Bai Yansong and a face like Wu Mengda. Her mom whispered on the side, “His advantage is that he’s a certified public accountant, very good at accounting!”

Shen Xifan thought to herself, “Actually, he’s here to spy on his daughter’s finances for you, you nosy busybody!” She didn’t discriminate against him based on appearance, but this successful man had extraordinary self-confidence, repeatedly boasting about how he could see through false accounts. She occasionally cooperated by exclaiming, “Wow, you’re amazing! I admire you so much!”

The man swelled even more, and finally, he dug out a heartfelt confession from the depths of his heart, “Actually, I just want to find someone who will treat my mom well. I’m too busy, and I don’t have time to take care of her.”

This time, Shen Xifan made an even more admiring and amazed expression. “Wow! You’re so clever. How did you know that this girl needed money and wanted to apply as a nanny? How much do you pay per month?…”

Sure enough, the blind date was a mess again!

Being scolded back to the hotel by her mother made her feel relieved inside, but she still had to pretend to look sorrowful on the surface. Shen’s mother scolded her from the restaurant back to her hotel. When she got upstairs and took out her phone, her mother continued scolding her until the phone ran out of battery. Shen Xifan now deeply felt how difficult her father’s situation was. So, the next afternoon, with a fervent desire to rescue menopausal women, she came to the hospital.

But her motives were not pure. It was just that she didn’t always see He Suye when she got medicine. She could only catch glimpses of him when she registered and waited in line for treatment. His dimples would surface when he smiled, and she could hear his gentle voice. Feeling somewhat foolish, she acknowledged that not all the reasons were her fault. At least fifty percent of the blame fell on that handsome doctor.

Facing Shen Xifan, He Suye had become accustomed to it. From insomnia to fever, if this girl made trouble resulting in stomach pain, bloating, edema, or fatigue, he could accept it calmly. And there was no need to hide his dimples in front of her, but it was still better to maintain some professionalism as a doctor.

However, Shen Xifan hesitated for a long time and couldn’t come up with a reason. He Suye was puzzled. What kind of illness was so difficult to talk about?

Finally, she blushed and asked, “How can menopausal syndrome be treated?”

He Suye widened his eyes and flipped back the cover of the medical record. “25 years old? Menopause ahead of time?”

She quickly waved her hand, “Not me, my mother.”

He Suye said, “Oh,” and asked, “Why not let your mother come and see herself?”

“I wouldn’t dare!” Shen Xifan felt a headache when it came to this. She completely forgot that she was talking to He Suye, “My father is now oppressed and can’t say a word. I’m harassed by noise pollution every day. Who in my family dares to mention this to her? It’s completely a feudal society. You tell me, if a woman keeps babbling in your ear for half a day, constantly calls until the phone runs out of battery, harasses you every other day with something, and meddles in everything… Um… Doctor He, am I talking too much?”

He Suye smiled, his eyes full of laughter. “No, no, I just feel very sorry for you. You’re so pitiful that you have nowhere to vent, so you came to the hospital to vent.”

She hesitated, “What should I do? Can you prescribe medicine now?”

He Suye shook his head, “I’m not very confident about this, but I can give you a few dietary therapy recipes to try at home. Lotus seeds, longan flesh, and rock sugar in appropriate amounts, boiled into porridge with boiling water, then add rock sugar before consuming. Or, black fungus and rice boiled into porridge, add jujube dice and mix in rock sugar. These two recipes have the effects of nourishing blood and lowering blood pressure, nourishing yin and tonifying the stomach, and invigorating the spleen, and replenishing qi.”

He then took out a piece of white paper. “Let me write it down for you so you won’t forget again.”

After writing it down, He Suye handed it to her. She pondered for a moment before asking, “Dr. He, what should someone do if they catch a cold but don’t like injections or medicine?”

He thought for a moment. “They can drink cold relief tea. Do you want me to write down some recipes for you?”

She took advantage of the situation and nodded eagerly, looking like a wolf in sheep’s clothing. He Suye found it amusing but restrained his laughter, and proceeded to prescribe for her.

Shen Xifan looked at He Suye, feeling somewhat absent-minded. She silently wondered why all the men she met through blind dates were such “special” individuals. Why hadn’t she encountered an outstanding man like He Suye, who seemed so amiable and gentle? Suddenly, she felt annoyed by these blind dates.

Then, she blurted out, “Dr. He, is there any medicine that can dispel my mother’s thoughts of arranging blind dates for me?”

He Suye was writing seriously when the pen slipped with a “whoosh,” leaving a faint mark.

Shen Xifan hastily explained, “I spoke out of turn, please don’t take it seriously!”

He Suye thought for a moment, his expression serious. “Miss Shen should go to a marriage agency. This hospital doesn’t provide such services. I’m only responsible for curing patients, not for treating healthy people.”

As she went out to pay, Shen Xifan felt secretly pleased. The service from the handsome doctor today was truly exceptional. If it weren’t for her unexpected behavior at the end, it would have been perfect.

She muttered to herself as she walked, “Five Divine Tea: 6 grams of tea leaves, 10 grams each of schizonepeta, perilla leaf, and ginger. Boil in water over low heat for 15 minutes, then add 30 grams of brown sugar and drink twice a day, as needed. It can dispel wind-cold, relieve pain, and is suitable for symptoms such as wind-cold colds, aversion to cold, body aches, and lack of sweating…”

She continued to laugh foolishly, “Five Divine Tea, with perilla leaves inside…” Lost in thought, she bumped into someone in front of her. When she looked up, she saw it was also a doctor, not tall, but with a very distinctive appearance, definitely unforgettable.

Feeling embarrassed, neither she nor the doctor knew what to say, so they just smiled at each other and went their separate ways.

Back at the hotel with the medicine, she instructed Xu Xiangya to take care of her mother, who was in a bad mood. Then, she endured until the end of her shift and carried a big bag of things home to take care of her menopausal mother.

Shen’s father was surprised to see his daughter back home. Shen Xifan explained, “Dad, I’m here to rescue you from the fire and water!”

She mentioned feeling anxious and experiencing night sweats the previous night, leading to a restless sleep. She nodded. “Dad, please go to your study first. I’ll prepare porridge for Mom. She woke up early and couldn’t fall back asleep until afternoon when I returned from school. Today, I’ll inquire with the doctor about some dietary therapy recipes. Perhaps they’ll be helpful.”

Lotus seeds nourish the heart and kidneys, invigorate the spleen and moisten the lungs, clear heat and calm the mind, and lower blood pressure. Longan is warm and sweet, nourishing the heart and spleen, and replenishing qi and blood. It is used for insomnia, forgetfulness, palpitations, dizziness caused by deficiency of the heart and spleen, and rock sugar supplements the middle burner and benefits qi, moistens the stomach, and moistens the lungs.

The kitchen was filled with the aroma of rice porridge, mixed with the faint medicinal scent of lotus seeds and longan. Finally, rock sugar was added. Suddenly, a sweet fragrance filled the air, and the slightly warm steam carried the sweet scent, spreading throughout the house.

At the dining table, Shen’s father passed his bowl over. “Fanfan, give me another bowl of porridge. It’s delicious.”

Shen Xifan looked at him incredulously. “Dad, this is for Mom to eat. It’s for treating menopausal syndrome!”

Shen’s father chuckled. “It’s okay. Your old man will be there soon too. It’s better to be prepared in advance.”

Shen’s mother glared at him, and Shen’s father quickly changed his tune. “Serve the rice, serve the rice. Porridge is not filling enough!”

She had to return to the hotel at night, but she promised herself she would stay at home for a while once this project was over. Shen’s father only let her leave after she made this promise.

Winter was undeniably frigid, with bone-chilling gusts of wind. Starting tomorrow, she intended to begin drinking Isatis Root and Lonicera Tea to ward off influenza.

A sweet and rich fragrance clung to her clothes, distinct from the coolness of licorice. Instead, it was reminiscent of the enduring sweetness of rock sugar—a comforting and lingering flavor that warmed the heart and lungs, mirroring her mood, which was sweet and carefree.

Suddenly, the image of He Suye’s deep dimple on his right cheek flashed through her mind, bringing a smile to her face. It resembled rock sugar, refreshing in summer and comforting in winter.

Chapter 5 – Bosom Fragrant
Shen Xifan’s attention was drawn to a spider. She was already somewhat nearsighted, but unfortunately, she had forgotten to put on her glasses during her inspection rounds.

The supervisors were somewhat nervous. The scene was already quite eerie: Shen, dressed in a deep blue professional suit, assumed a thoughtful pose, staring fixedly at a certain corner, her gaze distant as if anticipating something. It wasn’t until Zhang suddenly exclaimed, “Ah! There’s a big spider!”

Shen Xifan nodded satisfactorily. “Could it be that our hotel’s ecological environment is too good? Even spiders are crawling in here?”

The head of the guest room department, with a sincere attitude, said, “Manager Shen, it’s my negligence.”

She nodded. “I’ll come back to check again at five o’clock in the afternoon. Remember, it’s for all areas. I won’t find it troublesome.”

Back in her office, she turned on her computer to check the department’s accounts. Just as she had read two lines, the computer suddenly made a “pop” sound and went dead. She carefully sniffed. Wasn’t the computer burning? She then glanced at the indicator light on the water dispenser. Oh, there was a power outage!

The engineering department immediately called. “Manager Shen, there’s a large-scale power outage in the city, so we’re using the hotel’s generator. However, due to the large range of power usage, the administrative building is temporarily without power. Please understand.”

Shen Xifan responded with an “Okay.” She then put on her coat and went out, calling her father. Shen’s father said there seemed to be a large-scale power outage in the east of the city, but their home in the west was still receiving power. She sighed in relief. “I’ll be home a little later tonight.”

The lobby was a bit chaotic. Perhaps the sudden power outage had caused the elevators to stop abruptly. Although it was only for a moment, some guests were startled. A little girl seemed panicked, repeatedly calling out “Mom.”

The lobby manager, Ding Wei, explained the situation. Fortunately, the guests understood, and the situation was quickly brought under control.

Shen Xifan squatted in front of the little girl and asked, “Little friend, where’s your mom?”

The little girl, with a childish voice, spoke haltingly, “I… just now… my mom was still here… when the power went out… it was chaotic… I was pushed here… and then my mom was gone…”

She had no choice but to take the little girl to the security office, pull up the lobby surveillance footage, and let her identify. The little girl was clever, pointing at a woman of average height and saying, “This is her!”

Shen Xifan signaled to rewind the footage. When the woman turned around, her face was directly facing her. She was suddenly stunned. Guning Yuan?

She pointed at the screen and asked, “Are you sure this is your mom?”

The little girl nodded. “Mom suddenly said she wanted to go out. I didn’t want to stay at home alone, so I secretly got into her car and followed her there. But when we got here, my mom disappeared in the blink of an eye.”

“What’s your name?”

“Zhou Siqi.”

Shen Xifan breathed a sigh of relief. Thankfully, it wasn’t someone surnamed “Yan” or “Dai.” However, this little girl seemed to be around six or seven years old. How could she be Guning Yuan’s daughter? There was not the slightest resemblance between them. Perhaps she wasn’t her biological child.

“Auntie will help you find your mom now. You stay here with Uncle Security and don’t wander around, okay?”

“Auntie!” The little girl pleaded timidly, “When my mom comes, can you ask her not to hit me? Siqi is so scared!”

Guning Yuan. How many years had it been since she thought of that name? She had been deliberately ignoring that memory, but three years later, it was forcibly dug up. It still hurt, like a freshly coagulated blood clot. A gentle touch would cause it to bleed again.

Yan Heng was affectionate, but she couldn’t blame him. If she were clever enough, she wouldn’t have willingly jumped into it. But even if she was intelligent, she would become powerless in front of love. He would only love one person, and pamper one person. In front of him, you were a princess. But his affection for each person had an expiration date. When he felt it was no longer fresh, you expired. Then, like canned pineapples, you were packed up and thrown into the trash.

And he was too good, like a drug invading the mind, corroding the heart, and then seeping into the skin, occupying inch by inch. Slowly, irresistibly, every drop of blood in the body shouted his goodness. He was an addiction, with no cure.

But Shen Xifan couldn’t help but ask in her heart, Guning Yuan, this time you came to find Yan Heng, do you want poison or an antidote?

She didn’t need to personally go find Guning Yuan. Moreover, she had been deliberately avoiding Villa Area F. But, she didn’t know why. Perhaps it was reluctance, unfinished business, perhaps there were more reasons. She wasn’t the little girl who cried in hiding when she saw Yan Heng with another girl anymore. But what did she want now? She didn’t know.

After a deeply memorable first love ended, three years later, when both parties met again, what kind of expression should be used, what kind of words should be said, she didn’t know. But many times, everything didn’t need an explanation, and there was no way to explain it.

Yan Heng was wearing very little. Indeed, standing opposite him was Guning Yuan, the former belle of the chemistry department. Now, her glory had faded, and her delicate makeup couldn’t hide the haggardness of her face. Perhaps her marriage was not happy, Shen Xifan speculated.

She didn’t disturb them, just stood far away, unable to hear their conversation, only seeing Guning Yuan grabbing Yan Heng’s arm, only to be fiercely thrown away by him. Then she staggered out, her eyes full of tears.

Shen Xifan took a deep breath and called out, “Wait, Miss Gu!”

Gu Ningyuan and Yan Heng both turned their heads, one with surprise and the other with annoyance. Shen Xifan casually said, “Miss Gu, your daughter is in the security room of the lobby. Please take her away. Also,” she paused, “the child didn’t mean any harm by following. Please don’t blame her!”

Gu Ningyuan forced a smile, noticing Shen Xifan’s name tag, and paused slightly, “I didn’t expect you to work at this hotel. Nice to meet you. I’m very busy today, let’s schedule a time to talk privately another day.”

Shen Xifan wanted to scream, “Even if you invite me on a trip to the Maldives, I won’t go. I’m scared of you!” But she kindly added, “Please don’t scold your daughter!”

Gu Ningyuan smiled and walked away, saying, “My hand hurts just thinking about hitting her…”

Left facing Yan Heng alone, they were close but in an extremely awkward atmosphere. She had to break the silence, “Mr. Yan, there was a large-scale power outage in the city earlier. I hope it didn’t inconvenience you.”

Yan Heng shook his head, sounding somewhat softer, “Xifan, do we have to be so distant?”

She was suddenly at a loss for words, regretting coming here to stir things up. As she turned to leave, Yan Heng’s voice came from behind, causing her breath to hitch, immobilizing her.

“Xiaofan…”

“Shen Xifan, your name sounds a lot like porridge, but that’s just congee, very fragrant, just like you. You have to slowly savor it to appreciate its flavor!”

“Shen Xifan, now that you’re my girlfriend, calling you by your name doesn’t feel intimate enough. I’ll just call you Xiaofan!”

“Xiaofan, Xiaofan, do you like this name? What? Sounds like a dog’s name? How could it be? If you were a dog, you’d be the cutest dog in the world and the laziest!”

“Xiaofan, let’s break up. You’ve changed. You’re not the same Xiaofan anymore. Goodbye, Shen Xifan!”

Yan Heng smiled somewhat bitterly, “Xiaofan, only you know my tastes. I don’t like spicy food but I love hot pot. I don’t eat fish, only fish soup. Every meal I’ve had for the past three years, was it all instructed by you to the chef? You haven’t forgotten anything about me in three years, have you?”

Her eyes welled up uncontrollably. Shen Xifan dared not turn back, just the sound of a familiar name made her so moved and nostalgic. If she continued, she didn’t know how to face the scarred past and the uncertain future.

The wounds of a lifetime couldn’t be healed with words or forgotten over time, but with happiness. She was just lost, wondering if happiness had been taken away by him or if it had never existed.

Suddenly, the intercom buzzed with the supervisor’s voice, “Manager Shen, do you want to inspect the hygiene at five o’clock?”

“I’ll be there right away. Okay, wait for me in front of Building 1.”

Shen Xifan dared not say goodbye, as if she had never said “goodbye” to him. Even if it was their last meeting, she didn’t say “goodbye.” This time, she just softly whispered, “Mr. Yan, I have something to attend to. Goodbye.”

She always said that “goodbye” had two meanings—one was “see you again,” and the other was “never see you again.” She didn’t like either meaning, because she didn’t want to part with him, nor did she want to miss the chance to meet him again.

But things always went against her wishes.

Walking around the artificial lake in Area C, she suddenly felt powerless. With the winter wind, she tried hard to clear her mind. She reminded herself that she couldn’t bring personal emotions to work, let alone have ambiguous relationships with clients. She had always been meticulous and sensitive but highly disciplined.

Taking a deep breath to adjust her state, straightening her uniform, she smiled at herself, repeatedly murmuring, “Guest room, door locks flexible, no fingerprints, room number clean and tidy, walls and ceiling free of spider webs, stains…”

As she recited, she turned to leave but saw a car parked in front of Villa No. 2. A stunningly attractive woman stepped out of the car. Upon closer inspection, she seemed to be a famous model.

Shen Xifan sighed inwardly. Ling Huoshui, you’re truly a demon, but unfortunately, too many people fall for your charms. Then she thought, if she took a picture of this scene and sold it to gossip magazines, she would make a fortune. Then she’d get fired, sued, and thrown in jail, with her parents taking turns visiting her—forget it, she’d better walk away quietly.

But she couldn’t help but glance sideways, seeing Ling Yufan leaning against the door, smiling at her. Without his glasses, he was incredibly charismatic. Shen Xifan immediately put on a bitter face, her heart pounding uncontrollably.

She calmed herself, clasping her hands together, silently reciting, “When faced with a dead end, turn back to shore to exchange for RMB.”

After checking all the floors, Shen Xifan nodded in satisfaction. “The hygiene is very good, I’m pleased. Thank you all for your hard work this afternoon!”

Then she prepared to go back to the office to tidy up. As she passed by the Chinese restaurant, she hesitated, then doubled back, exaggeratedly sniffing the air. She hurried to the backstage operation room to find Xu Xiangya. “Ivory, will there be fennel dumplings tonight?”

Xu Xiangya jumped. “Are you a dog with such a keen sense of smell? You can smell it from that far away? Hey, what are you up to? Fennel in winter is hard to come by. Even if we found some, it’s not for you to eat! Give up!”

She was annoyed. “Is it for Yan Heng? No, give them all to me. He prefers celery dumplings!”

Xu Xiangya’s eyes lit up. “Really? Are you serious?”

“Not kidding, not kidding!” She reached out to grab the exquisitely packaged dumplings in the blue and white porcelain bowl. The delicate patterns made them look exquisite, and fit for VIPs.

Chef Li chuckled. “No problem, Manager Shen. If you like them, take them to go. There’s still a lot left, we can make more. Oh, Manager Xu, are we making celery or fennel dumplings now?”

Shen Xifan answered for Xu Xiangya. “Celery ones for Mr. Yan, with a bit more sugar. He likes them sweeter. Use aged vinegar, he doesn’t like balsamic! As for the remaining fennel ones, make them together with some cabbage dumplings and distribute them to various departments as a token of appreciation. The winter solstice is coming soon, let’s celebrate, and everyone has worked hard for this meeting.”

The assistant nearby packed the dumplings and added a bowl of noodle soup, placing it beside Shen Xifan.

Xu Xiangya was extremely frustrated. “I’m such a failure as the head of the catering department. How about we swap roles?”

Shen Xifan quickly shook her head. “No way. I’m afraid I’ll lead to corruption. You know I can’t resist Chef Li’s excellent cooking. Besides, aren’t you afraid I’ll bankrupt the hotel?”

Everyone laughed, except for Yan Heng, who stood not far away, his expression somewhat lonely.

He still remembered that Shen Xifan was a food lover, not as picky as he was but extremely fond of good food.

The first time he saw her was in the second year of a law elective class. Winter mornings were the most torturous, with most people sleeping until just before class and rushing in with milk and bread, openly eating in class. Because it was an elective course, the teacher just smiled when faced with such situations. Some unreliable teachers would borrow money from classmates during breaks to buy breakfast. He had been borrowed from several times, and even repaid double the amount. In short, winter was a great excuse for laziness.

Shen Xifan had slipped in through the back door ten minutes after class started, carrying a lunch box. She sat casually in the second-to-last row by the window, in front of him. Then she opened the lunch box, immediately releasing a burst of steam and the aroma of rice and noodles. He was surprised—she was so bold to bring steamed dumplings from the cafeteria to class.

Not only were there dumplings, but she also added some vinegar. Immediately, nearby classmates turned to look at the source of the aroma, smiled, and then turned back, tacitly acknowledging her breakfast. But she was also self-aware, lifting the bench and squatting by the window to eat. The moment she took the first bite, he smelled it—it was fennel dumplings.

At that time, he was suffering greatly, his empty stomach starting to rebel against the aroma of the dumplings. His mind began to wander due to a lack of blood supply. He wanted to tell her, could she not eat here? The aroma was too tempting, it was seriously affecting the class.

Just then, as she sat up to drink water, he gently tapped her back with his pen and whispered, “Classmate, could you please eat the dumplings outside?” But he didn’t know what she heard, he just saw her pause slightly, then reach for the lunch box, shaking her head. She took out half a pack of digestives from her bag. “There’s half a dumpling left. If you’re hungry, have these first!”

He could only laugh at himself, reluctantly accepting the cookies. He didn’t dare to move for a while, intending to return them to her at the end of class. But she suddenly jumped up, shouting, “It’s mealtime! Hurry up and grab food, or there won’t be any left!”

He, holding half a pack of cookies, was at a loss. It wasn’t until later that he realized Shen Xifan had misunderstood his words as “Can you, classmate, give me the dumplings?”

Yan Heng thought she hadn’t changed. She still loved eating dumplings, adding plenty of vinegar, then drinking water until her lips turned white, and gulping it down.

He suddenly realized that the three years gone by felt like three seconds, and he had never altered his memories. The days of youthful recklessness were gone forever, but he could never return to that time to make up for his mistakes.

She, she must hate him, right?

Chapter 6 – Tortoise Jelly
In the afternoon, the Chinese medicine building was sparsely populated. He Su Ye squatted in the pharmacy, assisting the pharmacist in decocting medicine.

As the attending physician, he didn’t need to personally decoct medicine in the pharmacy. However, being a traditional Chinese medicine practitioner often left him with spare time, and he enjoyed the various medicinal herbs, watching them boil in the pot, and the aroma spreading, blending bitter with sweet. Since the pharmacy had just hired a novice who was unfamiliar with the process, they often needed guidance on whether to use strong or mild heat.

He picked up the prescription, which he had written himself. Shen Xifan seemed like a nice name, but when pronounced, it sounded like… “Rice Porridge? Serving Rice Porridge? Her family must be very practical!”

Huanglian was very bitter, but the other herbs were sweet in nature and balanced, so the medicine shouldn’t be too difficult to drink. After finishing a month’s worth, he planned to prescribe a porridge made with Chinese arborvitae seeds or grind some sour jujube seed powder to assist with insomnia.

However, he couldn’t be sure if this girl would develop any other problems. Meeting three times in two weeks was quite frequent for a traditional Chinese medicine practitioner and a patient.

But with her, it seemed there was always something unexpected or miraculous.

Then, a nurse from the outpatient department approached him. “Dr. He, Director Liao from the inpatient department is calling for you.”

He dropped the prescription, instructed the pharmacist to control the heat, and then went straight to the inpatient department.

Director Liao was already waiting for him in the office. “Xiao He, come with me to the wards. With the sudden drop in temperature recently, some patients have developed coughs. Phenylpropanolamine doesn’t seem to be very effective, and I didn’t dare to try codeine or similar drugs. Can you see if you can prescribe some Chinese medicine? This is what you, practitioners of integrated Chinese and Western medicine, are best at!”

He Su Ye felt embarrassed. “I’ll do my best!”

He carefully examined the patients, and prescribed medicine, and since they were all from the digestive department, their ailments were mostly related to the stomach and intestines. He didn’t dare to use too strong of a prescription and added some herbs to soothe the liver, regulate qi, warm the stomach, and invigorate the spleen.

One patient asked him, “Doctor, I vomit yellow-green gastric fluid every time I take the Chinese medicine. What’s wrong?”

He glanced at the medical record and explained, “It’s probably because the powder of Bletilla striata is a bit irritating. But it’s nothing serious. If you feel uncomfortable, you can ask your attending physician to reduce the dosage from three times a day to twice.”

Director Liao leaned over to look. “Oh, it’s one of Xiao Xu’s patients. Why didn’t he mention this?”

Suddenly, the lights in the ward went out. Winter afternoons were already dark, and the patients were startled. A nurse quickly ran over. “Maybe there’s a power outage. We’ll have power back soon!”

The power did return, powered by the hospital’s internal generator, but it only supplied electricity to the emergency and inpatient departments. Director Liao kindly said, “Xiao He, I’ll have the nurse bring the medicine again tomorrow. It’s hard for you to work without electricity in the Chinese medicine building.”

He Su Ye nodded. “I’ll go get the prescription first. If the power comes back, I’ll have them decoct it immediately and deliver it.”

Director Liao patted his shoulder. “That’s good. Give my regards to your father!”

He Su Ye nodded, but he thought about how long it had been since he last saw his father.

Luckily, there was no power outage at home. He Su Ye was just about to open the door when he heard footsteps behind him, followed by a familiar voice, weak but with a hint of pleading. “Senior Brother, please treat us to a meal!”

He turned around in surprise. “Li Jie, Fang Kexin, what are you doing here?”

Li Jie looked frustrated. “The school had a power outage. Senior Brother, you know how pitiful our school is. The old campus doesn’t even have a generator, and the cafeteria isn’t serving. The nearby restaurants are closed…”

“So you came here to freeload a meal?” He Su Ye smiled. “Come in, there’s not much food at home, but you guys can make do.”

Although dinner was simple, He Su Ye was skilled in cooking, and they kept praising the food.

Li Jie was He Su Ye’s junior brother, and their families were close. He had always regarded He Su Ye as an older brother, and he felt at home in his house, just as he did in his own. After dinner, he tossed the dishes and chopsticks and went online to play games. Fang Kexin felt embarrassed. “Senior Brother, sorry for the trouble.”

He Su Ye smiled. “It’s okay. How can I let guests wash the dishes? I’ll do it.”

Fang Kexin could only wander around the house. He Su Ye’s home was just like his own: simple, and refreshing, with various medical books, prescriptions, and half-written papers piled on the study desk. She suddenly remembered when she last visited: two years ago, when Senior Brother and Senior Sister Zhang Yiling broke up.

No one knew that four years ago, she secretly admired He SuYe. She and Li Jie were high school classmates and coincidentally enrolled in the same university, becoming good friends. She constantly heard from Li Jie how excellent Senior Brother was academically and how kind he was. He had been her idol since childhood and always took the blame for her.

The first time she went out to eat with Li Jie, she saw He SuYe smiling as he served dumplings to Zhang Yiling, not touching his chopsticks, but focusing on Zhang Yiling with tender, affectionate eyes. She fell in love with He Su Ye almost instantly, with his handsome and gentle demeanor. At that moment, she believed in love at first sight.

But what right did she have to disturb them? He Su Ye and Zhang Yiling were a well-known exemplary couple. Everyone who knew them would marvel at their perfect match. She could only obediently act like a little junior sister in front of him, silently paying attention to his every move, consciously or unconsciously imitating Zhang Yiling’s style, asking him about various medical cases, even though he wasn’t in the imaging field, just to be around him for a while. She thought they would get married and have cute children, accompanying each other for the rest of their lives. But everything ended with Zhang Yiling going abroad.

She couldn’t understand how two people in love could just break up like that, across a vast distance, without any connection.

She still remembered what He Su Ye said to Zhang Yiling that rainy night, in front of her and Li Jie: “If you want to leave, then go ahead. If you leave, please don’t regret it. I respect your choice, and I ask you to respect my feelings.”

That night, He Su Ye drank heavily for the first time, while Zhang Yiling remained silent. She vaguely felt that Zhang Yiling going abroad wasn’t just a simple matter, but she would probably never know the full story.

After Zhang Yiling left, He Su Ye disappeared for a while, and even Li Jie couldn’t find him. Then one day, she saw He Su Ye getting off the bus with a backpack, looking much thinner and haggard. When she asked him, he said he had been doing free clinics in the mountainous areas for three months. His smile seemed somewhat forced, and she felt distressed. She felt heartache, so she became even nicer to He Su Ye. She didn’t dare to fantasize about replacing Zhang Yiling’s position, she just wanted him to be better, and that would be enough.

One day, He Su Ye said to her, “Junior Sister, find someone who will treat you well. I’m not worth it.”

That was when she realized that although she thought she had hidden her feelings well, He Su Ye knew everything. He had always rejected her tactfully, citing work, papers, or other reasons, and she believed he was that busy.

She finally understood that He Su Ye was the most principled person. Love was love. If someone loved you, that was enough, and if they didn’t, they wouldn’t cling to temporary warmth. However, she could never be that person.

He Su Ye had many medicinal herbs at home, all specimens made in school. Zhang Yiling especially loved herbs ending with the character “香” (xiāng), such as cloves, patchouli, Agastache, costus root, agarwood, sandalwood, benzoin, musk, and sweet wormwood. She had studied these few herbs carefully.

She had a sweet tooth, so she liked Agastache the most, also known as fennel. Large fennel was Chinese star anise, indispensable for stewing fish or braising meat, while small fennel could be stir-fried, cold-mixed, used in dumplings, or used with cloves and cardamom to make premium beef.

However, it wasn’t suitable for people with excessive yin and strong fire.

She held a pack of fennel seeds, lost in thought. He Su Ye walked over and explained to her, “Fennel seeds have a pungent and sweet flavor, which helps to invigorate the qi, strengthen the stomach, dispel cold, and relieve pain. Most importantly, they can also be used for cold dishes and dumpling fillings.”

Fang Ke Xin nodded, “I love eating these. Big fennel seeds are also very fragrant, and Senior Brother’s essence-rich beef is amazing.”

He Su Ye felt a bit embarrassed, “What I make is just average, but these big fennel seeds are harmful to the body, as they easily cause internal heat. It’s better to eat less of them.”

She smiled mischievously, “It seems like today’s spicy lamb is quite heating, isn’t it?”

He Su Ye pointed to the living room, “I specially made some turtle jelly and mung bean soup. Hurry up and go, don’t let Li Jie, that glutton, eat it all!”

Although it was just ordinary mung bean soup and turtle jelly, they tasted delicious and refreshing, perfect for consumption after heavy, greasy meals.

Li Jie was busy eating, while Fang Ke Xin asked, “Senior Brother, how do you make this turtle jelly? Can it be made at home?”

“It’s somewhat complicated. You can buy turtle jelly powder to make it at home, but real turtle jelly is made from over twenty Chinese medicinal ingredients such as turtle shell, smilax glabra, atractylodes, bitter ginseng, ligustrum lucidum, schizonepeta tenuifolia, raw rehmannia, and chicken bone grass. It nourishes yin, nourishes the kidneys, moisturizes dryness, protects the skin, eliminates acne, regulates the viscera, and clears heat and toxins.”

Li Jie interjected, “Senior Brother, we haven’t seen you make it since Junior Sister Zhang Yi Ling left.”

Fang Ke Xin glared at him, “Focus on eating yours well, don’t just talk for the sake of talking!”

He Su Ye laughed, “It seems like it’s been a long time since I made it, hasn’t it? Over a year since Zhang Yi Ling left?”

Fang Ke Xin was surprised. For the past two years, this was the first time she had heard He Su Ye mention Zhang Yi Ling. She had always thought that she was his taboo, buried deep in his heart, wounds that he wouldn’t easily reveal. But now he was so casual about it as if discussing the weather.

It took Fang Ke Xin a while to react, “Senior Brother, how do you feel about Junior Sister now…?”

“It’s been two years since everything happened.” He Su Ye smiled, “Why bother with lingering regrets? It was her choice, and I have to respect it. Besides, she left decisively. No matter how much I miss her, I can’t hold onto her. So, it’s all in the past.”

In He Su Ye’s eyes, there was pure equanimity, devoid of sorrow or grief, completely different from that rainy night two years ago.

He had let go and moved on, while she, like every other person trapped in the past, didn’t know when she could let go. If she couldn’t let go, how could this life be happy?

After finishing their meal, the two bid farewell. He Su Ye was left alone, lost in contemplation as he gazed at the specimens in the study.

These were all brought back by Zhang Yi Ling from school. She always believed that to excel in traditional Chinese medicine, one needed to be immersed in it. She was a woman of great ambition, never allowing herself to fail—always striving for the best grades, the most unique clothing, and even insisting on finding the best boyfriend. But was she truly the best herself?

Perhaps because her exam scores were never as high as his, especially in the field of traditional Chinese medicine.

Despite being such a strong woman, she eventually chose a path of no return. He still remembered that slightly chilly autumn day when the dean called them into the office and solemnly announced that there was one spot available for a government-sponsored study abroad program, and the faculty had unanimously decided that one of them would take it. As for who, they could decide between themselves.

Studying integrated Chinese and Western medicine abroad, particularly with a focus on traditional Chinese medicine, was undeniably challenging. Feeling disheartened afterward, he observed the longing in Zhang Yi Ling’s eyes, softening immediately. He consistently strived to offer Zhang Yi Ling the best, and this time was no exception.

But he miscalculated. He thought Zhang Yi Ling would come back to discuss it with him. He thought she would convince herself to give up. If it was her wish, he would accept it. He would let her go because he loved her so much.

However, she didn’t return for three days. On the fourth day, he saw her standing by his bed and saying, “He Su Ye, I’m leaving. The department notified me that I’ve been chosen to study abroad in the United States.”

He smiled and congratulated her, but inside, he was deeply saddened. Suddenly, he noticed the bruises on Zhang Yi Ling’s neck and immediately realized. He grabbed her hand abruptly and shouted, “How did you get that spot? Tell me!”

Zhang Yi Ling coldly pushed him away. “I got it with my means. Is that enough for you, He Su Ye? I know as long as your grandfather speaks up, the dean will surely give you the spot, so I had to take action first.”

With all hope lost, what else could he say at this point? He told her, “If you said you wanted the spot, you know I would have given it to you. Why do you have to degrade yourself like this?”

She looked at him calmly. “I don’t want to owe you anything. I want to leave without any attachments.”

What a “leave without any attachments.” He could only ask, “Zhang Yi Ling, did you ever love me?”

He didn’t get an immediate answer, but he finally got one.

On the rainy night before Zhang Yi Ling left, she said, “Since I was a child, I always wanted the best—the best grades, the best clothes. I told myself that I wanted the best boyfriend, the best husband. So, He Su Ye, I loved you, but I loved the best version of you. I’m going abroad, and I’ll meet someone even better. So, I won’t love you.”

The truth revealed that this strong woman only wanted a man who could match her, not He Su Ye.

He sighed, collected his thoughts, started cleaning up the kitchen, and then opened the fridge to check tomorrow’s breakfast ingredients. Turns out, there were no eggs or bread left. He dressed himself and prepared to go to the supermarket in the neighborhood to buy some groceries.

Chapter 7 – Chinese Honey
After dinner, Shen Xifan was browsing the internet at home when her mother called out, “Fanfan, are you having breakfast at home tomorrow morning?”

Responding with an “mmm,” she requested seaweed egg drop soup and pan-fried dumplings.

Her mother then asked her to go to the supermarket for seaweed and vinegar, as well as take out the trash.

Glancing at her cotton slippers, Shen Xifan said, “I don’t want to go to the supermarket. It’s such a hassle to change shoes just to go out.”

Shen’s mother’s expression changed dramatically. She played the victim, saying pitifully, “I’m getting old, even asking my daughter to do something is difficult. I might as well go to a nursing home in the future. Sigh!”

She immediately jumped up. “I’ll go, I’ll go!” She rummaged through the shoe cabinet on the balcony and found the cotton tiger-head slippers she used to wear in college. Taking the bag of trash with a grudge, she thought, Mom is getting more and more experienced in the battle of wits, knowing that I won’t yield to force.

The winter night was really cold, and her mind was a bit sluggish. She momentarily felt like she was back in college, dragging these tiger-head slippers around the dormitory area.

Just as she entered the supermarket, a man was on his way out. Their eyes met, and Shen Xifan was momentarily stunned. Looking around, she muttered to herself, “Am I in the right place? This is a supermarket, and I’m not sick. Why am I seeing this guy?”

Unexpectedly, He Su Ye overheard her words and burst out laughing.

She immediately snapped out of it. Su Ye’s smile was really cute, and her heart skipped a beat. She started speaking incoherently, “Sorry, Dr. He, you’re here at the supermarket too, what a coincidence!”

He Su Ye found her speech somewhat strange but chose not to dwell on it. “Just here to buy some things. Do you live around here?”

She nodded, then inquired, “Do you also live here? I’ve never seen you in all these years.”

He Su Ye elaborated, “I moved here a few months ago. Perhaps I haven’t explored much yet. Nonetheless, this neighborhood offers great convenience for transportation and shopping.”

Shen Xifan was at a loss for words for a moment, and could only nod in agreement. He Su Ye found it amusing. She was not tall, barely reaching his shoulder, looking like a child being scolded by her parents. He lowered his head and asked, “Is the medicine I prescribed difficult to swallow?”

Her face inexplicably became a bit warm. She thought to herself, “He Su Ye, you’re standing too close. While appreciating the closeness, she confessed, “I’m not feeling up to it today.” Pretending to contemplate, she remarked, “Bitter, isn’t it always bitter? It’s quite a struggle to swallow!”

He Su Ye rummaged through his bag and took out a large bowl of jelly, patiently saying, “Medicine should be taken properly. If it’s bitter, eat this jelly after taking the medicine. Be obedient!”

Shen Xifan stood there dumbfounded. Just as her heart was about to blossom, she heard He Su Ye continue, “Children in the hospital refuse to take their medicine, so we use this to coax them…”

She looked up, somewhat puzzled. “Dr. He, am I a child?”

He smiled. “You’re not a child, but you act like one. I’ll go ahead now. Remember to pick up your medicine tomorrow!” Then, he unexpectedly glanced at her round tiger-head cotton slippers and left.

Shen Xifan held the jelly in a daze, watching He Su Ye’s retreating figure. She felt a bit annoyed, but couldn’t hide the smile creeping onto her lips. For him, she wondered if she was a bit special as a patient.

Back at home, as she dropped the plastic bag, her mother approached, smiling, “Fanfan, how about going out to dinner with Mom tomorrow?”

Immediately feeling overwhelmed, she said, “Mom, I don’t want to go on blind dates. Just give up!”

Shen’s mother chuckled instead of getting angry, coming closer to persuade her daughter, “This time, Mom has picked a doctor for you. What do you think? He’s from the People’s Hospital. Interested? Auntie Yang says this young man is quite impressive…”

Shen Xifan interrupted, “What’s his name?”

“You’ll find out when you go, won’t you?” Shen’s mother teased, glancing at the jelly in her daughter’s hand. “Even though you’re an adult, you’re still eating kids’ stuff…”

She hid the jelly behind her back. “So, I’m just a child, right? Tomorrow night, I’ll go, okay?” Ignoring her mother’s cheering behind her, she walked straight to her room, closed the door, and collapsed on the bed, giggling at the jelly.

The next morning at the morning meeting, Director Cheng announced that on Christmas Eve, a certain software company in the city would hold a large party at a hotel, so tasks were assigned to each department. After some suggestions were made, the meeting adjourned.

Xu Xiangya was excited. “Xifan, we’ll get to see a lot of handsome guys again. How lucky!”

Shen Xifan was gloomy. “I don’t want to see handsome guys at all. I just want to go home and sleep.”

Xu Xiangya shrugged. “No wonder you haven’t had any romantic encounters in three years. It turns out your estrogen levels are out of balance—you’re not thinking about men, you’re thinking about sleep. But you still have to attend. You missed last year’s party, and you can’t skip it this year.”

She thought to herself, this year she was really at the beck and call of others; there was no escaping it.

The IT summit had just ended a few days ago, and several senior executives had already left the hotel.

The morning sun pierced through the winter mist, the air slightly damp. Shen Xifan walked back after seeing off the guests, inevitably passing by the F area villas.

She saw Yan Heng sitting by the window, just gazing out at the lawn outside, his handsome face somewhat hazy.

It felt familiar.

Once, in the music department’s practice room, Yan Heng sat by the window, his head still calm under the summer sun, but his gaze distant and melancholy. With just one glance, she became inexplicably drawn to this rumored playboy. She felt he wasn’t as happy as he appeared.

And now, was he unhappy too?

It had nothing to do with her—she was being nosy again.

Finally getting off work, she hurried home to prepare for the blind date in the evening.

Changing out of her professional suit, Shen Xifan tied her hair into a ponytail and put on a simple red plaid cotton coat. Removing her makeup, she only applied a light layer of lip gloss. She felt that a fresh look suited her better.

With a nervous and curious heart, she went to the tea house’s private room. Surprisingly, the male lead this time was quite high-profile. He arrived ten minutes late, causing Shen Xifan to recognize him at first glance—the uniquely styled doctor she had bumped into at the hospital last time.

He introduced himself breathlessly, “I’m Li Jie. Sorry, Miss Shen, I forgot my keys in the dormitory just now, so I had to go back to get them. Sorry for the delay.”

Sure enough, there was a bunch of keys hanging from his pinky finger. Shen Xifan was curious. “Your keychain is unique!”

The irregularly shaped blocks, the gray-white surface with longitudinal cracks and brown streaks, looked smooth and cute.

Li Jie paused for a moment, then smiled. “It’s fossilized dragon bone, picked up from the specimen room back in school.” Handing it to Shen Xifan, he explained, pointing at it, “These are the fossils of ancient mammals like three-toed horses, rhinos, deer, cattle, elephants, etc. You see, this piece is from a joint, hence the honeycomb-like pores, which conveniently serve as a keychain. Dragon bone is a medicinal herb, with a neutral nature, it enters the liver meridian, calming the liver and subduing yang, invigorating blood, and calming the mind…”

Shen Xifan found him particularly easygoing. Noticing how his thick black eyebrows moved up and down as he spoke, she couldn’t help but wonder. Why did medical professionals always seem so passionate and confident when discussing their field, just like He Suye.

Li Jie seemed to recognize her too. “Miss Shen, why do you look so familiar? Have we met before?”

Perking up, Shen Xifan replied, “Maybe at the hospital. Mr. Li, do you know Dr. He? I went there last time to get cold medicine.”

Li Jie suddenly realized. “Oh, that time! You mean Dr. He Suye, right? He’s my senior brother. What a coincidence!”

Shen Xifan was about to burst into tears of excitement, but she couldn’t let him see that her interest was in He Suye rather than him. She could only nod. “Dr. He is indeed a great doctor!”

Unexpectedly, Li Jie opened up. “Our families have been friends for generations. He’s a year older than me. We grew up together. I used to get into trouble, stealing dates from people’s trees, breaking windows and stuff, and He Suye always took the blame for me because his parents were busy working and sent him to elementary school early. I didn’t expect him to keep up, so he ended up being three grades ahead of me…”

Shen’s mother, peeking through the door crack, saw the lively scene: Li Jie passionately telling stories while drinking tea, and Shen Xifan listening intently, occasionally refilling his cup. She felt pleased, thinking the blind date was probably going well. The charm of doctors was indeed irresistible. However, she didn’t know that the two inside were discussing something completely unrelated to the blind date—someone outside of their acquaintance.

Finally, Shen Xifan asked curiously, “Why did Dr. Li come for a blind date?”

Li Jie chuckled. “Just call me by my name. Doctors like us have a small circle. This blind date was arranged by my mom. I wasn’t keen on it at first, but talking to you is quite relaxing, and it feels like we’ve known each other for ages. Of course, Miss Shen, why are you here for a blind date?”

She blushed oddly. Li Jie continued, “Just now, Miss Shen kept discussing my senior brother. Do you… have feelings for him?”

She quickly shook her head. “No, I just… I just found him interesting, so I…”

The more guilty she felt, the harder it was to explain. Her embarrassment was evident to Li Jie.

Li Jie blinked. “It’s okay. Did you think my senior brother was quite nice? Don’t worry, he doesn’t have a girlfriend right now. If you’re interested, I can help you!”

Shen Xifan was puzzled. There was no reason she would fall for a doctor she had only met a few times, with less than an hour of conversation. Just because he was handsome, exceptionally friendly, exceptionally talented, and seemed to have a good impression of her, did that mean she liked him? Was she being frivolous?

She had to clarify, “Li Jie, I just think He Suye is great and I want to be friends with him. Just like I think you’re easygoing and nice, so I want to be friends with you.”

Li Jie felt embarrassed. “I misunderstood. Miss Shen, don’t be angry. How about I treat you to dinner as an apology?”

Shen Xifan inwardly scolded herself for being too suspicious, then smiled. “Just call me Shen Xifan. If we’re going to be friends, calling me Miss Shen feels too formal. I’m hungry, let’s go eat!”

They exchanged smiles, both feeling a strong connection. But as for being a couple, that was out of the question!

They went to a Northeastern cuisine restaurant where business was booming. With no private rooms available, they had to sit by the window near the door. Li Jie was worried that Shen Xifan might mind, but to his surprise, she pointed at the bustling crowd outside and squinted with a smile. “Li Jie, look at everyone bustling around, while we’re here leisurely enjoying our meal. It feels nice.”

He found her easygoing nature very comforting.

They ordered three signature dishes, and though not many, the portions were generous and the flavors delightful. They enjoyed their meal immensely. However, halfway through, Shen Xifan felt like someone was watching her. When she looked up, she blurted out, “Dr. He?”

Li Jie immediately looked up too, seeing He Suye pushing the door open. His first words were directed at Shen Xifan. “Why didn’t you pick up your medicine today? Did you forget again? I just reminded you yesterday!”

Shen Xifan could only smile sheepishly. “I forgot. I’ll go tomorrow, I promise!”

After they finished their meal, the bill arrived, and both reached for their wallets simultaneously. Li Jie quickly paid, and Shen Xifan generously offered, “I’ll treat you next time!”

As she headed to the restroom, He Suye couldn’t contain his curiosity any longer. “How did you two meet?”

Li Jie tapped the bowl with his chopsticks as if telling a story. “Senior Brother, this blind date was set up by my mom. But we hit it off instantly, just like old friends. No romantic feelings involved!”

Pausing for a moment, he added, “I feel like I’m here on your behalf. It’s a strange feeling!”

He Suye was taken aback. “Me? Blind date? What nonsense!”

Shen Xifan and He Suye lived in the same neighborhood. Even though Shen Xifan wasn’t in the best mood at Times Square, He Suye observed her constantly scanning the surroundings with a smile, and he found himself uplifted by her demeanor.

The street was bustling with people. In five days, it would be Christmas, followed by New Year. Shops were adorned with Christmas trees and colorful lights, and windows were sprayed with the words “Merry Christmas!” and “Happy New Year!” The music fountain in the square shimmered in all its colorful glory.

Suddenly, he felt someone tugging at his coat. Looking down, he saw a girl selling flowers. She said to him, “Big brother, buy a bouquet for your girlfriend!”

He was at a loss for words. Shen Xifan burst into laughter. “Little girl, he’s my dad, you’ve got it wrong!”

He Suye watched Shen Xifan giggle, feeling helpless, wearing a red and black checkered cotton jacket. Her hair in a ponytail, her big eyes sparkling with energy, she didn’t look like a 25-year-old professional, easily mistaken for a high school student. The little girl looked at them in disbelief and walked away, still suspicious. He sighed, “I am getting old.”

Shen Xifan comforted him, “Dr. He loves jelly, young at heart even if not in age!”

They walked to the supermarket in the neighborhood. She darted inside while He Suye waited at the entrance. After a short while, she came out carrying a large bag of items. Shen Xifan asked him, “He Suye, do you like sweets?”

It was the first time she called him by his name. He couldn’t quite describe the feeling. The way she said “Suye” with her soft accent had a special charm, reminiscent of the sticky sweetness of the honey pills his grandfather used to make.

He nodded, “Yes, I do. Why?”

She pulled out a bar of Dove chocolate. “A return gift for the jelly. Dr. He, make sure you brew your medicine well. This is a patient’s token of gratitude to her doctor!”

He accepted it with a smile. Shen Xifan’s face turned slightly red, probably regretting her boldness. Keen-eyed as he was, he instantly understood the girl’s intentions.

However, for the first time, he didn’t mind someone showing such straightforward affection toward him, not even Zhang Yiling.

Chapter 8 – Agarwood
When Shen Xifan returned home, her mother was exuberantly telling her father about the results of the matchmaking meeting.

She immediately called a halt to it. Her mother looked at her suspiciously, “You spent so much time talking and laughing with him, was it just for a free meal?”

“Does a matchmaking meeting have to lead to a romantic relationship? Can’t we just be friends?”

Her mother chuckled dryly, “Hey, that’s a novel idea! Matchmaking is about finding a partner, not making friends. If it works out, you develop a relationship; if not, you pass!”

Shen Xifan was confused. What did “pass” mean? Her father poked his head out and kindly reminded her, “She means ‘pass’!”

Her mother slammed her copy of the Metropolitan Daily on the table. “No interruptions, no alliances, listen to me!”

Her father’s head immediately disappeared, while Shen Xifan felt helpless and frustrated. What kind of ineffective medicine did He Suye prescribe that did not affect her mother?

He Suye, He Suye, such a strange name. Who would name someone using traditional Chinese medicine?

Shen Xifan lay on the table with a vocabulary book spread out before her, but her mind started to wander uncontrollably. Soon, her draft paper was covered with his name. Annoyed and embarrassed, she crossed out his name one by one, took a deep breath, and walked to the window.

The night was beautiful, the moon was bright, and the city was full of lights. Everyone had their things to do, time would slowly pass, and everything would happen and end in due course, becoming memories. But how could one know what would happen next? For example, what would happen between herself and Yan Heng?

Thinking about him was pointless, but how could she forget those memories? The intense love, the searing pain, the overwhelming tears, and the hopeful expectations were ultimately dashed.

Was she still hoping he would come back?

Foolish, she had been foolish three years ago. Would she still be a fool that even she would despise three years later?

The next day, as soon as Shen Xifan entered the office, she saw a bouquet of tulips on her desk. She was slightly surprised and picked up the card, recognizing the familiar handwriting: “Dai Heng.” Unaccountably, she felt annoyed and pushed the bouquet aside, staring blankly.

Unexpectedly, Xu Xiangya saw it, her eyes lighting up as she picked up the bouquet and smelled it, entranced. “How much did this bouquet of tulips cost? Quite extravagant!”

Shen Xifan stood up to make tea, not turning her head. “If you like them, you can have them.”

Xu Xiangya didn’t respond immediately. “Who is Dai Heng? Where did you hook such a rich man?”

Shen Xifan smirked, deliberately changing the topic. “A rich man? What kind? A green turtle? The kind with a green shell that belongs in a museum or an aquarium? How much per pound?”

Xu Xiangya gasped, “Did I hit a sore spot? President Cheng is looking for you. He wants your opinion on the cocktail party plan. You better go. Are you sure you don’t want the flowers?”

Shen Xifan pulled out a purple bud. “They’re all yours. You know I don’t like flowers.”

Xu Xiangya shook her head. “Nonsense, you love tulips. I bet you have some unresolved issues with this person, and you’re taking it out on these beautiful flowers. What a waste!”

Shen Xifan was speechless. It wasn’t that she hated Yan Heng, but she was put off by his actions. What was he trying to do? Apologize or show lingering feelings? Yet, deep down, there was a sliver of joy in her heart.

She suddenly felt very confused, like a tangled mess needing a sharp knife.

But one thing was certain: she wouldn’t be a fool again.

Yan Heng sent flowers for five consecutive days, each day a different color of tulips. Shen Xifan knew that these flowers were flown in during winter, and not typically found in local flower markets. Yan Heng’s lavish gestures left her puzzled about his intentions.

The Christmas cocktail party was a success. Dongke Software spared no expense, booking the largest venue at Gu Nan Hua Court and reserving three villas and a golf course as raffle prizes for the guests.

However, the employees of Gu Nan Hua Court could only watch others enjoy themselves on this sweet holiday.

The grand crystal chandeliers illuminated every corner of the venue. Most of the men present had brought female companions. In this glamorous setting, women in elegant dresses and elaborate makeup mingled around. As both a staff member and a guest, Shen Xifan wore simple makeup and attire, feeling out of place.

Dongke had invited several prominent figures from the electronics and software industries. She recognized a few CEOs from IT summits, and Gu Nan Hua Court’s senior management was also in attendance.

In contrast to others, she maintained an unusual quietness. Positioned in a corner, the dazzling lights left her feeling somewhat dazed. A phrase crossed her mind: “Their happiness, my emptiness.” Noisy surroundings were never her preference; they caused her to lose herself.

The hotel atmosphere often made her feel out of sync. Lacking Xu Xiangya’s social finesse, Ding Wei’s sharpness, or Lin Yishen’s decisiveness, she relied on her persistence and wit.

She wanted to go home, make a cup of jasmine tea, chat with her parents, or go out for a walk. Maybe she would run into He Suye. Her restless feelings were all reflected in her bright, expressive eyes, making them sparkle.

The crystal chandelier scattered light like golden dust falling on her dark hair, resembling golden embroidery on black brocade. The woman in the white dress stood quietly in a corner as if she had just stepped out of an old, yellowing book, blending poorly with the lively background.

Some men glanced back at her from time to time, but she didn’t notice.

Ling Yufan, holding a crystal glass, was bantering with a beautiful woman and sipping French cognac. His gaze casually fell on Shen Xifan. He found her intriguing. Sometimes she was serious and businesslike, cold like a hotel machine. Other times, she was childish, her eyes full of dissatisfaction when he deliberately picked on her. Yet, beneath it all, there was a quiet strength. She seemed to prefer calm and solitude, making her solitary figure seem out of place in the bustling scene.

Moreover, perhaps she meddled a bit too much.

When he was ill, she sent him herbal tea for colds. Though he appreciated it, his guarded nature made him question her intentions, wondering if her kindness had an ulterior motive.

He had been observing her for a long time and suddenly felt an urge to tease her.

There was a commotion at the entrance. Shen Xifan saw President Cheng and other executives immediately move forward to greet the newcomers. In the middle of the group stood Yan Heng, shaking hands, greeting, and chatting with them.

Had anyone told her Yan Heng was coming? If so, she would rather have fallen ill.

President Cheng waved her over, and she reluctantly approached. “Mr. Yan, hello!”

Yan Heng was dressed in a suit without a tie, and wearing glasses. He looked refined but with a touch of nonchalance. He extended his hand. “Manager Shen, thank you for your hard work these past days. I’ll be relying on you for a while longer.”

His fingers were slightly cold, as she remembered them—long and strong. Once, this hand had led her through the prime of her life, full of blossoms. She never thought they would shake hands like this.

She felt a bit of sweat in her palm but maintained a calm expression. “Mr. Yan, it’s my pleasure to assist you.” She tried to pull her hand back, but Yan Heng held it firmly, determined not to let go.

Shen Xifan met his gaze gracefully, her eyes stern. Yan Heng smiled slyly and suddenly released her hand. She retreated with composure, but inside, something began to crumble. Any longer, and she would have completely broken down.

Yan Heng had never been a match for him.

Suddenly, a woman shouted, “Hey, watch where you’re going! You spilled wine all over me!”

All eyes turned to Ling Yufan, who had wine spilled on his chest by a nervous bartender. His white shirt was soaked, and the bartender kept apologizing, looking anxious. “Manager Shen, please handle this.”

What could she do? She nodded reluctantly. “I’m sorry, please come with me.”

Ling Yufan raised an eyebrow. “I need to change. Manager Shen, please take my clothes to the laundry.”

Agreeing with a nod, she trailed behind him as they exited the venue. Sensing Yan Heng’s gaze on her back, she braced herself for potential criticism. Yet, paradoxically, this situation offered her a chance to evade further scrutiny.

Ling Yufan’s room was a bit messy, with clothes strewn casually on the sofa, and newspapers scattered on the table. Shen Xifan thought Ling Yufan must be someone who valued his privacy, otherwise, why wouldn’t he allow housekeeping to clean on time?

In the spacious room, just the two of them, Ling Yufan didn’t speak, and she fell into a long silence. The atmosphere became tense for a moment, then unexpectedly, a bit ambiguous.

He started changing clothes right in front of her. Shen Xifan was surprised, but she quickly regained her composure. If she saw him in an embarrassing situation, it would only be awkward for her. She lowered her eyes, staring at the carpet, counting how many flowers were on it.

Suddenly, Ling Yufan spoke up. “Shen Xifan, don’t you like attending parties?”

She was surprised by his question and chuckled lightly. “That’s work. I can’t say whether I like it or not.”

There was a probing look on his face. “You can’t say whether you like this kind of work. Why?” His expression softened, and under the light, there was a kind of incredible sincerity in his eyes, making it impossible for Shen Xifan not to respond.

“Perhaps I don’t like this kind of work, but I can do it well. So, it’s a balance. At least I can make a living from it.”

He smiled, then changed the subject back to a lighter tone. “Shen Xifan, can work in a hotel help you marry a rich man?”

Shen Xifan knew that in many people’s eyes, working in a hotel was seen as an illegitimate profession for women. Many girls either ended up being kept or married to one of the guests. So, this kind of job was often seen as opportunistic.

But she had never had such thoughts. All she wanted was to become a competent hotel manager, nothing more.

Now, she was misunderstood by others.

Oh well, people like him grew up in suspicion, always afraid of being cheated out of a single penny. They took pleasure in suspecting and undermining others. They were twisted from a young age, lacking love and proper care. The more she explained, the more confused it became. It was better to keep silent. She felt a bit annoyed with herself for feeling some inexplicable fondness for him just now.

Picking up his clothes, she looked fearlessly at him, her gaze now tinged with disdain. “Mr. Ling, I don’t think it’s appropriate to discuss such deep issues between guests and staff. Your clothes are here. I’ll leave now, and they’ll be brought back to you tomorrow. Good night, and Merry Christmas!”

Ling Yufan was momentarily stunned, and then he smiled. He found Shen Xifan’s expression when she got angry just now cute. If he had pushed her into a corner at that moment or made some move, how would she have reacted? Maybe she would have bitten him, slapped him, and then scolded him.

It was better than her always being so cold.

After dropping off the clothes at the laundry, she left the hotel, walking alone on the way home.

In the bustling city on Christmas Eve, lights illuminated the streets, everyone’s faces beaming with smiles. Girls leaned on their boyfriends, parents carried their children, and kids clamored for candy from Santa Claus. Flower girls weaved through the crowd.

Suddenly, her phone rang, an unfamiliar number, but the voice was familiar. “Shen Xifan, guess who this is?”

She was curious. “Li Jie, how did you get my number?”

He sighed. “No fun. You guessed it too quickly. By the way, what are you doing now?”

“On my way home.”

Li Jie sighed again. “That’s so boring. There’s no event tonight. How about coming over? My senior brother and I are at a tea and wine bar on Guangyuan Road, ‘Er Ya.'”

Was He Suye there too? Shen Xifan thought for a moment, but before she could respond, Li Jie continued, “There are others too, but it’s nothing. I’ll introduce you to them later. Everyone is easy to get along with. Don’t hesitate. Senior Brother will be surprised to see you!”

She was moved by these words and agreed, but soon after, she began to feel a bit hesitant. Would it be too impulsive to go so abruptly? Yet deep down, she wanted to go.

“Er Ya” was the kind of refreshing bar favored by white-collar workers and those with a taste for the finer things.

As soon as she entered, she spotted a group of people sitting by the intricately carved wooden table in the innermost corner, enthusiastically chatting away. With just one glance, she recognized He Suye—graceful and handsome, his smile resembling a crescent moon, with deep dimples that made him stand out in the crowd.

Li Jie waved to her as she approached. “Over here!”

She walked over, and Li Jie introduced each one. “These are all Big Brother He’s disciples, and this is our little junior sister.”

Shen Xifan noticed among the many boys there was only one girl, stunning and exuding confidence. The beauty stood up. “I’m Fang Kexin, the only junior sister here. I study cinematography and I’m currently an intern doctor.”

Shen Xifan sat beside Li Jie. Being outgoing and accustomed to working in the hospitality industry, she naturally conversed with wit and politeness. Before long, everyone became acquainted.

He Suye watched her with a gentle smile, not initiating conversation, but his gaze never left her.

A petite boy suggested, “Let’s play something. How about charades?”

Another one chimed in, “Sounds good! Let’s do herbal prescriptions. The loser has to drink whiskey, a twelve-year-old Chivas Regal—fair enough!”

Shen Xifan immediately felt lost at the mention of “herbal prescriptions,” something she had never heard of before. She looked to He Suye for help.

He Suye stood up, gesturing for Li Jie to move over, then sat beside Shen Xifan, comforting her in a low voice, “Don’t worry, I’ll help you.”

Li Jie watched them with a sly smile, while Fang Kexin’s expression shifted slightly, lost in thought.

“Starting with four strokes, Big Brother He, you go first!”

“Five Ling Powder—Cinnamon Twig, Bai Atractylodes, Poria, Poria Cocos, Alisma Orientale. Zhang Ming, you’re up next with six strokes.”

“Mudan Licorice Decoction—Bai Mudan, Prepared Licorice Root. Seven strokes, Shen Xifan.”

Everyone looked curiously at Shen Xifan, who hesitated before saying, “Good Companion Pill—Kaoliang Ginger, Amomum Villosum.”

Immediately, someone burst into laughter. “Big Brother He, you’re helping her cheat! No way, you have to drink! “

Li Jie waved his hand. “Let Big Brother He assist her. He’ll name two and then Shen Xifan, you must remember them. Let’s go all out and try to defeat Big Brother He!”

She hadn’t expected so many herbal medicines, and some of the names were quite strange and difficult to pronounce. She could only stammer, “Sinking Sandalwood Qi-Reducing Powder—Sandalwood, Licorice, Amomum, Atractylodes… and… I can’t remember the rest…”

Helplessly, she blinked at He Suye, who remained unfazed, still smiling at her.

Everyone burst into laughter. Li Jie pushed a small glass of wine towards her. Shen Xifan frowned, but someone beside her quickly grabbed it and downed it in one go. She exclaimed, “He Suye, I lost!”

Everyone caught on, urging He Suye, “Big Brother He, have some mercy!”

Only Fang Kexin looked somewhat uncomfortable, deliberately turning her head to drink water.

Shen Xifan felt embarrassed, secretly grateful, while He Suye nonchalantly reminded her, “Looks like I need to choose simpler names. You can’t remember the long and complicated ones.”

She could only smile sheepishly.

The night stretched past eleven before it concluded, and Shen Xifan hadn’t expected to find such ease and joy with this group of people. Perhaps it was the nature of doctors—meticulous and conscientious—especially those studying traditional Chinese medicine, who tended to be sensitive and considerate of others. Talking and spending time with them made her feel cared for.

The previous discomfort at the reception vanished instantly. Now, everything seemed beautiful.

Shen Xifan walked ahead, occasionally turning back to chat with He Suye. “He Suye, it seems like all the herbal prescriptions you mentioned tonight contained agarwood. Why is that?”

He Suye smiled. “Because you resemble this medicine!”

Curious, she waited for him and then gently tugged at his sleeve. “Why?”

“Agarwood, also known as aloeswood, is not only a superior type of wood but also a medicinal herb. Its aroma is fragrant and its properties are spicy, dispersing and opening up. It enters the kidney, spleen, and stomach meridians, making it the finest among qi-moving herbs. The mysterious and unique fragrance of agarwood gathers the essence of the heavens and earth over thousands of years, exuding richness, elegance, and warmth. I feel you are quite similar to it—both your character and essence are things that become more appreciated and enjoyable with time and exploration.”

As he spoke, Suye’s face blushed slightly, perhaps due to the alcohol. His words were bold, more direct than usual.

Yet he hadn’t consumed much; he remained quite sober. It was just that upon seeing Shen Xifan for the first time today, his heart had inexplicably skipped a beat. And now, watching her radiant smile, witnessing her cunning during the cheating, her helplessness and mischief when losing the game, his mood soared, like an inflated balloon filled with happiness.

The streetlamp cast a halo around Shen Xifan, clad in white attire with a long coat draped over her. She seemed afraid of the cold, constantly jumping and swaying her jet-black hair.

Suddenly, He Suye had a strange thought—being with her brought him immense joy. Whether it was her shrewd and capable side or her helpless demeanor, he found it intriguing. The deeper he delved, the more there was to discover, and the more surprises he encountered.

Christmas Eve was indeed sentimental.

Shen Xifan hesitated for a moment before finally speaking up, “He Suye, I’ve noticed that I’m particularly happy when I’m with you, for no apparent reason.”

He smiled as if expecting it. Did he not know where her darting eyes always landed, how she liked to sneak glances at him and then casually look away? They had only spent a few times together, yet she had already shown signs of affection towards him, and he surprisingly didn’t reject it. Sometimes, he even secretly hoped for it to be more evident.

Tonight, it was unmistakable.

At times, while heading downstairs for errands, he pondered if he’d bump into Shen Xifan at the supermarket, urging her to opt for fruits over biscuits. Midway through his thesis, he’d gaze out the window, contemplating her whereabouts in the sprawling residential area. Would she wrestle with insomnia again or grumble about another ailment, seeking treatment?

Initially surprised, he soon found solace in acknowledging his feelings for her. No need to debate; he already harbored them.

The nature of his emotions puzzled him. With Zhang Yiling, he sensed dependency, gratitude for her support during tough times. Their dynamic revolved around mutual kindness, despite her lack of romantic affection.

But with Shen Xifan, he felt a newfound sense of duty. Perhaps due to their age difference?

Chapter 9 – Golden Threads
The phone ringing awakened He Suye before six in the morning. As he answered, a girl on the other end urgently exclaimed, “Dr. Liu, come quickly! The patient in bed 18 is in critical condition!”

He immediately felt stunned. Just as he was about to tell her she had the wrong number, she apologized profusely, “I’m sorry, wrong number, wrong number!”

He hung up with a wry smile but couldn’t fall back asleep, so he got up.

In the late dawn of winter mornings, the sky was still grayish at nearly six. He dipped bread in hot milk, eating with one hand while flipping through his thesis with the other. His eyes scanned incessantly, feeling increasingly blocked. He sighed, “That Liu Jie is getting more and more sloppy. Doesn’t he fear the boss reprimanding him for submitting a thesis like this?

He casually crossed out large sections of useless content with a pen and called Liu Jie.

Liu Jie was sleeping like a log in the duty room, and the phone ringing startled him awake. Seeing it was He Suye, he started complaining, “Big Brother, are you having hormonal imbalance? Getting up so early!”

He Suye frowned. “What nonsense did you write in your thesis? No wonder you don’t dare to submit it to the boss yourself. Get your pen out, I’ll read it to you, and you’ll cross out whatever needs to go. No arguing. When I’m on duty, I’ll go to the inpatient department. Please give me a call when you’ve finished.

Liu Jie obediently complied, grinning. “I knew Big Brother couldn’t bear to see me in a tough spot.”

In the morning, he didn’t need to do ward rounds, but because he had prescribed some herbal supplements to certain patients, he needed to check on their progress and adjust their treatment accordingly.

As he stepped into the endocrine and metabolism ward, he found several doctors and nurses gathered, murmuring. One of them spotted He Suye and greeted him, “Dr. He, isn’t it strange? A patient who was fine yesterday suddenly took a turn for the worse today?”

He pondered for a moment. “Was it your ward that had the emergency this morning?”

“Indeed. It was a patient with thyroid ophthalmopathy, admitted just two days ago.”

“Thyroid ophthalmopathy leading to heart failure?”

Another doctor chimed in, “Could be. Nobody knew at the time. It was just for observation upon admission. But now, everyone’s afraid of lawsuits against the hospital. Ah you know, strange occurrences have been plaguing our department lately. Two patients within a week—one with thyroid ophthalmopathy, the other with heart and kidney failure. With New Year’s just around the corner, the whole ward feels gloomy and anxious.”

A young nurse piped up, recklessly, “At least it’s not another SARS outbreak. What’s this compared to that?”

He Suye’s heart skipped a beat. The expressions of the two experienced doctors changed abruptly, and the head nurse scolded the young nurse sternly, “Don’t talk nonsense. Do your job!”

From the ward entrance, a nurse shouted, “The director is here!” Promptly, everyone scattered. Shaking his head, He Suye headed straight to the duty room to find Liu Jie. SARS, the epidemic that had once terrified the nation, hadn’t been mentioned in a long time.

It was such a bleak year. Those who had worked in this hospital knew that everyone had been so close to death, both familiar and unfamiliar faces falling one after another. They incinerated their bodies along with any belongings. Everyone felt that they had truly existed, only to disappear without a trace.

The winter sunlight always seemed hazy, as if smeared on the sky but not penetrating the ward. He Suye looked up at the sky, feeling a sudden emptiness in his heart.

He thought he should go see his mother.

His alma mater was very close to the hospital, practically across the street. The school closed that year, prompting many students to attempt escaping over the back wall. However, they were caught, isolated, and eventually punished. He had once considered doing the same, not only because he hadn’t been home in a long time, but also because two of his closest family members were in this hospital.

He wasn’t afraid of the natural disaster; he simply wanted to check on their well-being at the hospital. However, it never materialized. The once lush ivy no longer adorned the mottled red walls, replaced by the scent of Chinese herbal medicine from the school pharmacy. The playground lay abandoned, covered in dry grass, reflecting the neglect of the old campus, now frequented mostly by graduate and doctoral students, with sparse human presence.

He knocked on the door and entered respectfully. “Professor Yang, I’ve brought Liu Jie’s thesis.”

The old man chuckled. “He Suye? Liu Jie probably didn’t dare to bring it himself, fearing I’d scold him. Come, sit down, and let’s talk.” Taking the thesis, he flipped through a couple of pages. “Liu Jie has improved quite a bit. Or rather, Xiao He, did you help him revise it?”

He Suye could only nod. The old man took off his glasses and asked carefully, “Are you not considering studying clinical medicine for your Ph.D.? Only focusing on switching to internal Chinese medicine, becoming a doctoral student under Gu Ping?”

He took a deep breath. “I’ve made up my mind. I’ve already talked to Professor Gu about it. I’ll probably start after the New Year.”

The old man sighed regretfully, shaking his head. “It’s a pity. A promising clinical talent like you was snatched away by Chinese medicine. Your grandfather must be delighted, but your father must be fuming.”

He smiled. “I’ve always wanted to study Chinese medicine, and it has nothing to do with my family.”

The old man nodded. “That’s good. Nowadays, few young people are studying Chinese medicine. If this continues, our country’s traditional medicine will disappear. We all know you’re very promising. Study hard!”

After chatting for a while, he got up to leave, but Professor Yang stopped him. “Oh, Xiao He, could you do me a favor?”

He Suye nodded. “Professor Yang, please tell me, I’ll do my best.”

The old man smiled. “Don’t be so nervous. It’s just a lecture by a professor from a university in the United States, but he’s very interested in Chinese medicine. I’ve already talked to Gu Ping. Could you handle this for me? Do you have the time?”

He smiled. “No problem, but remember to treat me to a meal!”

After finishing work at noon, He Suye went to the flower shop and finally bought some tulips after visiting several stores. He then took the bus to the outskirts.

The cemetery was a rarely visited place, but almost everyone would come here at some point in their lives. It was also the final resting place for many. So, people always hoped to visit as infrequently as possible, after all, seeing familiar faces depart was a sad and helpless thing.

He gazed at the tombstone for a long time, his mother smiling at him. In his memory, his mother always smiled.

“Suye, Mom, and Dad are going to work now. Be good and don’t run around at home. There’s bread and milk on the table if you get hungry.”

“Suye, it’s okay if you didn’t do well on the exam. Just work hard, okay? Don’t cry, be good!”

“Suye, Mom knows she hasn’t been there for you. Mom’s been too busy with work, no time to accompany you, not even time for your parent-teacher meetings. But Suye, you’ve grown up to be so sensible and outstanding, and Mom is very proud of you.”

His heart felt sour, his eyes reddening. He heard from the doctor that when his mother passed away, she was still smiling and said, “The person I’ve let down the most in my life is my son, Suye. Don’t blame your father, Suye. It was my choice. Don’t blame him.”

But he still blamed his father. There was a knot in his heart that grew tighter with time, and now he couldn’t untie it.

He placed the tulips down and reached out to touch the tombstone, which was spotless.

His thoughts were endless, once they started, they couldn’t be stopped.

“Mom, does Dad still come to see you twice a week? Do you know? I haven’t seen him for a long time. I don’t know if he’s okay. Do you know?”

“Mom, I’ve decided to study Chinese medicine, even though Dad wants me to specialize in cardiovascular medicine. Do you know? My first choice for the college entrance examination was Chinese medicine, but Dad changed it to integrated Chinese and Western medicine without my consent, which is why I hold a grudge against him.”

“Mom, I like Chinese medicine, probably because of Grandpa. When I was a kid, I loved watching him prepare Chinese herbal medicine and treat patients. One day, he sat me down in his rocking chair and said, ‘Suye, your name itself is a Chinese herbal medicine. Chinese medicine isn’t just about herbs; it’s also a field of study. Each herb has its taste and characteristics, bitter, sweet, sour, spicy, and pungent. They’re made into prescriptions, each with its taste and effect, but the intricate principles of healing, like life, are understood by few.'”

The afternoon sun suddenly faded, and a cold wind began to blow, with signs of rain looming. The petals of the tulips swayed in the wind as if signaling an impending shower.

He stood up, and smiled at the tombstone, “Mom, I’m leaving now.”

Instead of going home directly, he went to his grandfather’s house in the old city.

He Suye’s grandfather was a renowned old Chinese doctor, whose family lineage was said to date back to imperial physicians of the Ming and Qing dynasties. He had been the president of the Chinese Medicine University before being appointed as the director of the Health Bureau. After retiring, he had been leading a semi-retired life.

The name He Suye was given by him.

After entering the house, He Suye didn’t go straight to the study. He sniffed at the medicinal herbs drying in the courtyard one by one. It was Grandma He who first saw him. “Old man, Suye’s here!”

At this moment, He Suye was frowning at a certain medicinal herb, and Grandpa He stood behind him, reminding him, “It’s the root of a tulip. You’ve forgotten all these things, you brat!”

Feeling embarrassed, he muttered softly, “I rarely use this herb, mostly considering it as an ornamental plant.”

He Yeye chuckled and squatted down, picking up a piece and examining it in his hand. “Phlegm-dissipating Brain-clearing Pill and Qi-activating Diaphragm-relaxing Powder both contain this. It tastes bitter, is balanced, and non-toxic, promotes Qi circulation, resolves depression, cools blood, and breaks blood stasis. It treats various pains in the chest, abdomen, sides, and ribs, loss of consciousness, mania, fever-induced coma, hemoptysis, hematuria, and jaundice. Take a look, your knowledge is lacking, young man.”

He Suye said solemnly, “I plan to transfer to the Chinese Medicine College for my PhD, specializing in internal medicine, under the guidance of Gu Ping.”

He Yeye was surprised. “That old guy? The one who used to quarrel with me every day when he was young? He’s strict. His students used to call him the ‘Master of Extinguishing Dao’. Boy, you’ll have a hard time after you go!”

He Suye didn’t respond, just quietly looked at the tulip root in his hand and said softly, “Grandpa, I brought tulips to see Mom today.”

There was a long silence, and He Yeye stood up. “It’s been a long time since you’ve been home. Go see your dad too, although I’m his dad and your granddad, I can’t meddle in the affairs between you two. Although your dad has made many mistakes, but… sigh…”

He nodded but hesitated a bit. “I’ll go when I have time, Grandpa, don’t worry. I’m also at fault, but it’s hard to explain for a while.”

Grandma, He called from the living room, “Old and young, dinner’s ready. Suye, we have your favorite sweet and sour spare ribs today!”

He Yeye hurriedly collected the medicinal herbs and shouted at him, “Kid, it’s going to rain. Hurry up and bring in the herbs before you eat!”

He Suye felt like he had traveled back to his childhood all of a sudden. The courtyard was filled with medicinal herbs and the scent of honey pills. He remembered stealing honey and being punished by sun-drying herbs. Then one day it suddenly poured rain, and he and his grandparents scrambled to collect the herbs. Although the herbs weren’t soaked, he ended up drenched and caught a cold for a few days. But during those days, he had honey to eat every day.

The honey jar always ran out, but he believed that honey would never run out.

He Suye left very late, and it started to drizzle on the way.

After getting off the bus, he slowly walked in the rain, not in a hurry. He had a tiring and oppressive day, with past events replaying in his mind repeatedly, leaving him feeling somewhat defeated. He wanted to stand in the rain and clear his mind.

Suddenly, a blue umbrella blocked his view. He turned around and saw Shen Xifan smiling awkwardly as she explained, “Hey, He Suye, you’re too tall. The umbrella doesn’t reach you. What are you doing standing there? Didn’t you see I’m struggling to hold it up!”

Her slightly damp bangs fell over her forehead, and her face was full of smiles. She was wearing a blue cotton coat, jeans, and sneakers, holding a large bouquet of tulips in her left hand, all purple, and struggling to hold up the umbrella with her right hand.

He quickly took the umbrella from her, feeling something slowly melting in his heart.

Every time he saw Shen Xifan, he felt that she was very happy, at least carefree. He envied her a bit. Shen Xifan liked to smile. Even when she was sick, she had a smile on her face, as if saying, “It’s okay, I’ll get better soon. It’s nothing serious.”

Her smile amidst the bouquet of tulips was truly beautiful.

He suddenly felt that the bouquet was very eye-catching, and he blurted out, “Who gave them to you?”

Shen Xifan was taken aback, then smirked, “Who gave them? The hotel just hosted a birthday party for a rich girl, and there were leftover tulips, so I took them. How does it look?”

He Suye smiled. It was his first genuine smile of the day. “Very beautiful!”

She used her hand to push half of the bouquet towards him. “If you like them, take half. It’s free anyway!”

He tilted the umbrella towards her, shielding her firmly. “Girls don’t give flowers to guys. Silly!”

Shen Xifan looked at He Suye, then at herself, and chuckled awkwardly, “That’s better. He Suye, you take the flowers first, then give half to me, and say, ‘Miss Shen Xifan, please accept this.’ That way, it’s reasonable and proper!”

Consequently, he brought half of the tulips home, feeling somewhat silly. However, for the first time, he took great care of the bouquet, finding a vase, watering them, and even adding a vitamin C tablet. Despite his cluelessness about plants, he had never cared much for flowers and grass, unable to keep even a cactus alive.

But he hoped that the bouquet of tulips would last a little longer. When they withered, he planned to dry their petals and make bookmarks out of them. They should be beautiful.

His mother also loved tulips. Coincidentally, her name was Yu Niexiang.

He began to ponder whether he should have a good talk with his father, about himself and the future.

In the corner, holding up that blue umbrella, Shen Xifan’s home was originally in Unit 7, Building 301 of Block F. She had a seemingly amiable father who would tell him to drink some herbal tea to avoid catching a cold and a gossipy mother who was said to be going through menopause. It seemed like a very ordinary yet happy family.

Sometimes, when he was younger, he would wonder what it would be like if his parents weren’t the director and the head nurse. Would he not have to cook for himself, bid his parents goodnight to an empty house, or awkwardly explain to teachers why no one came to parent-teacher meetings? But he learned to accept reality at a very young age.

It wasn’t resignation. He knew that independence was something he would learn sooner or later, and there wasn’t much difference between learning it sooner or later.

He was a mature and sensible child.

But he had once hoped that one day, his home would be lively, filled with the laughter of his parents. Now, it seemed like an extravagant wish. He felt that the sense of family happiness Shen Xifan exuded was what he lacked and what he longed for.

He wanted to get closer to her, to absorb her warmth.

Chapter 10 – Goji Berry
In the morning, while having breakfast, Mr. Shen inadvertently asked, “Fanfan, the boy you were walking with last time is handsome. What’s his name?”

Mrs. Shen, who was ladling porridge, immediately brightened up at this gossip. Sensing trouble, Shen Xifan muttered to herself. Sure enough, Mrs. Shen began urging her, “Fanfan, who is he? Tell your mother.”

Shen Xifan was still holding a deep-fried dough stick, and with a mouthful, she mumbled unclearly to brush off the question, “Just a doctor…”

Shen’s Mom listened intently, or rather, at twelve-fold resolution. Was Li Jie really that handsome? He did have some character in his appearance, but according to her well-trained aesthetic sense, Li Jie couldn’t be considered handsome. She assumed that men viewed men differently from women. She didn’t realize that Shen’s Dad was referring to someone else.

Shen’s Mom felt a bit dazed. Just as she was about to continue, Shen Xifan dropped her chopsticks, grabbed her coat, and said, “I’m off to work. See you later!” Then she practically stormed out.

Shen’s Dad chuckled heartily, “Our daughter is not so young anymore. It seems she’s at the age of liking boys. Look, sorry about that.”

Shen’s Mom smirked, feeling victorious. “It’s all thanks to me!”

After the morning meeting, Shen Xifan walked out of the conference room with her notebook. Just as she was about to get on the elevator, Lin Yishen called out to her, “Manager Shen, wait! I need to talk to you!”

She found it strange but still walked over. Ding Wei and Xu Xiangya also joined them. Lin Yishen grinned, “What activities do we have for New Year’s?”

Ding Wei sighed, “I’m on duty exactly at that time. What activities? A party in the suite? A masquerade ball?”

Xu Xiangya chimed in, “We finish our shifts at ten, so we have plenty of time. Let’s just go to a bar, nothing too intense. Can our old bones handle it?”

Shen Xifan was astonished. “What do you mean by ‘intense activities’? Xiaoyan, what are you planning?”

Xu Xiangya pondered, “By ‘intense,’ I mean high physical activity, high consumption, high difficulty, like dancing. I’m old; I can’t keep up with the youngsters anymore.”

The others all nodded in understanding, especially Ding Wei, who had a look of “Oh, I see, it’s my impure thoughts.” He said, “Xu Xiangya, we all misunderstood you, but it’s not our fault. Your words were too ambiguous!”

Xu Xiangya sighed dramatically, looking on the verge of tears. “I also want a romantic date under the moon, but unfortunately, there’s no one!”

Before she finished, Lin Yishen and Ding Wei’s expressions twisted, barely holding back laughter. “Xu Xiangya, you can stop now. If you continue, it’ll be too suggestive.”

It took Shen Xifan a while to catch on. She leaned in and whispered four words to Xu Xiangya, who blushed and felt embarrassed, “You two scoundrels! The rogues of Chinese culture!”

The four of them were of similar age, belonging to the younger generation of high-level management in the hotel. Naturally, they shared similar interests: Shen Xifan and Lin Yishen were university alumni, although from different years and majors. Ding Wei entered society early due to family reasons, making him the most experienced and worldly-wise among the four. Xu Xiangya had left her hometown and ventured alone in the city after graduating from university.

Shen Xifan still remembers when she went for her job interview, Lin Yishen was sitting in the lobby, looking calm and composed, giving off an air of authority and approachability. It wasn’t until someone called out “Manager Lin!” that she realized he wasn’t there for an interview; he was already a high-level manager.

Then she encountered him again during orientation. He was holding his resume and smiling, “Little junior sister, don’t tell me you don’t recognize the former president of the Student Union’s Public Relations Department from our university?”

Only then did she realize that the “once campus heartthrob, Lin Yishen,” often mentioned by her roommate, was him—the one who walked with authority in the university and nobody dared to block his path. Afterward, the two became acquainted. He called her “Xiaofan” or “junior sister,” and when she was in a good mood, she called him “senior brother.” When she was not pleased, she just ignored him, but Lin Yishen was very easygoing and never took offense.

The four young people worked in the hotel, holding important positions, and worked tirelessly, day and night. Sometimes they stayed up all night working on a project, and if they disagreed, they might have a falling out but then make it without saying a word.

Lin Yishen often said, “We are passionate young people striving for our lives and dreams. Nowadays, the waves of the Yangtze River drive the waves ahead; if we aren’t careful, the previous wave will die on the beach. So we must not slack off.”

Shen Xifan felt lucky to have met them. Whatever everyone pursued, having dreams meant having a continuous source of motivation, making her life vibrant.

And the only thing that had supported her all along was just a dream. Even though she had once lost everything.

At that moment, Shen Xifan was checking the room accounts. She had no concept of numbers, often feeling dizzy when faced with a long string of digits. If she lost focus for even a moment, she had to start over. While others could finish the accounts in one or two tries, she could spend a whole day on them.

She had never hated her math skills so much.

Just then, Supervisor Zhang knocked on the door and called, “Manager Shen.” She panicked, her eyes fixed on the accounts, afraid to look up. “What’s the matter?”

Zhang replied, “An American just checked in and said he’s not satisfied with the room. He wants you to handle it.”

She nodded reluctantly, glancing back at the ledger. She thought to herself that once she finished dealing with it, she would have to start over.

It was extremely cold outside in winter, but she was still wearing her uniform, a thin coat, and pants. Her heart shivered from the cold, but she walked steadily. She descended from the administrative building to the lobby. She was slightly surprised because the first person she saw was He Suye.

Then she noticed Li Jie and some middle-aged people surrounding an American. The American was a bit older, with gray hair, and lively eyes, wearing a shirt and carrying a travel bag. Someone beside him tried to help him carry it, but the American kept waving his hand to refuse. He Suye stood beside the American, explaining something to him in English.

张姐 stepped forward, “Mr. Yang, Manager Shen is here now. Please communicate any issues you have with her.”

As soon as she spoke, all eyes turned to Shen Xifan, especially He Suye, who looked momentarily lost in thought before smiling silently. Li Jie, on the other hand, seemed delighted, raising his hand and curling two fingers in a greeting gesture towards her.

A middle-aged man named “Mr. Yang” approached and shook hands with her, explaining, “Manager Shen, here’s the situation. We originally booked a Celebrity Suite, but Mr. Andy wasn’t satisfied. Now, we’d like to change rooms. Is that possible?”

She nodded, “Of course. What type of room would you like to change to?”

Unexpectedly, the American understood and cheerfully shouted, “Chinese style!”

Shen Xifan frowned and asked Zhang Jie in a low voice, “Are all the Chinese-style suites fully booked?”

Zhang Jie nodded, “That’s the problem we’re facing! We’ve already explained to them, but we’re still stuck here. I had to call you down to handle it.”

After a moment’s thought, she went to the front desk and said, “Please change this gentleman’s room to 1203. Thank you!”

The receptionist was somewhat surprised but quickly handed her the room key, although her expression was somewhat complicated. Shen Xifan ignored it, turned back to the American, and smiled in English, “Here’s your room key. Please keep it safe, and I wish you a pleasant stay!”

The American was very pleased, and the group rushed to the elevator. He Suye and Li Jie walked extremely slowly, obviously intentionally lagging. Li Jie turned back, clasped his palms together, and bowed exaggeratedly to Shen Xifan, his expression resembling that of Maitreya Buddha, with his thick eyebrows moving up and down. She smiled, and He Suye lightly tapped Li Jie’s head, smiling and waving at her.

She watched them until they entered the elevator, then called Mr. Cheng, “Mr. Cheng, the suite your daughter used to stay in has been changed today due to a guest’s need to switch rooms. How should we handle this?”

Mr. Cheng pondered for a moment, “Did she book that room?”

Shen Xifan hesitated, “No.”

“In that case, it’s fine!” Mr. Cheng’s tone was surprisingly relaxed. “Let her come and find me if she wants to throw a tantrum. You don’t need to take responsibility for this!”

Back in her office, she grabbed the accounts in frustration and sighed heavily. She had only read a few lines when her phone suddenly rang. She reluctantly checked it, only to find a message from an unfamiliar number: “It’s cold, wear more clothes. You might catch a cold.”

Her mood suddenly improved, unable to conceal her surprise and joy. She intended to reply after some restraint but couldn’t resist responding immediately, “Dr. He, do you always suffer from your professional habits no matter where you go?”

Dr. He’s reply came quickly, “You little chatterbox, I kindly remind you to prevent getting sick, and you tell me you’re already sick.”

Shen Xifan laughed as she held her phone, feeling a warm sense of happiness spreading from her hands. Her face, which had been red from the cold, instantly brightened. Sensing a warmth on her face, she quickly regained her composure, got up to pour tea, and prepared to continue looking at the accounts. However, she inadvertently glanced out the window at the sky. The sunlight was just right, warm and gentle. She pursed her lips, smiling gently, with a soft glow of happiness in her eyes.

In the evening, when it was her shift, she was having dinner in the staff canteen. Xu Xiangya was animatedly describing what she saw in the Chinese restaurant today, “He’s handsome. Not only is he refined, but he also has an extraordinary demeanor. What’s annoying is that he’s still so cute when he smiles. It’s maddening! There’s just no justice in the world!”

Shen Xifan casually picked at her food, “Xiangya, can you eat more calmly?”

“I’m not hungry. I’ve absorbed so much spiritual food today that it’s enough to sustain me for a while!” Xu Xiangya said as she reached for the slices of meat on Shen Xifan’s plate. Shen Xifan smiled, “You’re not hungry yet, but I am. I still need to have supper later.”

After dinner, they saw Lin Yishen and He Suye standing together in the lobby, chatting and laughing without restraint. The two extremely eye-catching men standing together garnered a hundred percent attention. Finally, Lin Yishen patted He Suye on the shoulder. He nodded, then left the lobby and got into a black car.

Xu Xiangya was one hundred percent nervous and excited, her hands fidgeting everywhere, “Xifan, it’s that handsome guy! Isn’t he handsome?”

Shen Xifan laughed sincerely, “Very handsome, really handsome! He and Lin Yishen are equally impressive when standing together.”

Seeing the two of them swooning in the corner, Lin Yishen walked over and asked, blinking, “Is it me who’s handsome, or was that man just now handsome?”

Without hesitation, Xu Xiangya replied, “Of course, it’s the other guy!”

Lin Yishen put on a hurt expression, and Shen Xifan seized the opportunity to tease him, “You’ve become aesthetically tired from seeing him every day. It’s normal to want a change of taste. But he is quite special, with a unique temperament!”

She was about to ask Lin Yishen how he knew He Suye when his secretary called him away. She sighed, realizing that she had previously thought there were so many people in the world that it didn’t matter if they passed each other without notice. But now, it seemed that knowing one person somehow affected everything around them, which was truly strange, with a hint of fate.

As He Suye left, his smiling face remained in her mind, making her feel even more like a love-struck fool.

Recently, Ding Wei has been busy with the launch of “Zhongyu”‘s new product. It was said that the female director of marketing at “Zhongyu” was extremely demanding, changing one plan after another. When the final draft was completed, he thought it was over, but the director herself was hands-on and personally went to inspect the venue. He had no choice but to accompany her, and after a week, he was completely exhausted.

Shen Xifan secretly rejoiced that she didn’t have to deal with that guy, Yan Heng. She was already very happy to be able to lie comfortably in the suite, warm and cozy, instead of standing outside in the cold for hours. Faced with the accounts, she felt for the first time the importance of contentment and happiness.

However, Ling Yufan had come to bother her several times, complaining about drainage problems and cleanliness issues. Fortunately, Shen Xifan had mastered the skill of looking at things from a distance. Her two big eyes stared at Ling Yufan motionlessly, without focus, which frightened him and made him behave better in the future.

On New Year’s Eve, the four of them went to have a hot pot and then went to a bar. Initially, everyone was drinking well, but Ding Wei was particularly disgruntled, drinking aggressively and quickly. Later, Xu Xiangya suggested playing cards, and the loser would have to tell everyone their past stories.

If the best gambler is a mathematician, then the worst gambler is someone like Shen Xifan, a mathematical ignoramus. She played cautiously, often holding strong cards but not daring to play them. As a result, she lost miserably after just a few rounds.

The others teased her, “Shen Xifan, tell us about your first love!”

Feeling embarrassed, she begged, “Let’s forget it. I’ll just drink!”

Lin Yishen wouldn’t let her off, “Did your teacher teach you to play the victim like this back in college, little junior?”

She had no choice but to reluctantly recall her romantic history, “In my sophomore year, I developed a crush on a guy. He was very outstanding and quite famous in school. His major was engineering physics, and he was incredibly smart. Then, I ended up being with him somehow, and later, we broke up for some reason.”

The bar was dimly lit, and Sade’s “Somebody Already Broke My Heart” was playing in the background— “I’ve been torn apart so many times， I’ve been hurt so many times before. So I’m counting on you now， Somebody already broke my heart， Somebody already broke my heart……”

Xu Xiangya was unwilling to give up and asked, “When did it end? Why did you break up?”

Shen Xifan felt the atmosphere suddenly turn cold. The laughter around them seemed distant, and the hazy lights gave the place a dreamlike quality. The alcohol was clouding her mind, and she relaxed, smiling gently. “At the beginning of our senior year. The reason? He found another girl he liked, so he broke up with me.”

She paused, lightly swirling her glass. The amber liquid shimmered under the light, adding to the sense of melancholy. She continued, “Back then, I felt like my world was falling apart. The pain was so intense that even crying felt like a luxury. For a month, I lived like a zombie, suffering from insomnia and feeling nauseated at the sight of food. Then I threw myself into my internship, job hunting, and my graduation project, keeping myself so busy that I gradually stopped thinking about him.”

Her voice drifted, “Looking back, I realize how foolish I was. What’s the point of longing for a man like that? I lost all my dignity and self-respect, groveling and promising to change everything he disliked about me. But what did I do wrong? He stopped liking me, and suddenly all my strengths became flaws.”

She still remembered the first day of senior year. She went to the library to return some books and saw Yan Heng. He was just coming out of the library. Shen Xifan looked at his familiar face and felt a strange sense of unfamiliarity. Yan Heng merely smiled at her before walking away. In the past, he would have stopped and waited for her, even pitifully calling out, “Xiaofan, hurry up, I’ve been waiting for you forever!”

They had quarreled once during the summer break. Shen Xifan initially thought it was just a normal tiff, and she continued to joke around with Yan Heng afterward. But gradually, his messages and calls became fewer and fewer. Sometimes, a whole day would pass without a response, and she would stare at her phone, unable to leave it for a moment.

That summer felt like a year to her.

She had a vague feeling that something was wrong, but she never expected Yan Heng to break up with her that night and start dating Gu Ningyuan, the beauty from the chemistry department, the next day.

She felt like a discarded toy, finally thrown into the trash.

Desperately, she bombarded him with messages and calls, all saying the same thing: “What’s wrong with me? Tell me, I’ll change. I won’t make you unhappy anymore.” Finally, one day, she got Yan Heng’s answer.

He said, “All the qualities that attracted me to you have turned into flaws. I hate how clingy you are, and how you bother me all the time. You make me feel trapped. In short, you annoy me now.”

She was heartbroken, feeling pain with every breath. Her skin, her bones, every part of her body screamed in sorrow—”I just loved you too much. I wanted to be with you, never apart.”

To this day, she couldn’t understand why the one who loved first and deepest was the one who lost the most.

Shen Xifan’s eyes showed a hint of emotion as she continued to smile, drinking water in large gulps and playing cards as if nothing was wrong. Lin Yishen watched her, feeling a sudden pang of sadness.

He had known this junior for a long time. Her ex-boyfriend, Dai Heng—also known as Yan Heng—was quite famous at their school. He had seen them together a few times, but since he was two years their senior, they probably didn’t know him. He often saw couples around the campus and usually just smiled and walked by, but this couple had left a lasting impression on him.

When they were together, the girl always smiled brightly, exuding sweetness and genuine happiness. Even as an outsider, he could feel their joy.

The next time he saw her was in the interview hall. Her smile was more restrained but still serene. When the HR manager asked how she balanced work and relationships, he remembered her clear response, “I don’t have a boyfriend, so there’s no need to balance. I just want to focus on my work.”

Only then did he understand why that happy smile had disappeared?

When Yan Heng arrived, Lin Yishen recognized him immediately. Driven by personal motives, he had handled many matters related to Yan Heng, even though many were beyond his authority. He had also strongly advocated for Ding Wei in cooperation with Zhongyu.

He didn’t want to see Shen Xifan suffer again. She had already been hurt once; there was no reason for her to go through it again.

Yan Heng did not deserve her love.

Shen Xifan became much bolder in her card playing, winning several rounds. Meanwhile, Ding Wei, now drunk, was losing repeatedly, and Xu Xiangya kept pestering him to talk about his first love.

Ding Wei downed a drink and said, “My family was poor, and I didn’t go to college. In high school, a rich girl living in a mansion and driving a BMW fell for me. I initially thought of it as a game, but I truly fell in love. Our relationship lasted several years. Her family naturally opposed it and confined her at home. We planned to elope but got caught. Three days later, she married someone else, and I left my hometown, never to return. During those years, whenever I closed my eyes, I saw her tearful face and heard her heart-wrenching cries calling my name…”

Things got out of hand, and they stopped playing cards. Xu Xiangya started sharing her own romantic experiences, while Ding Wei kept drinking. Shen Xifan listened intently, sighing frequently, and Lin Yishen’s emotions also became unstable.

The last night of the old year, the eve of the new year, felt unusually heavy.

Suddenly, Shen Xifan glanced at her watch and snapped back to reality. “It’s already 9:30! Ding Wei, you need to go for your shift!”

Lin Yishen smiled wryly at her, “Ding Wei is drunk…”

Xu Xiangya chimed in, “I’ll go for him!” She tried to stand up but stumbled back into her seat, feeling dizzy. She patted her head and tried to stand again, using the table for support.

Shen Xifan held her down and turned to Lin Yishen. “Senior, you should take them both home. I’ll cover the hotel shift.”

Lin Yishen thought for a moment. “No, I should go instead.”

She gave a bitter smile. “I can’t lift Ding Wei, so I’ll leave the tough job to you. I’ll go now.”

The winter night was cold, and the wind was biting. As soon as Shen Xifan stepped outside, she felt completely awake. She sensed raindrops falling on her face, and soon, a light mist covered the entire city. Streetlights and neon signs blurred in the rain, casting a melancholic glow in the darkness.

Singles walked by the bar from time to time, couples kissed openly on the streets, and young, beautiful women clung to elderly men, cooing and flirting. A charming woman walked past her, leaving a lingering scent in the air—a scent of youthful fire.

The air was thick with an atmosphere of flirtation, frivolity, and decadence.

She wanted to ask herself if love in the city could ever last.

The receptionist looked surprised to see her return for the room key. “Manager Shen, isn’t it Manager Ding’s shift tonight?”

She forced a smile. “Manager Ding is not feeling well, so I’m covering for him.”

After taking the key and opening the door, she set her bag down and felt a dull pain in her abdomen. She knew it was bad news—the thing girls dread had arrived on schedule.

After taking care of it, she was in no condition to move due to the pain. She lay on the bed, put a pillow under her waist, and, with the alcohol still in her system, fell into a deep, hazy sleep.

She dreamed a long dream.

In her dream, Yan Heng appeared as he did in their junior year, smiling at her. “Xiaofan, I need to earn a lot of money to support you, my little pig, so I have to study hard now.”

Just as she was about to reply, another girl said, “Yan Heng, didn’t you say you broke up with her a long time ago?” She recognized the voice as Gu Ningyuan’s and turned to shout at her, “What are you talking about? When did he break up with me? It was you who came and took him away; otherwise, how could he have liked you?”

Gu Ningyuan, furious, reached out to push her. Caught off guard, Shen Xifan tumbled down the stairs. Just as she was about to hit the ground, a pair of hands caught her. She looked up to see He Suyue, who frowned and scolded her, “Little girl, how could you be so careless!”

Yan Heng stood at the intersection with Gu Ningyuan beside him, looking at her coldly. His voice was devoid of emotion or inflection, “Shen Xifan, we have broken up! Stop pestering me!”

She woke up immediately, drenched in cold sweat, her bangs clinging to her forehead. She reached up to brush them aside, feeling each strand like needles against her skin.

At that moment, her phone rang. It was someone from the engineering department, their voice urgent, “The Zhongyu advertising board and promotional panels are shaking in the wind, and some have fallen, damaging some equipment. Manager Ding needs to come immediately!” Without giving her a chance to explain, they hung up.

She sighed, knowing nothing about the project, but she had no choice but to face it. Fortunately, Ding Wei’s secretary was still around and found some documents for her. She didn’t have time to put on extra clothes and read through the materials as she walked to the site. By the time she arrived, she had grasped most of the situation.

It was still raining, and the wind was fierce. Shen Xifan’s face was drained of color from the cold. Her waist ached so much she felt she might collapse. She could even feel the blood flowing, pounding in her lower abdomen, causing a dull pain.

Rain lashed her body, and the cold seeped in insidiously.

She was in agony, wishing she could just faint.

Manager Zhang from the engineering department was surprised to see her. She explained that Ding Wei was sick. She didn’t care whether they could fix everything before the press conference; what mattered to her were the inconsistencies in the project plan’s diagrams.

Sure enough, half an hour later, the marketing director from Zhongyu arrived in a flurry. A woman in her thirties immediately started with a stern tone, “Manager Zhang, I have serious doubts about your hotel’s construction quality!”

The director watched as the workers rehung the signs and inspected them carefully. Shen Xifan was equally tense, climbing up and down with Manager Zhang, checking and confirming everything repeatedly.

During this time, Yan Heng came in person. He spoke harshly to Manager Zhang and only glanced at Shen Xifan briefly before shifting his gaze away.

She knew that Yan Heng was completely professional at work and would not show any personal bias. If it had been her mistake, he would have criticized her just as severely.

But she still felt miserable, her heart heavy. It wasn’t the scolding that upset her; it was the realization that Yan Heng seemed so distant, unable to see her physical discomfort even when he was close by.

Finally, by six o’clock, the venue was restored. The signs were relocated to safer positions, and everything looked more secure.

She breathed a sigh of relief, touching her numb face. She could barely move her legs, not just from the cold but from the excruciating pain that made it hard to stand.

But she had to keep going.

In the office, Zhongyu’s director firmly blamed the engineering department for the damage. Shen Xifan, biting her lip, her face pale, spoke almost word by word, “Didn’t Manager Zhang discuss the construction details with Zhongyu? For example, the height of the advertising panels and how the promotional signs were to be secured. Manager Zhang has been in charge of this hotel’s engineering for many years; how could he make such a basic mistake?”

With that, everyone realized it was Zhongyu’s pursuit of aesthetic effects that led to unauthorized changes in the construction plan. The situation quickly reversed, and people started discussing it animatedly.

However, the matter would still need to be resolved by Ding Wei. She called him, and fortunately, he was already on his way to the hotel, easing her mind.

She almost staggered to the back door, ready to catch a taxi home when Yan Heng followed her out, calling, “Xiaofan, why do you look so pale? Are you sick?”

In the drizzle, Shen Xifan stood in the misty rain, her green woolen coat making her face look even paler. She frowned, “Mr. Yan, I’m fine. Thank you for your concern. Goodbye.”

Yan Heng wanted to stop her. He sensed something was wrong. But just as he reached out, she got into a taxi and drove away.

A few raindrops hit his outstretched hand, chilling him to the bone. He felt a vague sense of foreboding. Shen Xifan was no longer the naive girl she once was. In three years, some things had changed beyond retrieval.

Like once intense love, now turned to dust.

Leaning against a roadside tree, she panted heavily. The thought of calling home for a ride crossed her mind, but her parents were away visiting her grandmother until the next day. Struggling to walk, she moved slowly, hands on her waist, legs feeling like lead with each step.

Suddenly, she felt a gentle tap on her back, followed by He Suyue’s familiar voice, “Shen Xifan, what’s wrong with you?”

He turned her body around and saw her pale face, lips white from being bitten, water droplets clinging to her bangs, and a hint of distress in her eyes. Seeing her bent over and curled up, he felt a sense of panic.

Shen Xifan grabbed onto the hem of He Suyue’s clothes, her eyes silently pleading as she looked at him, a mixture of restraint and helplessness evident. She felt that He Suyue was her lifeline, and her body involuntarily leaned towards him as she whispered brokenly, “Pain… I can’t bear it…”

Having seen thousands of patients, He Suyue immediately knew what was wrong with her. He took her bag, supported her with one hand, and held an umbrella with the other, gently asking, “Can you stand? Are you okay?”

Shen Xifan nodded weakly, mustering a strained smile tinged with vulnerability, “He Suyue, is there anything you can do to make the pain go away? I’m dying!”

He Suyue helped her lie down first, then took out a box from the study containing several needles. Some were long with round or pointed tips. He carefully wiped them with alcohol before turning to Shen Xifan. She immediately lowered her face when she saw them, pitifully saying, “He Suyue, I don’t want acupuncture…”

Ignoring her protests, he said, “Lie down on your stomach with your clothes pulled up.”

She complied reluctantly, asking in a small voice, “Do I need to take off all my clothes?”

He Suyue glared at her, “Of course, otherwise, how would it work?” Then, realizing his face was turning slightly red, he hastily explained, “You’re the patient, and I’m the doctor…”

He started with the first needle at the bladder meridian, then slowly inserted the second needle into the governing vessel point, and swiftly pierced the third needle into the third lumbar vertebra, rotating it downwards. Shen Xifan winced in pain and let out a soft cry. He comforted her, “Bear with it, be obedient!” He then used fine needles on the governor’s vessel, triple energizer, kidney, and sea of qi points.

His technique was proficient, but he hesitated when it came to Shen Xifan. Seeing her slight frown, he knew even the dullest needle would cause some pain. Nevertheless, he was still worried when she cried out in pain.

After about twenty minutes, Shen Xifan gradually began to feel sensation returning to her body, and the dull cold pain in her lower abdomen subsided. Her face regained some color, and he gently removed all the needles. Helping her pull down her clothes, he asked, “How do you feel now?”

Shen Xifan sighed in relief, “Much better, thank you.”

He smiled, wiped the needles with alcohol pads, and put them back. Then, he instructed her, “Lie down for a while. I’ll go buy something and be back soon.”

After he left, Shen Xifan hugged the pillow and lay on the bed, curiously observing He Suyue’s home. It was neat and clean, reflecting the personality of its owner. She couldn’t stay still, so she put on her shoes and wandered around. In the study, she saw a laptop and a stack of medical books, as well as various specimens of Chinese herbs.

Approaching the desk, she noticed a pile of documents in English. With a glance, she recognized them as application forms for the University of Pennsylvania. Her expression changed slightly as she realized—they were Ph.D. application forms. Was He Suyue planning to go abroad?

Meanwhile, Suyue realized he had forgotten his umbrella in his hurry. Fortunately, the rain was almost stopping. Just as he reached the entrance of the supermarket, his phone rang. Seeing it was Li Jie, he quickly answered.

Li Jie sounded resigned, “Senior, it’s almost noon. Why haven’t you arrived yet?”

He Suyue smiled apologetically, “Something came up suddenly. I won’t be able to make it. Please apologize to Mr. Andy for me.”

Li Jie sighed, “They’re counting on you. It’s not good to not show up. Anyway, I understand you must have something urgent. Just explain to the boss after you finish your task. I can’t help you with this one!”

Feeling a sense of annoyance, He Suye recalled the previous day when Andy and his boss urged him to consider an official assignment abroad. He felt tied down by his attachments, considering it better not to go.

Meanwhile, Shen Xifan was wandering around the house when she suddenly heard the sound of keys unlocking the door. With a start, she jumped onto the bed and obediently lay down. He Suyue came in carrying a large bag and went straight to the kitchen with a smile.

Soon, the room was filled with a sweet fragrance, slightly pungent but very warm. Shen Xifan was puzzled when she saw He Suyue approaching with a cup in hand. He offered it to her, saying, “Drinking this might make you feel better.”

Shen Xifan looked at the reddish liquid, catching a hint of spicy aroma, and took a small sip from the cup. She exclaimed, “It smells so good! He Suyue, what is this?”

He Suyue sat on the edge of the bed, looking at her intently. “It’s brown sugar ginger water. Brown sugar has a warm nature and sweet taste, entering the spleen meridian. It helps invigorate qi, nourish the blood, strengthen the spleen and warm the stomach, relieve pain, activate blood circulation, and disperse blood stasis. Since you got caught in the rain earlier, drinking brown sugar ginger tea can dispel the cold and prevent a cold.”

She smiled, “He Suyue, you always have these remedies. It tastes great!” She drank the tea in big gulps, feeling a warmth spreading in her heart, her eyes moistening involuntarily.

Since she was young, she had suffered terribly during these days. She knew it wasn’t a big deal and could only endure it silently. However, she had never expected He Suyue to be so nervous, even handling the acupuncture needles very gently. She felt cared for and protected with extreme caution. For a long time, she hadn’t experienced such love and care.

Like a warm woolen scarf in winter or a refreshing iced tea in summer, Suyue always appeared just when she needed him the most. Seeing his smile, the dimple on one side of his cheek, she felt a deep sense of peace.

Suddenly, she wanted to know the warmth of his palms, whether it was just right, like the twenty-four degrees of the afternoon sun.

Chapter 11 – Sour Jujube Seed
His bed was soft, and there was a hint of lemon fragrance on the blanket. The steam from the ginger tea made Shen Xifan feel a bit absent-minded. Before long, it seemed like her pores were opened, bringing an inexplicable sense of refreshment. Fatigue crept over her.

Just as she was about to hand the cup to He Suye, she noticed him staring fixedly out the window. “What’s wrong?” she asked.

He Suye withdrew his gaze, his eyes shifting. “The sun’s out!”

Sure enough, the rain had stopped. Winter sunlight poured in through the glass window, mischievously shifting direction and casting a warm halo around He Suye.

Shen Xifan was amazed.

He took the cup and accidentally met Shen Xifan’s dazed gaze. Bewildered and entranced, he involuntarily reached out and brushed her forehead, his palm lightly grazing her face as he softly advised, “Get some sleep, you’ll feel better when you wake up.”

She snapped out of her trance, nodding slightly as He Suye got up and gently closed the door behind him.

Inside the room, it was so quiet you could hear her heartbeat.

Around noon, he went to open the door, intending to wake Shen Xifan up for lunch. She was still asleep, deeply so.

With a childish expression on her face, her sleeping demeanor was content and sweet. Her shiny black hair scattered on the pillow, all traces of shrewdness and competence gone. At this moment, she was at her most defenseless and authentic.

Now, it wasn’t just flustered feelings anymore. He quickly stepped out, feeling somewhat vexed, scratching his head as he went to the study to contemplate the doctoral application form. Shen Xifan woke up groggily, and he didn’t know how long it had been.

As she was about to get out of bed, she heard some commotion in the living room. Li Jie’s voice came through, “Brother, are you hiding your lover in your room? Why are you locking the door so tightly?”

Then came He Suye’s hurried voice, “Hey, don’t open it!”

But it was too late. The door “clacked” open. Li Jie stared in astonishment, then blurted out, “Brother, you are hiding your lover!”

Shen Xifan felt embarrassed, neither sitting nor standing comfortably. She awkwardly tried to respond, “It’s… it’s just a coincidence!”

Her hair was disheveled, cheeks flushed. Clad only in a thin sweater, her bare feet looked petite and cute. Li Jie glanced at her, then at He Suye, yelling “Don’t look if it’s indecent!” before clutching his heart and running to the study, leaving only her and He Suye staring at each other.

He Suye walked up to her and asked, “When did you wake up? Did Li Jie wake you? Still in pain?”

She shook her head, hastily putting on socks, her speech incoherent, “No, no, everything’s fine!”

He Suye found her amusing; sometimes, this little girl spoke in a muddle. He didn’t dwell on it, though. “Put on some clothes and come eat. It’s past three.”

She was about to say “I’ll just go home,” but Li Jie’s head popped out at some point, “Let’s eat, let’s eat! I’m hungry too!”

He Suye handed bowls and chopsticks to both of them. Li Jie dug in without hesitation, while Shen Xifan had intended to be a bit reserved. However, she ended up scooping a bowl of yam soup. As it slid down her throat, its thick texture and rich flavor left a lingering taste on her lips.

The yam was incredibly tender, devoid of any bitterness. Paired with the hearty bone broth, slow-cooked to perfection, it was simply exquisite. Even she, who was accustomed to the hotel chef’s cuisine, couldn’t help but marvel.

She had never expected He Suye to be so skilled, making her feel ashamed of herself.

She felt like he could do anything.

After finishing the meal, she could hardly muster the strength to stand up. Seeing He Suye bring another bowl of longan and white fungus soup, she lamented, “He Suye, why didn’t you tell me there was more? I’m stuffed…”

Li Jie laughed, “Heh heh, it’s all mine…” He eagerly reached for the bowl, but He Suye snatched the spoon from him, scolding, “Eat! And you, didn’t someone solemnly pledge to control their appetite and not eat? Last time, someone had to check their blood sugar!”

Li Jie’s face fell instantly, but his hands couldn’t keep still. He picked up the chopsticks to fish out the white fungus. He Suye sighed helplessly, “Without a spoon, you’re resorting to chopsticks? Didn’t you have lunch?”

Li Jie shook his head, pointing to a thick stack of papers on the table with a sigh, “I just grabbed these documents and came back. The boss said he needs them the day after tomorrow. My God! I’m going to die translating all this!”

Shen Xifan was curious, “What are these?” She leaned in to take a look and softly read, “All in English? Acupuncture treatment?”

Before she finished speaking, Li Jie’s eyes lit up. He hurriedly asked, “Shen Xifan, do you recognize these words?”

“I…” Shen Xifan hesitated for a moment, then answered cautiously, “I do recognize them, but I can’t spell them out. Why?”

Li Jie pushed the bowl of soup toward her, “It’s all yours now. But could you do me a favor? Help me translate some of the Chinese parts into English!”

He Suye interrupted him, “Li Jie! Have you even asked if she’s busy? Just casually…”

Shen Xifan quickly waved her hand, “It’s okay, it’s okay. If I can help, I’ll do my best. Besides, you guys have helped me a lot.” Especially He Suye, she silently added in her heart, though she didn’t dare to say it out loud.

Taking the documents, she examined them carefully and frowned at Li Jie, “I’m not very familiar with these professional terms, but I have no problem with sentence structure. How about you translate a rough draft first, and I’ll help you revise it?”

He Suye took the documents and whispered to her, “Are you sure this won’t bother you? If not, just give them all to me.”

“It’s okay!” Shen Xifan emphasized, “I majored in English at university, and I’ve translated some medical materials before. No problem.”

He Suye smiled at her and then turned to Li Jie, “Kid, after you finish translating, you owe us a meal!”

Li Jie, his head buried in a pile of documents, murmured dreamily, “So sleepy, big brother, I didn’t hear anything you said…”

Shen Xifan looked at the professional terms in acupuncture and read aloud, “Emphasizing the primary use of the Yangming meridians of the hand and foot, with supplementary use of the Shaoyang meridians of the hand and foot, including Tianzhu, Baihui, Dazhui, Houxi… so many acupoints!”

She changed the topic, “He Suye, Li Jie, how do you remember so many acupoints?”

Both He Suye and Li Jie were momentarily stunned, and then they exchanged glances and chuckled. Li Jie eagerly responded, “You don’t know how our teacher taught us back then. If we didn’t know, he’d draw on us. He started with the face, like Jingming and Xuanji, calling students by their numbers, only the boys, not the girls, and he’d mark them while explaining. 

Later, when it came to the torso and limbs, the boys started taking off their clothes one by one—some had their arms exposed, some their thighs, and there were even some baring their chests and backs. It was hilarious. He was even more cunning; he’d give spot checks, and if you didn’t know anything, you had to be prepared to undress the next day—many boys in our class were caught off guard. Some girls took photos with their phones and mosaic-ed their faces before posting them on the campus network. It caused quite a stir back then—I got caught twice, once on my back and once on my thigh… It was so embarrassing!”

Shen Xifan burst into laughter and turned to He Suye, “How many times did you undress back then?”

He Suye smirked, his lips curling slightly with pride, “Just once, and only my arm, plus it was early autumn, so I was wearing a shirt. Nothing revealing.”

Li Jie felt even more frustrated, “I had to do it in the dead of winter, wearing shorts to class, and that old guy had to draw on my legs. Those who didn’t know thought I had mental problems!”

The three of them laughed heartily, dispelling the earlier awkwardness.

Suddenly, Li Jie suggested, “Big brother, can I borrow your set later? I have a headache and didn’t sleep well!”

He Suye had to go fetch the box. Li Jie, pretending to be mysterious, said to Shen Xifan, “Pay attention later. Big brother’s needles are invaluable.”

Shen Xifan was puzzled, “Are they made of gold or something? Why are they so precious?”

Li Jie grinned the pen in his hand spinning, “More or less. They’re worth even more than gold. They’re his family heirloom, not something he shows off easily. You can’t find nine-needle sets nowadays. Most people use filiform needles, but he has the whole set!”

She was about to ask what nine needle sets and filiform needles were when He Suye came out, holding the box, and looked at Li Jie teasingly, “Are you going to do it yourself or shall I help you?”

Li Jie’s face changed color, “I’ll do it myself, I’ll do it myself! How could I trouble big brother!”

And so, he did it himself, holding the needle in one hand while explaining the basic principles of acupuncture to Shen Xifan. Shen Xifan watched in awe as He Suye also took a needle and casually inserted it into his left hand.

Shen Xifan couldn’t believe her eyes. The needles seemed like toys to them, as they casually inserted them, whether they were happy or not, unlike her, who had to endure agonizing pain today, only to receive one needle.

Seeing her puzzled and astonished gaze, He Suye quickly explained, “I’m not as bored as Li Jie to insert needles for no reason. I hurt my hand the day before yesterday while playing basketball.” He pointed at Li Jie’s arm, “His acupoint is called Qingling, belonging to the Hand Shaoyin Heart Meridian, which can treat headaches, shivering, and shoulder and arm pain.”

Shen Xifan looked curiously at the needles and acupoints, her eyes sparkling with admiration. “You guys are amazing… It’s so miraculous…”

The three of them chatted until late before leaving. He Suye accompanied Shen Xifan home, holding a stack of documents, while she bounced beside him. The fatigue and pain from earlier had vanished, and she looked lively now.

Seeing her like this made him very satisfied. Although her physical pain wasn’t a serious illness, he felt immense comfort in taking care of her. Even if he treated hundreds of patients every day, none made him feel as fulfilled as she did.

He didn’t know why, perhaps it was because he felt needed.

He thought, even someone as calm and composed as he still had a bit of vanity, and still needed constant affirmation from others.

As the lights of the residential area flickered on, while not a bustling neighborhood, the scene was still warm and cozy. Occasionally, a car passed by, melting into the darkness, and distant children’s laughter echoed softly.

Near the entrance to Area F, Shen Xifan inadvertently glanced sideways, furrowing her brows slightly—Yan Heng?

In reality, they were quite far apart. He stood on the main road of the residential area, leaning against a black BMW, separated from Shen Xifan by an iron railing. The cigarette in his hand flickered faintly, emitting a sense of disillusionment in the darkness. The flickering flame, along with the dim glow of the streetlights, outlined his face, adding a touch of loneliness to his handsome features.

He stared blankly at Shen Xifan and He Suye, smoke curling around him. With a gust of wind, his gaze became disoriented.

But He Suye didn’t notice. She looked at Shen Xifan’s somewhat absent-minded expression and playfully ruffled her hair. “Why are you daydreaming all the time, little girl?”

Shen Xifan snapped back to attention, scrambling to take the stack of documents. “It’s nothing, it’s just too cold today, my thoughts are frozen. I’ve reached home, give me these documents, and I’ll come to find you tomorrow.”

He Suye helped her straighten out the documents, her expression as stern as the stars on a winter night, yet with a hint of indulgence. “If you can’t finish them, it’s okay. Just rest well.”

Shen Xifan squeezed out a smile. “No problem, I’ll call you tomorrow. Goodnight.”

He Suye nodded, waved goodbye, and retraced his steps. Shen Xifan watched his retreating figure blend seamlessly into the darkness, his outstanding composure always giving her a sense of security.

Her heart stirred. How could such a good man not have a girlfriend?

Then Shen Xifan’s gaze fell lightly on the man, his face so familiar, his posture so familiar, his presence so familiar, yet after three years, he felt strangely distant.

When did he start smoking?

Why did he change his surname, why did he return from the peak of success in the United States, why did he keep appearing in front of her, why was he waiting for her at her doorstep now?

She inexplicably felt a sense of resentment, for Yan Heng’s ambiguous attitude, yet shamelessly kept him in her heart.

Deep down, she was afraid of this moment; she had never been brave. Just as she reached the second floor, she listened intently, relieved by the absence of sound. She reached out to touch the sensor light on the stairs.

Startled, she dropped all the documents in her hand, white papers tumbling down the stairs, scattering on the ground with a crisp sound.

It felt familiar.

Shen Xifan struggled to control herself from turning around, desperately twisting her arm, half pleading, half helpless. “Don’t do this, let go, all the documents are scattered!”

“Who was that man just now?” Yan Heng’s tone was questioning, with a touch of jealousy evident.

A nameless fire ignited within her, overwhelmed by grievances and anger. She bravely met his gaze, finding an unfamiliar anger and unwillingness in his eyes. She immediately spoke without restraint, “It’s none of your business, what right do you have to control me? Let go! I told you to let go!”

Unexpectedly, Yan Heng tightened his grip, and she fell into his arms, the familiar scent mingling with the allure of tobacco. Suddenly, she felt her empty hands had nowhere to rest.

Because she was too tired, she had no strength or courage to hug back.

His chin rested on her forehead, she could feel the slight stubble, his warm breath, and his arms holding her tightly as if she would disappear in the next second.

It felt like protecting a precious treasure.

He finally spoke, breaking the silence. “You didn’t look well this morning, I was worried. Your phone was switched off, so I waited for you at your doorstep for over two hours. Is everything okay now that the lights are on at home?”

His words were full of concern and affection. Shen Xifan didn’t know how to respond and just remained silent. Was he genuinely concerned about her? In such a situation, should she be happy and smile? But there was a frozen place in her heart, she couldn’t muster a smile.

Should she be moved to tears? But tears wouldn’t come either. She felt ‘numb’ was the most fitting word to describe her current state.

Suddenly, Yan Heng’s phone rang. Shen Xifan broke free from his embrace, not daring to look at him, and squatted on the ground to pick up the documents. She only heard him answer, “Okay, got it. I’ll come over right away. From the U.S.? No problem!”

Ending the call, he gave a helpless smile, bending down to help her tidy up. “I’m sorry, Xiaofan, I was too impulsive. As long as you’re okay.”

As he placed the last document in her hand, he sighed. “I have to go now. See you tomorrow. Goodnight.”

She lowered her eyelids. “Thank you. Goodnight.”

Then, without looking back, she went upstairs, unlocked the door, and went to make herself a cup of tea. She noticed that Yan Heng stood beside the BMW, staring at her house for a while before finally getting into the car and driving away.

Her heart was in turmoil.

Suppressing her restless heart, she prepared to go through the documents. Just as she had read two pages, she remembered her phone was dead. So, she fetched her bag to get her phone. As she turned it on, she froze.

A bottle of medicine lay neatly in her bag, accompanied by a note with handwriting she knew all too well. “You’ve finished the month’s supply of medicine. I don’t know if you’re still suffering from insomnia. If there are still mild symptoms, you don’t need to take Chinese medicine. This bottle of sour jujube seed powder can help. Sour jujube seeds can calm the mind and soothe the nerves, harmonize the stomach, regulate the liver, moisten the lungs, warm the spleen, and relieve sweating. It also helps improve concentration and vision. The best part is it’s not bitter; you can take it directly with water. But you must be consistent, don’t give up halfway.”

Shen Xifan carefully opened the bottle, revealing reddish-brown powder with a delicate texture, as if it could be blown away with a gentle breath, clearly finely ground.

She took a spoon and poured a bit of sour jujube seed powder, along with some water, into her mouth. It was sweet and sour.

Perhaps this was the taste of love. Sour and sweet.

She recalled reading a novel, though the details were fuzzy.

“The sour taste is like vinegar. When girls get jealous, they look cute and foolish, both confused and adorable. Chinese girls, when jealous, are subtle and wise. The sweet taste is like when a boyfriend buys a pomegranate for his girlfriend, and they sit together on a garden bench to eat it. The pomegranate has the most transparent pink, like southern red beans, representing longing. He eats one seed, she eats one, chatting and eating, spending a long afternoon together.”

She had told Yan Heng before, “I hope my love is like this, supporting each other, being equals, as calm as water. I found him over time, relied on him, and entrusted my life to him. To be his wife, the mother of his children, to cook for him, do his laundry, sew on a lost button. And then, we’ll grow old together. One day he’ll leave me or I’ll leave him to repair our fate in another world. By then, we can still say the simplest words to each other, ‘I do.'”

But that person, she didn’t know who he was.

As all her defenses faded away, loneliness surged through her heart. Unable to hold back any longer, she tightly gripped the medicine bottle, tears streaming down her face.

Chapter 12 – Bai Wei, Black Swallowwort
The next day, He Suye was summoned to the school by his boss with just a phone call. Coincidentally, it was New Year’s Day, and the campus seemed to be bustling with more people, with graduate and doctoral students coming and going with relaxed expressions, finally stealing a half-day of leisure.

However, he couldn’t afford to relax. Professor Gu Ping pointed to the thick stack of papers on the desk. “Xiao He, if you’re not busy, could you help me grade these papers? Those undergraduate students have terrible handwriting.”

He reluctantly took them, and unexpectedly, Professor Gu said, “Sandalwood musk, what comes next?”

Without hesitation, he blurted out, “Boxwood cinnabar, tuber agarwood, rhinoceros horn, aconite, aloeswood, and attach a warm prescription with borneol.”

Professor Gu chuckled approvingly. “Very good, very good, you haven’t forgotten a bit!” Suddenly, his expression turned stern. “Xiao He, ‘properly’ grade these papers, ‘seriously’ grade them, no slacking off!”

Instantly, He Suye felt a chill creeping from his feet to his scalp. In his mind, he repeated, “4.5 credits, I guess someone else will have to pay again.” Sure enough, Lao Daoist, you are still as “daoist” as ever.

After packing up the papers, he slung the bag over his shoulder and decided to grab some food from the cafeteria before heading home. Lunch would have to be makeshift. Passing through the long herb garden, he noticed several girls practicing Taiwanese mercury sphygmomanometers on stone benches. He didn’t pay much attention and just glanced past them.

Immediately, a girl whispered, “Look, a handsome guy!”

Someone else chimed in, “We actually have such a catch in our school. Oh my, I’ve lived in vain for twenty years!”

Then, a girl giggled, “Stop pressing the pump like that, my arm’s going to burst! Ouch!”

He Suye listened intently and burst out laughing. He glanced up and realized he had already walked past, intending to turn back. That’s when he saw a guy standing against the back wall, showing off to a girl, “This wall is great for climbing. Before the new campus was built, we used to climb this wall to sneak out for overnight stays.”

Of course, he remembered this wall. How many classmates had climbed over it during the school closure period, he couldn’t even remember, but he couldn’t climb over it himself because there was always a girl threatening him, “He Suye, try climbing out and see!”

At that time, the school had issued a notice: unauthorized leave during school closure would result in disciplinary action, and scholarship evaluations were not allowed.

He had been truly desperate then, with no one answering the phone at home, both his parents’ office phones busy for a long time, his mobile phone switched off. It felt like he was living in a vacuum, unable to feel any sound, not even the slightest ripple.

Finally, he had made up his mind, regardless of the consequences, and more importantly, regardless of the scholarship. But just as he was about to jump down, a familiar voice came, “He Suye, don’t do anything stupid, please, I beg you, okay?”

There was no commanding tone, just a pleading one, tinged with tears. He panicked, slipped, and fell directly from the wall, arguably the most embarrassed and failed moment of his life, but fortunately, he only scraped his arm.

He could only sit there stupidly, ignoring the pain in his hands and feet, softly comforting Zhang Yiling, “Forget it, I won’t climb anymore, and you don’t need to cry anymore. If you keep crying, I’ll just dig a hole and hide in it.”

Then, they walked back together in the moonlight. Zhang Yiling’s eyelashes still had tears hanging on them, shimmering. He Suye felt somewhat guilty, but he couldn’t understand her motives. Finally, he asked, “Why didn’t you let me go?”

Zhang Yiling restrained her emotions slightly. “The school has issued a notice. Once you leave, isn’t it seeking trouble?”

He sighed. “That’s good then, no one will compete with you for the top scholarship.”

She snorted disdainfully, looking at He Suye with a haughty gaze. “I don’t care for it. It was given to me for free, I don’t care for it at all!”

He could only awkwardly smile, after a long time mustering, “Thank you.”

In fact, He Suye had known how strong she was at that time. She never borrowed anything she wanted from others. But he was really slow-witted. Such a proud girl worried about him, and he didn’t investigate the reason. He was sensitive in his thoughts, but unfortunately, when it came to emotions, he was astonishingly obtuse, only a frank, direct confession would make him understand. Although everyone could see Zhang Yiling’s admiration for him, He Suye remained oblivious. He used to be focused solely on himself, living a carefree life.

It wasn’t until his mother’s news came that he completely lost his direction in the dark night, and it was Zhang Yiling who reached out and pulled him out.

He always felt he owed her a lot, thinking of repaying her for a lifetime, but he never waited for that day. She had already told him, “He Suye, we’re even now.”

From then on, she was no longer part of his world.

Perhaps he should have known earlier that Zhang Yiling was not his cup of tea. Whatever feelings he had for her, they might have been indebtedness, dependence, or gratitude, but genuine love was rare.

Time really can help one understand some things.

Entering the cafeteria and just joining the queue, he was already contemplating how much rice he would eat today when his phone rang. It was an unfamiliar number, and he hesitated before answering. The voice on the other end was also hesitant. “He Su Ye, is this you?”

He suddenly realized, “Qiu Tian?”

On the other end, there was a hearty laugh. “It’s me. I, Hu Han San, have returned from studying abroad. How about treating you all to dinner? How about roast duck?”

When he arrived at the hotel, there were already five or six people there, all his buddies from his graduate school days. As soon as they saw He Su Ye, they started teasing, “Little He is showing his talent, already attracting beauties!”

He Su Ye playfully punched each of them, then saw Qiu Tian pause for a moment and asked with a smile, “You’re back? Did you have fun in the United States?”

Qiu Tian was He Su Ye’s classmate and close friend, with a personality opposite to his. He was lively and outgoing, with a knack for turning things around. Just by appearances, no one could link this smooth talker to the MD program at Beylor College of Medicine.

He had switched to clinical studies during his graduate years and then was sent abroad on a scholarship to pursue his Ph.D., only returning this year.

He and Zhang Yiling were the two sent abroad back then.

At the banquet, everyone was in high spirits, especially Qiu Tian. His authentic American English seemed to have disappeared somewhere, replaced by a torrent of hometown dialect, with jokes flying left and right.

He Su Ye couldn’t handle alcohol, but he was forced to drink a few cups. As he headed to the restroom, Qiu Tian, who was a bit tipsy, hugged his shoulder and asked, “Do you want to know how Zhang Yiling is doing now?”

It would be false to say he wasn’t curious. He nodded, “How is she now?”

“Not good!” Qiu Tian seemed sober, speaking with conviction. “Back then, we were sent abroad, but after studying for two years, we returned. She was set on staying in the United States, but the school here wouldn’t provide certification, and Beylor doesn’t recognize undergraduate medical degrees. She had to switch to studying bioengineering, which she’s finding quite challenging, considering it’s not her field.”

“Oh?” He Su Ye raised an eyebrow. “Seems like you’re not entirely in the know either?”

Qiu Tian splashed water on his face and took a deep breath. “We were all so busy back then, who had time to care about others? Besides, you know how it was between me and Zhang Yiling, like enemies.”

He Su Ye sighed, “Her temperament always gets her into trouble.”

Qiu Tian stared at He Su Ye in the mirror, then decided to continue, “If you still liked Zhang Yiling, you wouldn’t have come to see me today. I knew early on that you two wouldn’t end up together, but back then, you almost cut ties with me because of her.”

It felt like something was lodged in his throat, slightly irritating. He turned away from Qiu Tian and sincerely said, “Thank you!”

Qiu Tian came over and pinched him, grinning, “When are you going to find a wife and let me have a look? I want your son to call me godfather!”

Leaving the hotel, the weather suddenly turned gloomy, as if it was about to snow. Pedestrians hurried along the street, and he raised his collar against the cold wind, trying to shake off the alcohol.

Feeling a bit tipsy today, he remembered he had to revise exam papers when he got back and that Shen Xifan would come by tonight to deliver some materials. He decided to stop by the supermarket and bought some mung beans, black beans, and red beans, planning to cook porridge tonight.

Cooking porridge was an art, involving both boiling and simmering. First, you boil it over high heat until it boils, then switch to low heat to slowly thicken the soup. Porridge must not be left unattended, simmered over low heat until it’s soft and cooked, then simmered for about two hours. When cooking bean porridge, the beans should be put in before the rice, and the beans should be boiled a few times in cold water to prevent them from blooming. After that, the rice can be added.

He decided to revise the exam papers right in the kitchen, sighing repeatedly. These students really left him speechless. As he corrected them, he chuckled, thinking about posting something on Tianya after finishing, to tease the kids who needed makeup exams.

It was already dark outside. He looked up at the window and saw large snowflakes drifting down. Unable to contain his excitement, he opened the window to take a look. The cold wind, mixed with snowflakes, rushed in, disappearing as soon as it met the steam from the pot.

He thought, did Shen Xifan bring an umbrella? He hoped she didn’t end up with a pile of snow on her head, pitifully calling out, “He Su Ye, it’s snowing!”

But his intuition was always accurate. Just as he was about to serve the porridge, the doorbell rang. Sure enough, it was Shen Xifan, smiling happily, covered in snow from head to toe. Her dark eyes sparkled with excitement. “He Su Ye, it’s snowing!”

He let her in, and she immediately pulled out a stack of documents from a plastic bag, carefully checking them. “Luckily, they didn’t get wet. Look, I’ve translated them all, just waiting for your professional terms.”

He was both amused and exasperated, asking her, “Have you eaten? I’ve made porridge. Would you like some?”

As she typed incredibly fast, letters and words seemed eager to be written.

He Su Ye was surprised and impressed, witnessing Shen Xifan’s focused work for the first time. Bangs clipped to the side, wearing glasses, she was completely absorbed. Who said men were the most handsome when they were focused on work? He felt that women were just as impressive.

After a while, Shen Xifan looked up, furrowing her brows. “He Su Ye, why are all those yin-yang terms in pinyin?”

He nodded, “Add hyphens.”

“How do you say ‘Muxiang’?”

“Vladimiriasouliei, first spell it out in pinyin, then explain it.”

The room was quiet, with only the sound of their typing and occasional brief exchanges. They collaborated seamlessly and soon completed a set of documents. Li Jie sent several emoticons in a row on QQ, which amused Shen Xifan.

Feeling a bit sore in her shoulders, she looked up and shook her shoulders. Without paying attention, she saw He Su Ye covering his mouth and laughing at the computer, his dimple on the right side so sweet and adorable, it defied logic.

Unable to resist, she leaned over to take a look. As soon as she saw the first line, she burst into laughter. “He Su Ye, those kids are too talented! You’re quite talented as a teacher too!”

A certain man posted online:

“I’m feeling quite depressed… corrected your Fangge…

Classmates, all of us studying traditional Chinese medicine know about ‘Baiwei,’ but Chinese characters are just so wonderful. With ‘Baiwei,’ we also have ‘Baiwei’ beer. So, one comrade wrote ‘Add or subtract weiri, use Baiwei.’

Actually, if you wrote ‘Ziwei,’ it would’ve been okay, or even ‘Xili,’ I’d count that as correct. But what’s with writing ‘Drink Baiwei, win a BMW’? I guess they thought studying traditional Chinese medicine didn’t have a future, so they wanted to win a BMW with a lottery ticket.

For the phrase ‘Huanglian and Shengdi with Gancao, induce sweating to dispel wind and boost strength,’ how come someone wrote ‘Inducing sweating to strengthen yang and invigorate the male potency’?

Look at these classmates poisoned by advertisements. Kids, you can’t write these things randomly. Fortunately, I saw it, as did the examiner; otherwise, they probably would have failed.

Then there’s someone who wrote ‘Biyu’ as ‘Bixue.’ I really wonder, is it because they read too many Jin Yong novels when they were young, endlessly reciting about Yuan Chengzhi and Wen Qingqing’s ‘Golden Snake Lord’?

And there’s even more outrageous ones, like ‘Pujixiaodou, Bangqinlian, XX root, X leaf, Xthorn’ — I don’t know when classmates become doctors in the future and can’t remember which medicine to use, just replace it with ‘XX,’ and say ‘Figure it out yourself!’

During the correction process, there were countless spelling mistakes. Comrades, don’t worry, it’ll take two hours, slowly but surely, and make sure to use that thing around your neck…

There’s a formula I think all students of Chinese medicine should know — using Guizhi in Mahuang Tang. But why do so many people follow it with ‘Xixin Gancao Mutong shi’? Didn’t your teacher use Mahuang Tang as an example when explaining the principles of treating diseases?

Overall, correcting Fangge is much more painful than reciting silently!

Two hours of mental exhaustion, dozens of duck eggs cracked, 4.5 credits, I guess someone will have to pay again!

Comrades, cherish life, stay away from make-up exams, take care of yourselves!”

The two of them covered their mouths and laughed. Shen Xifan pointed at the screen, muttering, “Baiwei, Baiwei beer. I wonder what illness that guy’s treating with Baiwei beer?”

He Su Ye told her seriously, “Adding or subtracting with weiri, using Baiwei. Douchi, Shengcong, and Jiegen, along with eight other flavors, nourishes yin, induces sweating. This guy’s using Baiwei to nourish yin and cool blood!”

Shen Xifan stared at him seriously. “He Su Ye, I’ve never seen you say something funny before. Are you secretly humorous?”

Feigning anger, He Su Ye rolled up a book and tapped her head. “You little brat, have you lost respect for your elders? You’re asking for it!”

Shen Xifan quickly dodged, but unexpectedly, as she moved, her fingers landed perfectly on the drawer, pushing it closed with a loud bang, catching most of her fingers.

As they say, when one finger hurts, the others ache in sympathy. She grunted, tears streaming down uncontrollably.

This startled He Su Ye, who lifted her hand, examining it under the light. It was red and swollen. Shen Xifan tearfully asked, “Will my finger break?”

He Su Ye sighed, “Do you think it will break? I’ll go get some medicine. Remain still and watch out to avoid trapping your leg.

Shen Xifan looked at him aggrievedly as he applied medicine to her hand, thinking, “I’m just a bit timid, why do you always seem to pick on me, He Su Ye, it’s so frustrating!”

But she had no idea what He Su Ye was thinking. When she was pinched just now, he felt genuinely scared. Seeing her tears, he started blaming himself, feeling like he should bear the pain for her.

And now, under the gentle lamplight, her lips pursed in pain, she looked so cute, the epitome of a fragile woman.

His face reddened slightly, holding her hand, feeling a bit overwhelmed. He felt like he was emotionally slow, as Qiu Tian would say, ‘even a donkey is better than you.’ But now, encountering Shen Xifan, it was like he suddenly woke up.

This was perhaps the biggest challenge in his life, even more difficult than memorizing Fangge, he thought.

But Shen Xifan was completely unaware, her eyes wandering around. “He Su Ye, do you have that Baiwei?”

He Su Ye snapped out of it. “Are you sure you’re talking about Baiwei and not Baiwei beer?”

Using her uninjured finger, she poked his head. “Old man, I’m talking about Baiwei, such a beautiful name. I wonder what it looks like?”

He Su Ye suddenly realized. “Oh, you want to see that. Allow me to caution you against feeling disappointed!

As it turned out, Baiwei wasn’t attractive at all. Shen Xifan sighed dejectedly. “I thought it was going to be a stunning flower, but it’s just a pile of dry grass!”

He Su Ye pointed to the specimen and explained in detail, “This is the root and stem of Baiwei, short, thick, nodular, and curved. The surface is brown-yellow; brittle, easily broken, with a yellow-white skin and yellow wood inside. It has a slight odor and a slightly bitter taste. It’s cold in nature, clears heat, cools the blood, promotes urination, resolves toxins, and treats carbuncles.”

Shen Xifan took it and said, “How can one herb treat so many illnesses? But Baiwei really is a beautiful name.”

He Su Ye chuckled, “Why are you so shallow, little girl…” Before he could finish, he saw Shen Xifan glaring at him, so he quickly changed his tune, “Actually, there are so many beautiful names in traditional Chinese medicine: Baishao, Banxia, Guixin, Houpo, Fuling, Lianqiao, Baizhu, Xiangfu, Yuzhu, Ziwan, Zhizi, Liancao, Zhuyu, Zihuadi Ding…”

He carefully counted them, his expression very focused and serious. Shen Xifan looked at him and felt that this man seemed so gentle and warm, stirring something in her heart. “Suye, that’s a beautiful name too…”

Before she could finish, an unexpected interruption occurred. He Su Ye chuckled lightly, “Yes, it sounds better than lotus leaves…”

Outside the window, the snow fell heavily, accumulating on the windowsill. Tomorrow, it would surely be a snowy scene. The quiet winter night was tranquil and silent. Inside, the warmth of the heater, the glow of the desk lamp, and the soft light of the computer illuminated the two people sitting face to face, conversing, surrounded by various specimens of Chinese herbs on the floor.

Both of them felt a bit bewildered, but more so, unaware. The orange hue of the soft light flowed from their eyes, blending into the boundless night.

This scene made one feel warm and content.

Chapter 13 – Peppermint
These past few days, busy with Li Jie’s materials, Shen Xifan hadn’t been sleeping well. Yawning incessantly at work, by the time she headed home, she was already in a daze, walking aimlessly into the snow. Stepping on the thick snow beneath her feet, she found it amusing, so she made sure to tread heavily, enjoying the crunching sound, which gave her a sense of dominance.

Lately, she kept pondering over the question, “Is the pressure on me too much?”

It’s just that she pitied the innocent, pristine snow, being inadvertently trampled by her.

Ultimately, it had something to do with He Suye, and she found herself thinking about him, subtly and casually at first, but once she started, she couldn’t stop, the thoughts lingering endlessly.

Yet, there was a bitterness, not the taste of coffee, nor the lingering aroma of bitter tea, but the taste of Chinese medicine upon ingestion, somewhat coercive, like medicine one had to take, inevitable, just like thinking of him.

Frustrated, she bumped her head against the bookshelf, accidentally knocking down a precarious pile of books from the cabinet. Shen Xifan grumbled, enjoying the cathartic feeling of the books raining down, venting her emotions in the process.

She laughed, heartily, realizing she was being a bit silly, but endearingly so, unable to resist liking herself.

She decided to sit on the ground and organize the scattered books, unable to hide the smile in her eyes, all textbooks and reference books from her university days, some with blank pages, devoid even of names.

Skipping classes, dozing off in class, staying up late for exams, those days were gone forever. She was independent now, shouldering responsibilities.

But those times were truly beautiful, yet it’s only after losing them that one realizes their value, and only with infinite time ahead can one cherish those fleeting moments.

However, her hand suddenly paused as she noticed a photo mixed in with the pile of books, along with a few letters. Hesitating for a moment, she still picked them up, the seemingly weightless papers feeling like a ton to her.

Because it was painful, it felt exceptionally heavy, not weighing down on her hand, but accumulating in her heart.

In the photo, she looked genuinely happy, with a sincere smile, her eyes filled with sweetness, and her arm linked with Yan Heng, who was looking at her with indulgence, back then, everyone thought they were naturally suited for each other.

During love, every girl is an angel, blessed by the gods, hence always happy and beautiful.

But now, as she turned to face the glass cabinet, she forced out a radiant smile, seeing her reflection in the glass, devoid of luster, her smile forced, a stark contrast to the photo, it became a kind of ironic mockery.

Truly ironic, she thought, having to encounter her first love three years later, seemed to be entangled in some inexplicable way.

She casually threw the photo and letters into the cabinet, sitting back at the computer to continue translating materials. She didn’t notice that the letters had silently fallen to the ground.

“Every day, I suddenly find myself with a lot of free time, so I wander, doing nothing.

Do you know? Every day, as I pass by the mailbox on the school street, I have this urge, I want to write down all our past days and stuff them all into this mailbox, and each envelope has a common address, called love.

The mailbox doesn’t speak, but it knows I love you. Even if you don’t love me anymore, even if you leave me, I still want to remember our past this way.”

“On the highway, clusters of clouds are attracted by the sunlight, the sky is light blue, and the moon and the sun shine simultaneously, just like the moment I saw your face for the second time, it blinded my heart, blinded my eyes, from then on, regardless of everything, as long as I can be with you, what does it matter if the sky collapses?

I seem to have forgotten to ask you, how did you feel when you first saw me?

I didn’t ask, and you didn’t say, and now there’s no chance, I feel so regretful.”

“Time passes so quickly, cherry blossoms fall, roses bloom, gardenias wither, the first lotus blossoms, in the blink of an eye, our lives have been so unpredictable, walking away.

Actually, until today, I don’t regret loving you, it’s just that we’re both adults now, we always have to accept some inevitable things, and we always have to understand that two people who once loved each other may not be able to reach the end due to some reasons.”

The next day, going to work, she felt a bit weary, looking at the melting snow outside the window, inexplicably feeling disheartened, she thought, if only things could stay like this forever, with the snow covering everything.

In the end, she felt she was a nostalgic person, always unsure of the next step.

Today was Lin Yi’s shift, and because of budget issues in the guest room department, Shen Xifan left very late. In the entire administrative building, only the office of the public relations department and the first-floor secretary’s office were still lit. She smiled and prepared to say hello and leave.

Moonlight, reflecting off the snow, shone on the corridor, beautiful yet emitting an infinite desolation, chilling to the bone. Her hand couldn’t help but reach out, her palm appearing translucent.

Suddenly, the phone rang loudly, and she hastily withdrew her hand, picking up the phone, but there was no response on the other end. She had to ask, “May I ask, who is this?”

He softly called her, “Xiaofan… I miss you…” His voice, calm, seemed to traverse the long corridor, with a hint of distant bewilderment.

Three years ago, he had said those same words to her.

It was their first time holding hands, a cold winter wind blowing, they walked hand in hand around the playground, round, and round, until the lights were turned off, and he finally escorted her back. Reluctant to let go, he held her hand tightly, until she managed to break free.

But before she could even return to her dormitory, his call came, “Xiaofan… I miss you…”

That night, she stayed awake all night, feeling his lingering warmth in her palms. Lying in the darkness, she savored the words “Xiaofan, I miss you,” with a heart full of joy, secretly burying her face in the blanket and chuckling softly.

Back then, that was how he started every phone call.

However, she was unusually calm now. She told herself that what was meant to happen would inevitably happen. Following the sound of his voice, she turned around, closed her phone, and furrowed her brow slightly. “Is there something you need?”

He looked thinner, worn-out, covered in dust, his tie undone, tiny beads of sweat on his forehead. Yet, his expression remained confident, as if everything was under control.

In the past, seeing him like this would have made her proud, but now, looking at her with that expression, she felt a mix of sadness and anger. He had hurt her so deeply, so why did he still consider her his due, just like that naive girl from years ago?

Yan Heng walked briskly towards her, his breath slightly uneven. He spoke softly, “I miss you. That night when we parted ways, and then I went to the United States, I found myself missing you a lot there. Your figure haunted my nights, so I had to come back and tell you, I miss you.”

Her heart surged like a raging sea, yet she maintained a façade of calmness on her face. “Is that all you wanted to say?”

“No!” Yan Heng’s voice was firm as he took a step forward, cautiously attempting to embrace Shen Xifan. But she instinctively dodged, narrowly avoiding his grasp.

However, he persisted, firmly gripping her arms and pressing his chin against her head. Shen Xifan struggled but to no avail. Eventually, exhausted, she looked into the distance, the dark corridor seemingly endless.

After a long silence, he whispered to her, “I’m sorry, Xiaofan, I’m sorry for what happened three years ago. Would you come back now?”

She had waited three years for those words, and finally, they came.

However, the joy she expected didn’t come. Instead, she wanted to cry, to cry loudly and release all the grievances, frustrations, and resentments of the past three years. She hated him for treating her so cruelly.

How could he now say “I’m sorry” to her? How could he speak up? What exactly did he want to do to let her go?

Then she suddenly understood: one missed moment could mean missing out on eternity.

Feeling Shen Xifan’s body stiffen abnormally, Yan Heng couldn’t help but loosen his grip on her arms, wanting to see what was wrong. Unexpectedly, she broke free with all her strength, running away without looking back.

A tear stain was left on his suit.

He intended to chase after her, but a cold voice came from behind, “She won’t see you. Please leave.”

Lin Yi stood under the orange light, hands in his pockets, leaning against the door, a hint of a disdainful smile on his lips, his expression surprisingly gentle. “Go back. She needs time to think.”

He suppressed the sharpness in his demeanor, walking towards the stairs. Lin Yi faced him as he approached, wearing a mysterious smile.

He looked back again, but there was no trace of him, only Lin Yi passing by him, accompanied by the echoing words, “She’s my junior sister. How can you make her cry?” resonating in the empty corridor for a long time.

Outside the window, the pale moon looked down coldly on the world, amid an unfathomable cycle, sighing silently.

“Don’t cry, junior sister…”

Shen Xifan looked up, unable to adjust her eyes to the sudden brightness, feeling dizzy for a moment. After steadying herself, she looked at Lin Yi, wanting to speak but struggling to find the words.

“He won’t come back. I just told him to leave.” Seeing her clearly, Lin Yi was surprised. “So you didn’t cry, huh? You had me worried for nothing.”

Shen Xifan managed a faint smile. “How could I cry for someone like him? I just didn’t want to face him.”

Lin Yi could only smile, reaching out to tidy up her scattered hair. Shen Xifan sighed helplessly. “Senior brother, you seem free, but unfortunately, I don’t have time to keep you company. I need to go home for dinner.”

As she reached the door, she suddenly remembered something and asked tentatively, “Senior brother, do you know about… him and me?”

Lin Yishen, sitting at the table, didn’t look at her, just gazed out the window absentmindedly, his tone ethereal, each word striking her heart, “You’re my junior sister… How could I not know?”

Tonight, Shen Xifan felt like she had run into bad luck.

Leaving the hotel, she didn’t feel like going home. She wandered on the streets. There was still some snow piled up on the roadside, but it had turned grey, no longer pure white.

She remembered the night when He Suye escorted her home. The snow was heavy and beautiful, coming down in sheets. He Suye held an umbrella for her, but she liked to play in the snow, refusing to let him hold the umbrella. The snow that night was crystal clear and pristine.

She sang amid the snowfall, “Sometimes, I believe that everything has an end. Meetings and partings, they all have their time. Nothing lasts forever, but sometimes, I would rather choose to linger…”

He Suye looked at her with a gentle smile and then told her about the medicinal properties of red beans. She laughed at his professional jargon, calling him old-fashioned. He teased her for pretending to be mature, and they ended up playing in the snow together, forgetting the umbrella.

Was love like snow, once tainted, never as pure again?

After walking for a long time, she felt tired. She wanted to take the bus back, but she realized she had forgotten her wallet.

With a bitter smile, she didn’t want to call home and invite a scolding for no reason. So she dialed He Suye’s number, hesitated for a moment when it connected, and then firmly asked, “He Suye, can I skip Li Jie’s treat?”

Perhaps he wasn’t at home; there was some noise around him. But his voice came through clearly, “Little sister, what mischief are you up to now?”

Shen Xifan smiled helplessly. “I’m thinking, can Dr. He show some mercy to me? You see, I forgot my wallet and can’t go home for now…”

He Suye came, coincidentally, he stayed at the school, close to where she was. She saw him get off the bus, carrying a shoulder bag, his windbreaker buttons still undone, his hair blown by the wind. Then he stood in front of her and said softly, “Let’s go.”

Just those two words made Shen Xifan want to cry.

She had always pretended to be strong. Even though she hated Yan Heng so much, she still concealed it carefully in front of him, unwilling to show any weakness. Even if she felt wronged, she didn’t want to cry in front of others.

But these two words of warmth made her emotions accumulate, desperately sought a way to vent.

A big bowl of Lanzhou noodles, filled with broth and fragrant beef, the hustle and bustle of people coming and going, the owner occasionally chatting with customers, mostly teasing. The steam rose, making Shen Xifan’s eyes red.

She ate voraciously, afraid to stop, fearing that if she did, tears would uncontrollably flow. This man opposite her, even in this humble little eatery on the street, still exuded warmth.

He smiled as he ordered a big bowl of noodles for himself, then silently watched her pick out the beef, quietly transferring the beef from his bowl to hers. Always picking up the chopsticks after her, but finishing first, and then asking if she wanted anything else.

Feeling overwhelmed, she longed for clarity. She sought solace in tears, hoping to release pent-up emotions and gain insight into her feelings.

Passing by the supermarket in the neighborhood, she borrowed some money and came out with a pack of peppermint candies. He Suye looked astonished, “This brand is spicy!”

Shen Xifan glared at him indignantly, tore open the packaging with a “whoosh,” and retorted, “What are you looking at? Do you want some too?”

He Suye shook his head, “It’s too stimulating, I can’t handle it.” Then he turned away, ready to go home.

Then, she popped a handful of peppermint candies into her mouth. A burst of peppermint flavor surged to her brain, the spiciness and the mintiness stimulating her tear glands. She lowered her head, tears dripping, falling to the ground, but without sadness.

All the grievances, pains, and hatred couldn’t withstand these scattered moments of warmth. Just a little bit of warmth was enough to satisfy her.

He Suye seemed to sense something, stopped in his tracks, and looked at Shen Xifan. He found her crouched down, burying her head in her clothes, vigorously rubbing it to wipe away any trace of tears.

“Little sister, what’s wrong?” He Suye squatted down in front of her, nervous.

“I got spiced…” Shen Xifan didn’t want to lift her head. Her head was rubbing against her clothes, trying to wipe away the traces of tears.

He Suye sighed, “I told you not to eat so many. It’s like Mentos, very spicy. Although peppermint disperses wind, clears heat, dispels dampness, and detoxifies. It treats external wind-heat, headache, red eyes, sore throat, food stagnation, bloating, oral ulcers, and toothache.”

Finally, Shen Xifan raised her head, her eyes reddened. “He Suye, you’re so annoying… Why do you always stick to your professional jargon…”

He squatted in front of her, took the pack of peppermint candies, and looked around for a trash can, teasing Shen Xifan, “Ah if I didn’t talk so much, would you look up at me?”

“Hey, He Suye, this peppermint is so spicy, it’s choking me. I think I’m going to throw up…”

“Hold on!”

Sitting on a chair in the neighborhood garden, Shen Xifan finally caught her breath, only to be greeted by He Suye’s smile. “Peppermint leaves a lingering fragrance on the lips, but not everyone dares to try it.”

Shen Xifan chuckled, “He Suye, are you saying you don’t dare to try it?”

“Me? No, I just simply don’t like it.”

“So, do you think love is like peppermint?”

“Little sister, love comes in all flavors, sweet, sour, bitter, and spicy. It’s not something that can be summarized. But every relationship leaves its mark, maybe it’s bitterness, maybe it’s a lingering fragrance…”

“If there’s a type of love called ‘lost and regained’…”

“Silly girl, love doesn’t come back once it’s lost. Once it’s gone, it’s gone. If it does come back, it’s not the same taste anymore. When you toss a peppermint candy into your mouth, it starts spicy and stimulating, then the fragrance lingers on your lips, and finally, a hint of sweetness leaves you wanting more. Every taste of love is different. Love that’s been interrupted halfway is like tasting only half of a peppermint candy. It’s not the same as the beginning taste.”

“He Suye, I don’t know…”

“Then take your time to think. Time has a way of helping people understand many things…”

The wind was strong, blowing the snow off the trees, brushing against her face, turning into tiny droplets of water vapor that evaporated and disappeared. Perhaps there would be a second snowfall this year, maybe even a third.

Time would pass, and those confusing feelings, those bewildering people, would give her time to think. She would wait for the second snowfall, then the melting, the third snowfall, and then, spring.

She believed that everything would have an answer, about herself, about Yan Heng, about the pain of first love, about love.

Chapter 14 – Cassia Seed
He Su Ye went to work at the hospital. Just as he got off the bus, he saw Comrade Qiu Tian walking into the hospital gate, swaying his head with an MP3 player on. He was curious and walked over to pat Qiu Tian on the shoulder. “Don’t tell me you’re working here too.”

Qiu Tian looked innocent. “What kind of world is this? My arrival is so unwelcome. I’m deeply hurt!”

He Su Ye laughed. “Welcome. I just find it curious that no mentor can hold you down.”

Qiu Tian sighed. “What a world. Having a Ph.D. means nothing much. There are plenty in the hospital. I still have to follow the boss and do the dirty work. Besides, our cardiology department isn’t that strong. I’m just staying for now. Who knows, I might leave someday.”

He Su Ye remained silent, feeling somewhat the same. Qiu Tian continued, “Su Ye, I wanted to work under your dad, but it’s impossible. I’m not a military man.”

He hesitated, “Right, it seems impossible. That’s the military hospital, requires military status.”

Qiu Tian gave him a “you’re slow” expression, reaching out to pinch him. He sighed, “I don’t understand you. You didn’t even try for the military medical school. You even studied traditional Chinese medicine. With your dad being a hospital director and a major general, a nationally renowned cardiovascular expert, what a waste!”

He Su Ye sighed helplessly. “You can’t force these things. I prefer traditional Chinese medicine.”

Today was Professor Gu’s clinic day. The Chinese medicine building was packed with people. He Su Ye and another female doctoral student sat aside, observing patients, taking notes, and calling out numbers. Professor Gu was known for being strict. The female doctoral student hesitated several times while writing prescriptions and was glared at repeatedly.

After a long wait, a call came to summon the professor away. The doctoral student sighed, “Every time the boss has a clinic, it feels like I lose a month of my life.”

A nurse called out, “Dr. He, Professor Gu wants you in the internal medicine building, gastroenterology.”

The female doctoral student finally noticed his name tag — “Attending Physician.” She sighed inwardly, realizing why the boss valued him so much. She was just a physician. By this standard, she should call him senior master.

It was an unusually busy day. He started with a clinic in the Chinese medicine building, then dealt with a patient in gastroenterology, and was called to hematology afterward. Finally, the boss told him about a new drug and asked if he’d like to help.

He Su Ye smiled wryly, thinking how tough this year-end was.

The application form from the University of Pennsylvania School of Medicine sat under his desk, untouched for a long time. Professor Andy had expressed several times that he didn’t want to lose an excellent talent in integrated Chinese and Western medicine and was willing to wait as long as needed.

The momentum of studying traditional Chinese medicine in the country was far behind that of the United States across the ocean, which he found rather sad.

It seemed like everyone was busy at year-end. Li Jie was dizzy from exams and kept coming to He Su Ye for help. Fang Ke Xin seemed to have disappeared for a long time; heard the imaging department was also very busy. Grandma called, saying He Su Ye’s father went to Japan and might not come home for Chinese New Year.

He Su Ye had indeed been feeling restless lately and bought some bitter herb tea to drink.

Bitter herb tea possesses properties such as bitterness, mild coldness, thirst-quenching, vision improvement, wind and heat dispelling, head-clearing, detoxification, and bleeding cessation. It treats conditions like wind-heat headaches and red, swollen eyes, while also lowering blood pressure, blood lipids, aiding weight loss, and possessing anti-cancer and anti-aging properties.

He favored the bitterness of bitter herb tea, drinking it as plain water.

The second heavy snowfall of the year came, even larger and fiercer than the first. The meteorological department issued a series of warnings in succession. The city fell eerily silent, isolated as highways, railways, and airports suffered damage from the disaster.

He Su Ye felt similarly isolated. Apart from Qiu Tian and Li Jie, no one talked to him.

Even Shen Xi Fan seemed to have disappeared. This sometimes noisy, sometimes quiet girl vanished as if evaporated snowflakes, leaving no trace, making her untraceable.

He Su Ye wondered if it would be too abrupt to send her a message and if it was even necessary.

This winter was really cold; the warmth of a cup of tea was far from enough.

He had been studying pharmacology these days, busy with the boss’s new drug formulations, including studying the usage of a liquid chromatography-mass spectrometry system worth 1.5 million and a gas chromatography-mass spectrometry system worth 650,000.

Books, manuals, papers, and reports cluttered his desk in a chaotic pile. He Su Ye’s things had never been so messy, but he didn’t bother to tidy up, letting it develop as it pleased.

Stretching his arm, he retrieved the Chinese Pharmacopoeia from the depths of the cluttered desk. Unexpectedly, he overturned all the books. Among them, he found a blue piece of paper, tucked among Li Jie’s documents.

It was from Shen Xi Fan, her handwriting elegant and somewhat graceful.

Large clouds swiftly traverse the city sky. Suddenly, a pigeon glides by, its silhouette fragmented by adjacent balcony wires, evoking poignant notes of loss.

I feel like I’ve seen this scene before. We walked hand in hand on the road after the rain. I asked you what happiness was, and you said happiness is spending a lifetime with the person you love, quarreling and bickering.”

“I’ve grown accustomed to it—holding an umbrella alone, walking alone, smiling alone, and being drenched in the rain alone.” So on this rainy afternoon, I wandered from the east end to the west end of the flower market alone, and then from the west end back to the east end. Eventually, I got hungry, so I walked into that Hong Kong-style tea restaurant alone and ordered the seafood noodles you used to love. Little by little, it felt like I was eating away memories, devouring the food in front of me.

As the geese disperse, the fading sun disappears into the gloom, casting a somber atmosphere over the landscape. On days without me, are you doing well?”

A sour taste surged in his heart. He Su Ye sighed softly, remembering Shen Xi Fan’s red eyes last time and her strange question about “lost and regained love”. He should have realized something was wrong.

Shen Xi Fan must have deeply loved someone, the person mentioned in this letter, giving everything, like a moth to a flame, burning fiercely, turning into ashes. And now, has that person returned to find her?

Cherish and protect this good girl, innocent and lovely, sometimes mischievous but always diligent, instead of hurting, abandoning, and then begging for forgiveness.

Her recent disappearance out of nowhere, was it because she encountered difficulties, or because there were things she couldn’t understand? He felt worried, although — it felt somewhat odd.

In the end, he messaged her, but it was like dropping a stone into the ocean. He waited all night, but there was no reply. Calling her yielded only a cold response, “Sorry, the number you dialed is powered off.”

He picked up the teacup, feeling the faint bitterness on his tongue for the first time. Mischievously, he wondered if he should add a little sugar.

It wasn’t Shen Xi Fan’s fault. At her cousin’s wedding banquet that night, her cousin’s four-year-old son cried and demanded to go home. She held the child and let him fuss at the stairwell, taking out her phone, and playing music to amuse him. Then when she turned around, the child got restless, holding the phone unsteadily. The phone slipped from the second floor and fell onto the marble floor below, shattering into pieces.

She felt this year-end was truly sad, lonely, and boring, and it even cost her money.

But she didn’t know someone was thinking about her, worrying about her all night.

The next day at work, Shen Xi Fan felt handicapped without her phone and decided to buy one after work to solve the communication problem.

Coincidentally, a package arrived from the courier company. Curious, she signed for it and opened it, only to be genuinely startled. It was from Chow Sang Sang, and inside was a diamond necklace. She vaguely remembered it was the “Platinum Heart Shadow” model.

Her eyes widened in shock. The scattered diamonds sparkled under the orange light, shimmering like a dream. No wonder women loved diamonds and such things; it wasn’t just vanity but also a great satisfaction of their aesthetic senses.

She was no exception, but this gift was too precious. It wasn’t that she didn’t want it, but she couldn’t afford it.

She picked it up and read it carefully, then carefully packed the necklace and placed the box at the bottom of her bag. Deciding to find him at the coffee shop, she planned to return the gift and say, “Let me think about it.”

This was the best way, right? For example, hurt couldn’t be simply erased, and feelings couldn’t just disappear without a trace. She understood these truths, but she didn’t want any regrets in her life.

Think it through, then decide how to proceed. Time would prove everything.

He Su Ye stayed in the lab very late. The graduate student he went with was impatient and accidentally miscalculated the dosage of the drug, so they had to start over again. The experiment that could have ended at five was dragged on until past seven.

He planned to grab something from a roadside stall to eat but then saw Shen Xi Fan at the ramen shop, holding chopsticks and tissues, slurping spicy hotpot, looking quite entertained.

Suddenly, he felt a sense of amusement at his unrequited concern and at the carefree way this little girl acted. Shen Xi Fan was happily picking at lettuce, the soup bowl filled with bright red chili oil, panting as she ate, and then she saw He Su Ye holding a bowl, gesturing if he could sit across from her. She was curious if that guy could eat this kind of food too.

“He’s indeed a hidden type,” she thought, “opting for clear broth, so bland. The essence of hotpot lies in its spiciness! She disdainfully glanced at him, pursing her lips.

He Su Ye’s expression turned cold. “I’ve got a fever and can’t handle spicy food. Don’t look at me like that; I’m irritated lately!”

Indeed, even a mild-mannered traditional Chinese doctor could have emotions. But Shen Xi Fan was even more irritated. “You’re irritated? I’m even more irritated! Not only did I break my phone…”

He Su Ye was taken aback. Muttering, “Broke your phone? Oh, I see…”

Choking on her food, Shen Xi Fan paused, then sighed. “Breaking my phone was bad enough, but then my ex-boyfriend showed up out of the blue, giving me gifts for no reason. Do you think I’m lucky? Far from it! I returned everything. I’m so frustrated!”

He Su Ye found her words hard to swallow. His thoughts swirled. So, the person mentioned in the letter was indeed her ex-boyfriend. Her pitiful appearance that day was also because of him. And now, every word out of her mouth was about him. Was he trying to win her back? Fortunately, she remained firm and stood her ground.

For the first time in over twenty years, He Su Ye found himself despising someone, specifically Shen Xi Fan’s ex-boyfriend.

Wait, what was wrong with him? Why was he thinking about irrelevant things?

The meal tasted bland to He Su Ye, but Shen Xi Fan finished hers with a cheerful smile. She even reached over with her chopsticks to pick at the gluten in his bowl, showing no signs of concern about her ex-boyfriend.

Watching Shen Xi Fan finish her meal, He Su Ye sighed. “I’m feeling so frustrated lately, with my heart burning. Despite my current appearance, seeming so happy, I’m quite troubled. Shen Xi Fan, what should I do?”

He felt like she should go to the emergency room, get a sedative injection, and then transfer to the neurology department. She was stumbling over her words, asking him what to do but unable to provide any reasons.

“Bitterdew tea, to cool down,” he replied. To provide more evidence, he added, “I’ve been drinking it lately too.”

Shen Xi Fan exclaimed, “He Su Ye, Bitterdew tea? Are you trying to lose weight?”

Exasperated, He Su Ye shook his head. Lotus leaves not only aid in weight loss but also possess properties to dispel heat, invigorate yang, and cool and stop bleeding.

As soon as he finished speaking, Shen Xi Fan burst into laughter. “Su Ye, Lotus leaves… You have all the effects covered!”

On the way home, both of them were lost in thought, they remained silent. Finally, Shen Xi Fan couldn’t hold back any longer. “He Su Ye, I feel like forgetting isn’t so easy. For example, my ex-boyfriend. Even though reason tells me it’s impossible, I can’t help but think about it involuntarily. It’s an indescribable feeling. Perhaps I loved too deeply before and was hurt too badly, so I can’t forget even if I want to.”

“How long were you together with him? I mean, your ex-boyfriend?”

“Two years, to be precise, 764 days…”

“Oh… Is your phone fixed?”

“I just bought a new one. So frustrating. By the way, did you send me a message?”

“YeAh nothing important. Just wondering what you were up to.”

“Sorry…”

He Su Ye returned home and brewed a cup of Bitterdew tea. Taking up the letter again, under the soft glow of the lamp, the blue paper exuded a faint sadness. Her words, her heartache, he could feel it.

Upon reading it again, it was more than just a sour feeling. He felt a twinge of pain for her. It turned out that Shen Xi Fan still carried scars from her youth, seemingly healed but deep into her marrow. A single misstep could bring about earth-shattering pain. She had never had another boyfriend after that, afraid to mention love again, afraid to fall in love again, and then suffer once more. Such a sensitive girl, fragile enough to trigger protective instincts.

As he sipped the tea, He Su Ye couldn’t help but furrow his brows. Bitter, truly bitter. There was a place in his heart that ached faintly, soft and long, tightening around his heart.

Was he falling for her? He found himself worrying about her, missing her every few days, getting anxious for her, minding her ex-boyfriend, inexplicably jealous. Everything was proof of his affection for her.

Joy and helplessness seized him simultaneously. Shen Xi Fan seemed to have a bottomless void in her heart, and he didn’t know what to fill it with. He couldn’t force her out of it, but how could he make this girl, who made him ache and feel responsible, radiate sunshine and happiness?

Just making her feel happy was enough for him. He was willing to stand by her side, quietly waiting.

Chapter 15 – Hawthorn
When Shen Xi Fan returned home, she saw a pile of burlap sacks and gift boxes in the living room. As she went to wash her hands in the bathroom, she heard a rustling sound coming from a plastic bucket. Curious, she lifted the lid and exclaimed, “Oh my goodness! There’s a snake!”

This startled her father, who came over with a smile, teasing the creature with a small wooden stick. “That’s an eel. Why are you so scared?”

Shen Xi Fan grimaced. “Take it to the balcony! I can’t stand having something like that around while I use the bathroom!”

Then, she heard squeaking noises from one of the sacks. Her father explained, “Those are crabs, and this one is a carp. Fan Fan, come help me transfer the fish into the bucket. Be careful not to hurt them, or your mother will be upset again.”

During dinner, Shen’s mother happily directed the allocation of seafood to be sent to grandparents’ and relatives’ homes. “Pick out a few boxes of fresh seafood for your grandfather and uncle’s families. Also, those vegetables from the agricultural bureau’s greenhouses are growing well this year.”

Shen’s father nodded in agreement. “Sending flowers, vegetables, and fruits for the New Year is practical!”

Shen Xi Fan blinked, suddenly realizing, “Oh… I see why there are so many things at home. It’s almost Chinese New Year!”

Her mother frowned. “You’re always focused on work. You don’t even know if you have any holidays during the New Year. This year, on New Year’s Eve, your uncle will host, on the first day, we’ll visit your grandfather’s house, and on the second day, they’ll come over for dinner. We’ll just cook some home-style dishes.”

Shen Xi Fan lamented, “And I have to give red envelopes to the kids again. I’m going broke!”

Indeed, Chinese New Year was approaching. Visitors arrived at Shen’s home in the evening, mostly colleagues from her mother’s office, bringing with them two pots of orchids named “Sea Butterfly’s Whisper,” six pots of kumquats, and several boxes of oranges, mandarins, kiwi, and strawberries.

Having food to share was Shen Xi Fan’s only anticipation for the upcoming holiday. Although material life was abundant now, she still found joy in simple family gatherings and meals. Even if it was just cabbage and tofu, it would taste sweet.

Online discussions abound about how to celebrate the New Year nowadays and the program schedule for the Spring Festival Gala. Some even openly recruited “temporary girlfriends” or “temporary boyfriends” online to appease their parents’ pressure for marriage.

She casually clicked on a webpage, where the post was seeking advice on proposing to his girlfriend. It was highly popular, with numerous comments from netizens, mostly women, unanimously requesting diamonds as the ideal gift.

Indeed, “diamonds are forever” had an irresistible charm even to the most refined and aloof women, such as Shen Xi Fan, who couldn’t resist the allure of the “Platinum Heart Shadow” necklace.

But was it what she deserved? She remembered the disappointment on Ye Heng’s face this afternoon. She felt a twinge of guilt, but after all, he had hurt her first. Did she long for that feeling of affection from three years ago, or was it resentment from the past hurt?

She thought to herself, perhaps this was enough. When it was time to get married, she would find a suitable person, have a simple courtship, and then get married. During the New Year, she would visit the other family, joyously calling him “brother-in-law,” collecting red envelopes from the elders, having a few drinks with her grandfather, playing mahjong with her aunts, and thus a year would pass. Maybe this was what it meant to be a family.

Yet she couldn’t help but feel unsatisfied. Was this the life she wanted? Was this the love she dreamed of? In this bustling city, did she have her own pure and sincere affection?

At the morning meeting the next day, Mr. Cheng suddenly proposed to hold a year-end celebration at a hotel, where bonuses would be distributed. Shen Xi Fan felt like she had finally made it through the year.

As she walked home alone, she was drawn to the lively scene on the streets. Passing by the supermarket, she couldn’t help but reminisce about her childhood during the New Year. Unable to resist, she entered and bought rose cakes, white rice cakes, sesame tangyuan, and a box of Swiss chocolates.

But she was somewhat disappointed. Why weren’t there any candied haws? Coincidentally, as she walked past Times Square, she saw several elderly people carrying sticks with haws hung on them, bright red and inviting. A child beside them was picking out some.

After picking for a while, she finally chose a string that looked particularly abundant and beautiful. Just as she was about to pay, a familiar voice next to her said, “I’ll have a string too!”

She couldn’t believe it. She had encountered He Su Ye at this moment. He was wearing a coffee-colored coat, radiating warmth and smiling softly, his dimples as sweet as the candied haws. Shen Xi Fan suddenly felt a chill. What a strange scene—a handsome doctor paired with a string of candied haws!

Indeed, this string of candied haws made He Su Ye abandon his usual serious and cautious demeanor. He ate with relish, unconcerned about others, which left Shen Xi Fan speechless.

Shen Xi Fan asked curiously, “Why do I keep running into you lately?”

He Su Ye smiled. “I’ve been busy with the boss’s experiments lately. I usually finish work around this time.”

“What are you busy with? State secrets, biochemical weapons, or biological viruses?”

“Why do you always have such sinister thoughts in your head? Don’t doctors always think about how to help people? Like digestive tablets, you know, something similar!”

“So, you’re here to buy candied haws?”

“They’re delicious, sour, and sweet, hawthorn aids digestion, promotes circulation, especially helpful for digesting greasy food. Plus, they’re full of memories. During the New Year when I was a child, my family would always buy these. It’s very festive.”

“When are you going to give me a taste of that medicine of yours?”

“When you’re so full you can’t walk straight!”

“Then won’t I turn into a pig?”

“Who says you’re not already one?… Xiao Yatou, I’m just kidding. Don’t be mad!”

The year-end celebration at Gu Nanhuating was quite grand, but for Shen Xi Fan, nothing seemed to attract her except for the bonus.

The subsequent ball was equally boring. During the event, she only danced one dance with Lin Yi Shen, and that was because her dancing was too clumsy, so she voluntarily excused herself.

At that moment, she was feeling emotional when a fair hand extended towards her. “May I have the pleasure of this dance, Miss Shen?”

She blurted out, “If you don’t mind me bombing your left and right feet alternately, then I guess…” But she paused, struck by the familiarity of the dialogue. Was it like a flashback to five years ago?

Back then, when the college organized a remedial dance class, Shen Xi Fan was limited in talent. Once she moved her feet, she forgot her hands, stiff all over, and carefully afraid of stepping on the other person’s feet. Her dance partner kept comforting her, “Don’t be nervous, just relax your body.”

But how could she relax? At her wit’s end, a boy said to her dance partner, “Let me teach her. She’s staring at the floor so much; she’s worn holes into it!”

Embarrassed and annoyed, she lifted her head and saw a handsome face and gentle smiling eyes. She couldn’t refuse anymore, and so she fell into her downfall, irredeemable.

After that, whenever there was a school dance, the phrase “If you don’t mind me bombing your left and right feet alternately” became their code. Among all the dance partners, only Ye Heng would laugh and remind her, “Xiao Fan, I think you’ve stepped on my foot again.”

Gentle affection flowed in Ye Heng’s eyes, just like five years ago. He familiarly took Shen Xi Fan’s hand, as they had done hundreds, thousands of times before.

The orange glow of the crystal chandelier, and the clear reflection of the water, made Shen Xi Fan feel a bit dreamy and dizzy. The music accompanied her faint breath, and the emptiness in her heart expanded and expanded further. She struggled to control her overflowing emotions.

The eyes of the people around were focused on the two of them, creating an atmosphere that rejected outsiders. It only existed in their own space. She inexplicably felt a bit lost. Suddenly, she felt his breath getting closer, entwining, and somewhat helpless.

Suddenly, she decisively let go of his hand and turned away. It was a close call; she almost fell into the same trap again.

With wet cheeks, the cold water instantly woke her up. She didn’t want to go back in. As she was leaving, she saw Lin Yi Shen holding her coat and handbag, waving at her.

She felt a bit embarrassed. “Thank you, senior. Did I show too much attitude?”

Lin Yi Shen smiled. “I didn’t expect Junior Sister to have a temper too. What’s wrong, upset because your ex showed up?”

Shen Xi Fan frowned. “Senior, let me ask you a question. Why can guys break up with girls without any warning signs?”

Lin Yi Shen stared. “Are you accusing me of being fickle? I can’t explain this question either, but it seems to be the usual method for guys. Tired, bored, they feel like even one word is unnecessary, and then they passively avoid, seeking new excitement until they’re forced to say ‘let’s break up.'”

Seeing Shen Xi Fan’s indignant expression, he added, “Back then, we were all young and reckless, just missing the word ‘responsibility.’ But who didn’t grow up hurting others along the way!”

Shen Xi Fan smiled bitterly, “If we could have just sat down and talked calmly back then, it wouldn’t be like this now. I wouldn’t be so confused—whether I’m still not over him or just holding a grudge.”

Before she could finish speaking, her phone rang. It was Li Jie. She quickly answered, and he asked, “Shen Xi Fan, do you have time? Want to come over for dumplings? What kind of filling do you like? Oh, we’re all at our senior brother’s place!”

Before she could reply, Li Jie continued, “We’ve got chive, three delicacies, pure meat, and green beans. Which do you like? We’ll make more of those.” He left her no room to refuse.

Carrying two roast ducks, she arrived at He Suye’s place. As she reached the stairs, she heard Li Jie’s voice, “Fang Kexin, how can you, a girl, not know how to make dumplings? Let me show you!”

She knocked on the door and waited for a while before someone answered. A guy with flour-covered hands and a face appeared. He looked a bit mischievous and seemed like the type that attracts girls, “Hey, pretty girl, who are you looking for?”

She stammered, “He… Li Jie…”

Then He Suye poked his head out and smiled at her, his face also dusted with flour, looking very homey. Fang Kexin was sitting on the sofa, looking upset while watching TV. Some people from their last gathering greeted her.

Li Jie, always amusing, immediately started talking, “I was just talking about you, and now you’re here! Great! Shen Xi Fan, come help me with the dumplings. You know how to make them, right? Don’t tell me you can’t!”

Before she knew it, Shen Xi Fan was covered in flour, helplessly unable to grab a tissue to clean herself. He Suye freed a hand, wiped her with a damp towel, and handed her his apron. “I’ll cook the dumplings. You don’t need to.”

With confidence, he remarked, “You have feelings for that girl, don’t you?” His hand trembled as he held a plate. Smiling, he openly admitted, “YeAh you figured it out so quickly?”

Qiu Tian was taken aback, “Surprising! Surprising!” Then he put on his usual nonchalant grin, “I think she’s great—honest and easygoing. Hey, have you confessed yet, or did she turn you down? You probably haven’t confessed yet, right? What a slowpoke…”

He Suye sighed, “Can you not be so sharp? It’s terrifying. If Fang Kexin knew what you were up to, she’d kill you!”

Qiu Tian snorted, “I can’t stand seeing her treat you so well. And you just act like, ‘Really? Is that so?’ It’s unbearable. Why do more girls always like you than me? It’s annoying!”

He Suye squinted, pondering, even I know you like Fang Kexin. Otherwise, why did you always have Li Jie tell me she liked me? However, there might be some truth to it.

Qiu Tian reached out to lift the pot lid. “Why don’t you go and confess?”

As the steam rose, the window fogged up, making Qiu Tian’s vision blurry. Through the fine mist, He Suye’s face appeared, tinged with a faint melancholy. “If you don’t let go of the past, how can you embrace the future? I don’t want to pressure her or force her. As long as I can stand by her side and see her happy, that’s enough.”

Qiu Tian patted his shoulder, “Didn’t expect you to evolve so quickly, Suye. Darwin’s theory of evolution might need a rewrite!”

Everyone ate way too much that evening. They lay sprawled on the couch, groaning and clutching their stomachs. Li Jie called out, “Senior brother, where’s the digestion medicine?”

Shen Xi Fan remembered the new medication He Suye mentioned last time and couldn’t help but laugh. Then she saw him approach with a bowl of something dark but surprisingly fragrant. Could it be the new medicine?

It hadn’t been patented or approved by the drug administration yet. Was he using them as test subjects? Usually, volunteers get paid for clinical trials. She didn’t want to be a guinea pig for free.

But it tasted really good, with flavors of hawthorn and orange. Qiu Tian sampled it and listed the ingredients, “Hawthorn, malt, green peel, black plum, bitter orange. This is the concoction from that old pharmacist?”

He Suye nodded seriously, “I made this in the lab for fun. How does it taste?”

Everyone laughed and reached for more. Shen Xi Fan couldn’t help but glance at He Suye several times. He was leaning on the couch, his bangs falling over his forehead. He leaned closer and whispered, “Hey, little girl, want to go get some candied hawthorns tomorrow night?”

She met his gaze and smiled, “Sure, it’s a date!”

She thought of the candied hawthorns, the red syrup coating the round fruit. No fancy sesame or bean paste, just the simplest and most delicious treat.

She was a perfectionist at heart, always idealistic. She wanted her love to be like those candied hawthorns—pure and simple, without the need for diamonds or gold. Just the love itself, like the taste of hawthorns and syrup, a mix of sweet and sour, endlessly delightful.

And He Suye—could he be the one to hand her a stick of candied hawthorns on a snowy, bustling street?

Chapter 16 – Almond
He Suye glanced at his watch and adjusted it to the date set, realizing that tonight was New Year’s Eve. The school’s laboratory building was eerily quiet, with only a few research labs lit up for ongoing projects. Most of the graduate students had left early, leaving him alone in the vast sterile lab.

For the past three years, He Suye had spent every Spring Festival like this, immersed in pharmacology, dosage calculations, and on-call duties. Whenever his grandmother or other relatives called, he always claimed to be too busy to come home. Unconsciously, the festival had become something dispensable for him.

There was no family to stay up late with, no smell of dumplings at midnight, no endless calls wishing him a happy new year. It wasn’t a holiday he wanted to experience.

A phone rang from the adjacent lab, playing Eason Chan’s “Merry, Merry Christmas, lonely, lonely Christmas. I want to give blessings but don’t know to whom. Love has been tied into a dead knot…” The empty hallway echoed with the lonely melody, resonating within him.

A surge of sadness washed over him as he sighed deeply. Suddenly, he heard footsteps in the corridor—light, high-heeled steps that seemed somewhat hurried. He couldn’t help but stop his work, hoping for something.

The footsteps stopped abruptly, but the person didn’t enter with a meal box, smiling and saying, “He Suye, stop working and have some dumplings. It’s New Year’s Eve! Come on, or I’ll eat them all.”

He used to joke with her, “Eating dumplings in a sterile lab? Isn’t that desecrating scientific instruments?”

At that time, he avoided going home for New Year’s and stayed in the lab, where Zhang Yiling would accompany him. They ate dumplings and sweet dumplings in the lab, and he would take her to the train station in the middle of the night. Another year he ended with him alone.

Despite his efforts to escape, his heart still felt empty, lacking a sense of belonging. He removed his gloves, took out his phone, and dialed his grandfather’s house. A child’s voice answered, “Hello, Grandpa He’s residence. Who’s calling?”

He chuckled, warmth filling his heart. “It’s me, little uncle. It’s He Shouwu.”

The child snorted, “Little uncle, don’t tease me. My name is He Shouzheng!”

An adult quickly took over, “Suye? Mom, Dad, Suye is on the phone!”

Not wanting his elderly relatives to rush over, he gently told his nephew, “I’ll be home soon. Tell Grandma and Grandpa not to wait for me if they’ve already eaten.”

“Little uncle, you need to give me lucky money, or I won’t open the door for you!”

“Got it, you little money-grubber! See you soon.”

“Okay! Don’t forget, see you soon!”

The supermarket was already closed, but fortunately, the small stall beside the hospital was still open. The owner, holding a bowl of noodles, greeted him warmly, “Young man, just got back from out of town? If you’re buying gifts, I’ll give you a discount so everyone can enjoy the New Year!”

He smiled wryly, feeling like an outsider despite being home.

Sitting alone on the bus, he watched the hurried crowds outside. The driver grinned, “Young man, you’re in luck. This is the last bus for the night. We’re heading home for New Year’s after this.”

He felt it was fate, a good omen for the coming year.

It had been a long time since he had a meal with his family. The He family was small, barely enough to fill a table, but his mischievous nephew, He Shouzheng, kept everyone entertained. After dinner, they gathered on the couch to watch the New Year’s Gala.

Holding a juice box, He Shouzheng ran over and dived into He Suye’s arms. “Little uncle, let’s go set off fireworks.”

The provincial government compound was filled with children playing. The crackling fireworks lit up the sky. He Shouzheng ran around in the snow, a “magic wand” in hand, his chubby face glowing with joy and excitement.

He Suye reminisced about his happy childhood, though happiness always seemed fleeting.

After playing for a while, He Shouzheng’s shoes were soaked with snow. He pitifully called out, “Little uncle,” and He Suye had to carry him back home. As soon as he sat down, his phone buzzed with a message from Li Jie, followed by one from Fang Kexin, and then a call from Qiu Tian and several old classmates and colleagues.

Shouzheng, now wearing dry shoes, sat obediently beside him, fiddling with his phone. Suddenly, the phone vibrated again. The child, in his childish voice, announced, “Little uncle, it’s Shen Rice Porridge calling!”

He Suye laughed, pinching his nephew’s cheek. “Her name is Shen Xifan, not Shen Rice Porridge!” He got up and walked to the courtyard to take the call.

There was a lot of noise on her end, likely at a hotel, with the sound of clinking glasses. Shen Xifan, laughing, said, “It’s not midnight yet, but I was afraid your line would be busy later, so I called early. Also, I might not make it to midnight because I’ve had quite a bit to drink. I’m already a bit tipsy.”

No wonder she was so talkative. He asked, “How much did you drink?”

She hesitated, “About half a bottle of white wine and half a bottle of red wine. I feel like I’m full just from drinking. It’s a shame because I didn’t get to eat much good food. My family are all drinkers, and after one round of toasts, they started a second round. Even my little cousin got drunk.”

She continued to ramble, her hand gesturing as she spoke. A child nearby laughed, “Auntie, you’re drunk.”

Shen Xifan glared at her niece defiantly, asserting, “I can still drink!” Then, turning to He Suye with sincerity, she continued, “Believe me, if you come over tonight, we can indulge in some peanuts and pickled beans as snacks, crack open a bottle of Wuliangye, and drink until we drop!”

The dazzling fireworks lit up the sky, illuminating He Suye’s face. He smiled gently, “Little girl, don’t try to show off. Go back to sleep now. If you keep drinking, I’ll have to brew some Chinese medicine for you.”

They chatted for a while longer before Shen Xifan finally hung up. He Suye rubbed his cold hands and went into the kitchen to pour himself a cup of hot water. As he held the warm cup, he opened his mouth to call for He Shouzheng but found his throat hoarse. He realized that in his hurry to answer Shen Xifan’s call, he had forgotten to put on his coat and had stood outside in the cold for half an hour. Even someone with a strong constitution would struggle with that.

Despite feeling a bit under the weather, a faint smile lingered on his lips. Noticing this, He Shouzheng quipped, “Uncle, you look like a cat that got the cream. Dad smiles like that too!”

The next day, as expected, He Suye developed a slight cough. Dismissing it, he rushed to buy groceries before the supermarket closed. He also called his uncle, inviting him to visit their grandfather for the New Year.

He Suye’s grandfather, a distinguished military officer, was renowned for his strictness. While he held high expectations for his descendants, he harbored a special fondness for He Suye, his youngest grandson.

After distributing red envelopes to the younger generation, the family gathered for a lively feast. The Yu family was large, with three uncles and one aunt on He Suye’s mother’s side, plus all the younger cousins, filling several tables.

Grandfather Yu maintained his patriarchal authority, retreating to his study after the meal, a routine the family was accustomed to. The atmosphere became more relaxed and cheerful. Sitting beside He Suye, his youngest uncle teased him, “Why haven’t we seen you bring a girlfriend home yet?”

Everyone laughed, and his little niece asked curiously, “What’s a girlfriend?”

Another nephew, feeling proud of his knowledge, announced, “Don’t you know? A girlfriend is someone who can kiss Uncle!”

The innocent comment made everyone burst into laughter, including the maid who covered her mouth to stifle her giggles. He Suye laughed too, “This isn’t something to rush. I’ll bring someone suitable when the time comes.”

The others didn’t let him off easily, urging, “No way, no way! You have to drink! Fill his glass!”

By the end of the meal, He Suye had drunk a bit more than usual. He went to the bathroom to wash his face when Grandmother Yu called him, “Suye, your grandfather wants to see you in his study.”

Grandfather Yu was sitting by the chessboard when he arrived. Seeing him, he called out, “Suye, come play a game with me.”

He Suye took the white pieces, and Grandfather Yu took the black. Although he wasn’t an avid player, He Suye only lost by a single point. Grandfather Yu nodded in approval, “Though you lost, you played well. It’s been a while since you last played, hasn’t it?”

He Suye thought for a moment, “It must have been a year.”

Grandfather Yu sipped his tea, “Have a look at my leg, will you? It’s an old war injury. It aches every winter.”

As He Suye examined his grandfather’s leg, Grandfather Yu spoke slowly, “Suye, we’ve never blamed your father.”

He responded with a soft “yes”. Grandpa Yu continued, “Just like me, I might seem a bit old-fashioned and lacking in sentimentality, but I still hope to have grandchildren around in my old age. Your father only has you as his son, and your mother is no longer with us. It will be quite lonely for them in their later years.”

Feeling a tinge of sadness in his nose, he dared not lift his head to look at his grandfather. “I understand, Grandpa.”

“My son-in-law mentioned your situation during our last tea together, and I decided to give you a good scolding no matter what. But you are a sensible child who knows what to do.”

“I will talk to my father when I have the chance.”

The streets on New Year’s Day were bustling with people, and the long-unseen sun hid behind the clouds. Drops of water dripped from trees and walls. Even the dim sunlight felt warm, capable of thawing the ice and snow.

After drinking and braving the cold wind, his cough worsened. He took a detour to the largest Chinese medicine store in the city, planning to get some Chinese medicine to alleviate it.

There were only three female pharmacists on duty in the Chinese medicine store. A middle-aged man was getting angry, “What kind of pharmacy is this? You can’t even keep track of a prescription. This is for treating illnesses! Can you afford the consequences? Where’s your boss? I want to complain!”

A trembling voice from one of the girls said, “I’m sorry, I’ll keep looking, I’ll keep looking!”

He approached and said to another pharmacist, “Give me 10 grams of Ephedra, 10 grams of Almonds, 10 grams of Violet, 10 grams of Dahurian Angelica, 10 grams of Thunberg Fritillary Bulb, 20 grams of Tangerine Peel, 10 grams of Platycodon Root, and 20 grams of Licorice, three doses, and I’ll provide the container.”

The middle-aged man looked at him strangely. He smiled and remained silent. Finally, the middle-aged man asked him, “Young man, my father’s stomach condition has flared up. He sent me to get medicine on New Year’s Day, but the prescription has gone missing. Can you help me out and prepare the full prescription?”

He coughed back home. He bitterly smiled to himself. It turned out doctors could get sick too. From now on, he must not pretend to be strong in front of patients. Remembering that he hadn’t been sick for many years, he ended up getting sick from catching a cold in the freezing wind.

At that moment, his phone rang. He saw it was a text message from Shen Xifan. “He Su Ye, did I get too drunk last night? I think I babbled a lot of nonsense to you. Please don’t mind.”

He replied, “No, you didn’t. You were very quiet when you were drunk, just humming.”

“It’s impossible. My mom said I was talking non-stop while hugging the phone last night. Where are you now?”

“I’m on the bus, coughing a bit. I’m going home to take some medicine.”

Just as he reached the entrance of the residential area, he saw Shen Xifan standing there shivering. He quickly approached her and suppressed his cough. “What’s wrong, little girl?”

Shen Xifan raised her head, her face red from the cold. “You said you were sick, so I came to visit you.”

He felt an inexplicable surge of irritation. “You fool! With such cold weather and your constitution, if you didn’t get sick from staying outside, that would be strange. Don’t you know the hospitals are only offering emergency services now? It’s not like there are expert professors on duty. If you end up catching a cold and getting a fever during the New Year, you’ll regret it!”

After being scolded so nonsensically by him, Shen Xifan felt extremely wronged. She weakly tried to defend herself, “If you’re sick, you should prescribe me some Chinese medicine. I’m not afraid of bitterness. I’ll drink it like I do with alcohol, bottoms up!”

It was only then that He Suyi realized how harsh his tone had been just now. Shen Xifan’s response made his heart skip a beat. He turned his face away, feeling slightly embarrassed. “Little girl, I was too harsh just now. Don’t be angry. Come up quickly, it’s cold.”

He first picked out a little Ephedra and Licorice, boiled them in boiling water, and handed them to Shen Xifan, instructing her, “Drink it quickly to prevent catching a cold.”

Shen Xifan brought it over, looking curiously at the various medicines in the plastic bag. Finally, she picked out an almond and said, “He Suyi, is this an almond? Can I taste it?” And then she tossed it into her mouth.

He Suyi didn’t have time to stop her. He watched as she wrinkled her brow and exclaimed, “It’s so bitter! Is this an almond, He Suyi? You tricked me!”

He laughed, “That’s bitter almond. Did you think it was the kind you find in dried goods? Greedy! Almonds are used to relieve coughs and asthma. The bitter taste can relieve congestion and open the airways. It’s used in this prescription because I have a cough due to wind and cold, so I’ve included Ephedra, Licorice, Platycodon, and Violet.”

Shen Xifan could only roll her eyes. “It looks like my luck isn’t good this year…”

While He Suyi was brewing the Chinese medicine, Shen Xifan sneaked into the study. She wanted to find some simple books about Chinese medicine to read, so she wouldn’t be laughed at for being clueless.

She searched through book after book until she finally found one that suited her—Pharmacology of Chinese Medicine (for use by TCM professionals). As she flipped through it, she realized it was He Suyi’s textbook from his undergraduate days. Each paragraph was highlighted, and the blank spaces were filled with notes. It seemed like he had studied diligently.

She flipped through the pages, “Properties of Chinese medicine, compatibility of Chinese medicine, dosage and administration of Chinese medicine…quite comprehensive. Oh, what’s this picture?”

It was an ordinary photo of a group of people, including He Suyi, Li Jie, Qiu Tian, Fang Kexin, and a beautiful girl. She had never seen this person before at any gathering or occasion.

But her woman’s intuition told her that this girl was related to He Suyi.

Without any clues, Li Jie had never mentioned her, and neither did anyone else. She had been curious for a long time about why such an outstanding man like He Suyi didn’t have a girlfriend.

Could the answer be here, with this girl? The one person everyone deliberately avoided mentioning, the source of his pain.

He Suyi called from the kitchen, “Little girl, your medicine is ready. Come and drink it while it’s still warm!”

She hastily closed the book and stuffed it into the bookcase. In the kitchen, He Suyi was adding water to the rice cooker, and the smell of the Chinese medicine wafted out. It smelled bitter, really bitter.

Why were there so many people in the world trapped by love, just like herself, entangled in the past and unwilling to turn back?

She had read a post that said, “Some people love someone unconditionally for ten years. In the darkness of their hearts, they create a desolate wasteland for them. On the lonely journey, they repeatedly dream of the person who has already flown away and the love they once had. They endure, bear, and even find a bit of joy in it. But all the changes happen overnight, and all the warmth suddenly turns into ice. In an instant, they age and approach death. When they die, they still whisper his name. This scene is immensely noble.”

She didn’t dare to ask about He Suyi’s past, just as she didn’t want to mention her past to anyone. A place in her heart gradually cooled down, and her heart became cold.

What caused this feeling of heartache and sadness for He Suyi? Why did tears well up, urging her to comfort him? He always wore a faint smile, but she felt it was forced.

Suddenly, she didn’t dare to hope that he would treat her well. She couldn’t bear it, and she wasn’t worthy. All of this should belong to someone else’s happiness.

She didn’t dare to face it.

Chapter 17 – Kudzu Flower
On the fourth day of the Lunar New Year, Shen Xifan took her niece to the bookstore to buy some books. The little girl had just entered the fifth grade but seemed quite mature. She looked down on youth novels, saying, “Childish and boring. I don’t read them. Why are there so many older people crowding around to read them?”

Indeed, in the youth novel section, people were squatting, standing, and sitting, all in various postures. After browsing through the bookstore, Shen Xifan sighed, “I can’t find any books that suit me, even when I need something to read.”

However, when it came time to pay, her niece was puzzled. “Auntie, didn’t you say you had no books to read? Why did you buy so many?”

Her cover was blown, and she hurriedly picked up the books and pretended, “No, no, I’m about to go abroad, so these are all textbooks!”

Her niece looked at her incredulously and muttered under her breath, “All the books you bought are about Chinese medicine. Who are you trying to fool?”

As they left the store, the streets were crowded with people. Shen Xifan had bought so many books that she had to carry them in her hands. Suddenly, someone tapped her shoulder. “Shen Xifan, do you need help?”

She turned around, feeling flustered, and stuttered, “Oh, Happy New Year, He Suyi. I’m fine, no need to trouble you.” After speaking, she didn’t dare to look at him and her face turned slightly red.

On the other hand, He Shouzheng interjected, “Sister looks so tired. How can Uncle just stand by and watch?”

Only then did she notice the little boy standing next to He Suyi, who was beautifully dressed. She brightened up at the sight of him and secretly sighed in her heart that the genes of He Suyi’s family were exceptional. The boy was as handsome as a golden boy, just like He Suyi must have been when he was a child, charming and likable.

She instantly took a liking to the child, and He Shouzheng didn’t avoid her fiery gaze either. He smiled and looked at Shen Xifan, “Sister, you’re so beautiful, just like the type I admire, Audrey Hepburn!”

He Suyi would never have been so sweet-tongued when he was a child. She was sure of that. But it was quite helpless for a 25-year-old woman to be so elated by a child’s compliment.

Unable to hide her emotions, she smiled, “He Suyi, he’s so cute!”

He Suyi ruffled He Shouzheng’s hair, then turned to look at the books in Shen Xifan’s hands. He picked out a book, helped her hold the others, flipped through a few pages, and asked, “This book is good. Can I borrow it for a few days?”

She nodded quickly, “Of course, take it to read! Keep it for as long as you like!”

On the bus, Shen Xifan was lost in thought, holding the books on Chinese medicine in her hands, furrowing her brow.

Would He Suyi discern her intentions? She aimed to grasp some knowledge of Chinese medicine to avoid embarrassment in his presence. Despite the validity of her shame, she yearned for more topics to engage him in conversation, despite his patient listening to her ramblings. She longed—longed to draw nearer to him, to comprehend his world.

The realm she had never touched before had beautiful names for medicine like Magnolia Flower, Semen Nelumbinis, and Winter Jasmine; miraculous uses—medicines could be made not only with water but also with alcohol and vinegar, and they could be steamed, frostbitten, quenched, and fermented; and medicines could cure all kinds of diseases—external, lung, gastrointestinal, and blood disorders. Traditional Chinese medicine was a magical field, a heritage passed down by the Chinese nation for generations.

Meanwhile, He Shouzheng was staring at Shen Xifan’s departing figure, lost in thought. “What’s the beautiful sister’s name?”

He Suyi was taken aback and bent down to pinch He Shouzheng’s chubby cheeks. “What? Did you forget to talk to sister earlier?”

He Shouzheng retorted, “Uncle, the way you’re talking makes me think you’re jealous!” Then he went to grab the book and asked curiously, “Huh, Grandpa has this book at home! Why did you borrow it?”

He chuckled and took He Shouzheng’s hand. “It’s none of a child’s business, Master Ho Shouzheng!”

This year, luck was really on her side. She didn’t have to be on duty at the hotel, so she could relax at home, preparing her application materials for studying abroad.

Although hotel management was a respectable profession, she didn’t hate it. She even enjoyed it to some extent. She liked standing on the grass of the hotel and looking up at the sky. The sunlight shone through the clear windows, the guests coming and going with various expressions. Despite the hard work and occasional complaints from picky guests, she felt satisfied every time she resolved an issue.

Shen Xifan applied to more than twenty schools, ranging from top ones like Las Vegas and Cornell to the University of California. She had dreamed of attending Cornell since college, but the admission requirements included three years of hotel management experience, so she had thrown herself into work without hesitation.

However, now she prayed to be accepted by the University of Pennsylvania.

Was it okay to be like this? She had reservations about his past she told herself not to get too deeply involved, clearly, she deliberately avoided He Suyi, but she still couldn’t suppress her thoughts about him, she still had a keen interest in studying Chinese medicine.

She was such a clueless person, her emotional life was a mess, and she couldn’t figure out what to do with her broken head. What was she going to do?

Her recommendation letter for studying abroad was written by Director Cheng, and somehow the news had leaked out, and everyone in the management knew about it.

Lin Yishen was the first to come find her, his face grim. He asked bluntly, “Why didn’t you tell anyone before you decided to go abroad?”

At that moment, Shen Xifan was having an extra meal in the employee cafeteria. Accidentally, a piece of bone from the sweet and sour ribs got stuck in her teeth, and she winced in pain. “Senior brother, it’s not too late for you to know now!”

Lin Yishen sat down in front of her and sighed, “Little junior sister, you’re always so willful. You do whatever you want.”

Shen Xifan rubbed her cheek, picking the big bones out of the dish, “Senior brother, I’m serious. Studying abroad is my dream. I will never rest in peace if I don’t achieve it. I’m not fooling around. Trust me, I’m not wrong!”

He smiled helplessly, “I’m not angry, it’s just that, your suddenness caught me off guard, making things a bit difficult for me…”

Finally, she shifted her gaze away from the spare ribs. “…Um… well, senior brother, what’s troubling you?”

Lin Yi stood up, ruffled her hair, and decisively concluded, “Little junior sister, you’re a troublemaker!”

As she finished eating the spare ribs and picked up the mung bean soup, before it reached her mouth, Xu Xiangya’s voice drifted faintly, “You, with your ambitions, leaving us behind to pursue your brilliant future!”

She chuckled, “The mung bean soup is delicious, Manager Xu, you’ve worked hard.”

Xu Xiangya said with a mix of envy and regret, “It’s a pity to let go of such a high position just like that. I feel sorry for you.”

Shen Xifan shook her head. “Xiangya, let me ask you when I was appointed as the manager of the Guest Room Department a year ago, to be honest, were you impressed?”

Xu Xiangya nodded straightforwardly. “Of course not impressed. Not just me, many were waiting to see you fail!”

“That’s right!” She narrowed her eyes. “I wasn’t impressed myself. So—I want to learn more and improve further; nowadays, China’s hotel management model is aligned with international standards. The services offered by major chain hotels will become more personalized. The trend in hotel management is not in China but in the US, in Switzerland.”

After a moment of silence, Xu Xiangya slowly asked, “What’s going on between you and Yan Heng?”

“Hmm?” She was caught off guard with a mouthful of mung bean soup. “Nothing’s going on! It’s just that thing!”

“Nonsense! At the dance party, everyone could tell something was up between you two. You didn’t show up for work for several days during the New Year, and rumors were flying all over the hotel. Some were outrageous, saying you were his kept woman…”

She choked on her soup, unable to swallow it down. “He’s my first love. Clear enough now?”

Xu Xiangya widened her eyes. “Wow, so your first love is now so wealthy—um, I mean, that guy is outrageous!”

She sighed, setting down her spoon. “I don’t want to discuss Yan Heng. I only care about whether I can go abroad. In other words, the future is the main contradiction; everything else is not a problem.”

Xu Xiangya considered for a moment before finally speaking, “Xifan, you have to be careful. Rumors are dangerous. Working in a hotel is like walking on thin ice. The former guest room manager was fired because of involvement with a guest, and both you and I are aware of the hotel’s regulations. There are plenty of troublemakers out there. Although you plan to go abroad, if something like this happens before you leave, your future career path will be very difficult.”

A warmth flooded her heart, and she sincerely said, “Thank you.”

Days passed slowly. March was no longer bitterly cold; there was a hint of spring in the air. The hotel entered its off-peak season. The original plan called for renovating the new wing of Gu Nanhuating in the latest executive suite style from Singapore. She thought this might be her last major project.

On the day of completion, General Manager Cheng specially brought a few colleagues for a tour, and the feedback was unanimously positive. During the banquet, Shen Xifan drank a lot and felt dizzy when she returned to the office. She had delegated all the routine work to her subordinates, preparing herself to step down.

With the help of the alcohol, she lay down on the sofa for a while. Her sleep was restless, always felt like someone was calling her name. Upon closer listening, it was Yan Heng’s voice.

That kind of call felt like a farewell, indefinite, never to meet again.

The ringing of the phone, cheerfully singing “Two Tigers,” awakened her from sleep. She immediately realized—it was Li Jie.

Only he deserved such a cute, somewhat childish ringtone.

Today, Li Jie seemed hesitant, his speech stumbling, hesitating for a while. “Shen Xifan, today is my birthday. I don’t know if you could grace us with your presence?”

She laughed, “Oh, is that so? I’ll come. What? Afraid I’ll refuse?”

Li Jie breathed a sigh of relief. “Well, the thing is, I’ve decided to introduce my girlfriend to you guys. After all, you were my last blind date, and I’m afraid you’ll turn it into a soap opera at the last minute!”

She laughed heartily, “Li Jie, you’re not being fair. How come, mixing old and new flames?”

Li Jie immediately spoke smoothly, “Yes, yes, if my wife doesn’t mind, I might consider letting you be the side dish!”

“Pah!” Shen Xifan spat at him, “You’re dreaming!”

Birthdays are truly grand occasions, once a year for each person. She went to the mall and happened to see that Zhou Dafu’s jade was on sale. She thought of buying a pair of jade pendants—both a birthday gift and a token of meeting, something that couples would like.

On the way, she couldn’t help but think, she had known He Suye for so long, yet she didn’t know his birthday.

Li Jie reserved a private room in the most characteristic Sichuan restaurant in the city. Although there weren’t many people, it was still quite grand. As soon as Shen Xifan walked in, she saw a petite and pretty girl, holding Li Jie’s arm, smiling and chatting with Qiu Tian.

Li Jie’s sharp eyes spotted her immediately, and he waved enthusiastically, “Over here, over here!”

The girl turned around. “Li Jie, is this Miss Shen? She’s quite beautiful and elegant!”

Having worked in hotels for so long, she immediately figured out the girl’s background—a Sichuan girl, speaking boldly and bluntly, but straightforward and easy to get along with.

She smiled, “Hello, I’m Shen Xifan, Li Jie’s last blind date.”

Everyone laughed. The girl’s eyes sparkled. “I am Li Jie’s blind date terminator. My name is Su Shan, Shan as in the tree, not the ‘Su San left Hongtong County’ Su San.”

More laughter ensued. After taking her seat, Shen Xifan looked around. Huh—where was He Suye?

Qiu Tian chuckled secretly. “The sharp-cornered one is in the lab. The boss scolded the graduate students and asked them to supervise. He’ll be here soon.”

She rolled her eyes. “Why do you call He Suye ‘sharp-cornered’?”

“Little He is just showing his edge. There are already beautiful women interested in him! By the way—speaking of which, he’s here. With a radiant face, he doesn’t look like he’s been through worldly experiences at all. It’s enviable!”

It seemed like she hadn’t seen He Suye for a long time. He seemed thinner, but his high nose and firm chin were more prominent. He seemed spirited, with a commanding presence.

She felt a bit annoyed. Why did He Suye seem more handsome the more she looked at him? Despite warning herself to maintain distance and avoid getting too involved, she found herself forgetting everything when she saw him, silently scolding herself.

He Suye didn’t seem to notice. “Hey there, long time no see. I’ve been really busy lately. So tired!”

Li Jie, beside them, teased, “Oh, I’m so insignificant! Big brother, at least greet me first. I’m the one treating you to dinner today!”

The dinner was lively. Shen Xifan only found out that Li Jie and Su Shan were getting married. They toasted each other at the table. They used bowls as units of measurement for drinking, and Su Shan especially liked Shen Xifan, drinking with her the most.

But when they got to He Suye, Qiu Tian intercepted, “He Suye can’t drink. If he does, none of us can make it back!”

Li Jie realized and explained to Su Shan, “Big brother doesn’t have a high tolerance for alcohol. If he gets drunk, there won’t be anyone to volunteer anymore. So, he’s just using tea instead of alcohol to express his wishes!”

Qiu Tian still wouldn’t allow it. He filled a bowl with Wuliangye and handed it to Shen Xifan, grinning cunningly, “You still have to drink, but find someone to drink on your behalf!”

The people at the table started teasing, but Fang Kexin looked at them coldly, her smile inscrutable. Shen Xifan immediately caught the emotions in her eyes and thought to herself, “Uh-oh, I have to drink this wine with gritted teeth.”

When He Suye tried to take the bowl, he was stopped by Shen Xifan. She took a deep breath and exclaimed dramatically, “He Suye, the revolution can’t go on without you, so please stay sober throughout. Whether I can make it home depends entirely on you!” While everyone was laughing heartily, she picked up the bowl, gulped it down in one breath, then turned it over, not a drop left.

Everyone cheered, and Shen Xifan’s head started to feel dizzy. One bowl after another, she slowly became confused. By the end of the dinner, she found herself leaning on He Suye’s arm with her left hand, barely able to stand.

Finally, only He Suye was completely sober. After taking care of everyone, he turned to help the drunken Shen Xifan. As they left the hotel, her eyes were still slightly open, but by the time they hailed a taxi, she had fallen asleep lightly.

Seeing her smell of alcohol, He Suye felt sorry for her. Why did she drink so much and even help him drink most of it? She was indeed a girl who liked to show off, but he also felt sweet and satisfied. He couldn’t help but put his arm around her shoulder, letting her lean on him, thinking that she would sleep more comfortably like this.

When they got out of the car at the entrance of the community, He Suye tried to wake her up, but she squinted at him, completely unconscious.

She was drunk, lost her sense of direction, and could only cling tightly to He Suye’s clothes. As she walked, she stumbled, not afraid of accidentally stepping on the flowerbed’s edge and falling. Suddenly, he heard her ask, “He Suye, what’s your birthday?”

He stopped and turned to look at her in confusion. In the moonlight, her flushed face stood above him on the flowerbed, staring blankly with a smile on her lips. “You didn’t tell me! You didn’t tell me, how dare you not tell me!”

Immediately freezing, he instinctively caught Shen Xifan as she fell. Holding the drunken Shen Xifan, He Suye felt both amused and helpless. Sitting on the edge of the flowerbed, he cradled her sleeping form, observing her features with care, her long hair slipping through his fingers, smooth as satin.

After his heart rate finally calmed down, he sighed deeply, unable to help but pinch her nose with a hint of annoyance. “You’ve made me angry. What were you doing just now? What am I supposed to do with you?”

This year’s birthday gift seemed a bit overwhelming.

He held Shen Xifan’s hand, gently kissing it, thinking, since she wouldn’t know anyway, he might as well earn some points back.

However, he didn’t know that there was someone, smoking a cigarette in the darkness, quietly observing everything. Afterward, they drove away, leaving only the spark of the cigarette butt on the ground, extinguished by the wind.

Shen Xifan slept until 10 o’clock the next morning, feeling hungry. She took a deep breath and immediately ran downstairs to open the window. “Oh my God! Where’s this strong smell of alcohol coming from?”

Shen’s mother pushed the door open, holding a bowl of porridge. “Why did you drink so much yesterday? Luckily, someone kindly brought you back. Otherwise, we might have had to go to the police station to pick you up!”

She blinked. “Mom, who brought me back?”

“A tall and handsome young man with a dimple on his right cheek when he smiles. He said you drank too much and that Kudzu flower and sour jujube soup could cure hangovers. Luckily, there was some Kudzu flower left from your father’s last hangover remedy! Hurry up, drink it after washing up!”

Shen Xifan held the bowl of soup, with a Chinese medicine book open in front of her. “Kudzu flower, the unopened buds of Artemisia, sweet and mild in flavor. Functions include detoxification, and awakening the spleen and stomach. It is mainly used for excessive drinking, headaches, dizziness, irritability, thirst, and vomiting. When combined with sour jujube, the usual dosage is 3-15 grams.”

So that was it. Theory needed practical application.

She flipped back to the first page and suddenly noticed a note on the table. She picked it up and saw He Suye’s handwriting: “Rest well after drinking too much. When you wake up, send me a message. Also, my birthday is on February 17th, but this year has already passed.”

She smiled. So He Suye’s birthday was in February, which explained why he seemed outwardly friendly but still somewhat aloof deep down. Quite smart, with excellent academic performance, which was undoubtedly a common trait among those born under that zodiac sign.

But how did He Suye know she wanted to know his birthday? Did this doctor have telepathy?

She sat bewildered at the table, trying hard to recall the events of last night, but it was all a blank. She mocked herself for fretting over nothing and seriously picked up her phone to message He Suye.

Chapter 18 – Smoked Plum
In the sudden change of spring in March, the air became unusually damp, with a persistent mist hanging in the sky, enveloping everything, making even breathing difficult.

Shen Xifan had recently developed strange little bumps on her arms that were extremely itchy. She had tried many ointments but to no avail.

She hadn’t seen He Suye in a long time. According to Qiu Tian, he was busier than ever, working on a new medicine and exhausted every day. Holding her medical records, she sighed, deciding not to trouble him, and went straight to the dermatology department.

However, she regretted it as soon as she arrived at the dermatology department. The doctor glanced at her, and quickly scribbled a prescription, and she felt a chill in her heart. Could this prescription cure her illness? She had no confidence.

Standing in front of the payment counter in confusion, someone suddenly called her. Shen Xifan turned around to see Qiu Tian, wearing a white coat and holding medical records, walking towards her. This image indeed had a touch of the aura of a healer. Unfortunately, it was still far from He Suye.

Qiu Tian approached and asked, “What’s wrong? Headache, fever, cold?”

Shen Xifan shook her head and rolled up her sleeves. “Can you take a look at this for me? It’s so itchy!”

Qiu Tian was puzzled. “Why didn’t you go to see Jianjian? This is eczema. Take three doses of Chinese medicine, and it’ll be fine. These steroid medications are not good, and you shouldn’t use them regularly.”

“Can’t you prescribe it for me?” She handed him the medical records directly. “He Suye has been busy lately. I don’t dare to bother him!”

Qiu Tian’s face twitched. “Miss, I’m in the cardiology department. Honestly, I’m not good at traditional Chinese medicine. Asking me to prescribe medicine for you is deliberately embarrassing me. Jianjian is in the school laboratory. Just cross the street, and you’ll find it. Send him a message, and he’ll rush out to see you.”

Shen Xifan smiled. “If he scolds me and accuses me of disrupting official duties, I’ll come to you!”

He blinked and muttered, “Go ahead, go ahead. He’ll be thrilled…”

It was her first time coming to He Suye’s school. The old campus was dilapidated, weeds grew everywhere, and several school buses were parked by the roadside, with elderly professors chatting inside. She walked while observing, curious, and ended up wandering from the Bai Cao Corridor to the dormitory area.

But after wandering, Shen Xifan was at a loss. The buildings in the old campus were not labeled, and although two buildings looked like laboratories, which one was it? She took out her phone to message He Suye, but there was no response.

Suddenly, a familiar figure passed by in the corridor. When he saw her, he stopped in surprise. “Something wrong?”

Shen Xifan felt embarrassed, pointing to the left building and then the right one. “Fang Kexin, which building is the laboratory?”

Fang Kexin realized, “Are you here to find Big Brother? The laboratory is on the right, but usually, people aren’t allowed in. Did you call him?”

“I texted him, but He Suye didn’t reply.”

“Oh, I see. Let me go in and call him for you. Wait a moment.”

Soon, He Suye came out with Fang Kexin. His face looked tired, his originally bright eyes now deep with fatigue, and there were faint dark circles under his eyes.

Initially, Shen Xifan felt like laughing, but when he stood before her with a smile, she inexplicably felt a pang of bitterness.

He Suye smiled and asked, “What’s up? “

“Oh—it’s like this.” Shen Xifan hurriedly pointed to her arm. “I went to the dermatology department, and Qiu Tian said this traditional Chinese medicine works better. He told me to find you. Also, I’ve been losing my appetite recently and don’t feel like eating.”

That Qiu Tian, what a cunning guy! He Suye felt secretly pleased but kept his composure as he carefully examined her. “Oh, it’s eczema. The weather has been humid lately. Do you want an external application or an internal medicine?”

Fang Kexin interrupted from the side, “I have something to do, so I’ll leave first.”

“Never seen anyone so fond of Chinese medicine.” He Suye chuckled as he wrote, “30 grams of licorice, 10 grams of huangcen, 10 grams of madder root, 10 grams of magnolia flower, 10 grams of xu Changqing, 10 grams of Poria cocos, 2 plums. Go to the pharmacy and buy the ready-made formula.”

Shen Xifan pouted, “Since I met you, I seem to have developed an affinity for Chinese medicine. I feel like I’m being drowned in it.”

He Suye squinted and glanced at her, “Who told you to be so frail and sickly? With such a poor constitution, no one will dare to marry you in the future.”

She turned away, “Ah stop talking about more depressing topics than being sick. I’m feeling annoyed!”

He Suye smiled helplessly, “Little girl, let me take you for a walk to relax.”

It turned out that there was a large Chinese herbal medicine plantation in the backyard of his school, called Bai Cao Yuan.

Walking along the bluestone path and stepping over the tall threshold, Shen Xifan realized that all these lush green plants were Chinese herbs. She didn’t recognize any of them and could only stare at them curiously.

These plants were truly diverse in form. Even He Suye couldn’t recognize them all. He smiled and explained, “I know the names, but keeping them alive is another story. Those who study pharmacy are talented. Last time they came, they talked so fast and complicated that I got confused.”

Tiny leaves rolled with droplets of water. Shen Xifan carefully reached out to touch them. “He Suye, if I damage them, will I have to pay?”

“Hmm.” He Suye leaned in to look. “I’m not sure. There are a few invaluable medicinal herbs here…”

Shen Xifan quickly withdrew her hand, watching him vigilantly. Unexpectedly, He Suye picked a few leaves and grinned, “Consider them yours. This is indigo, more commonly known as Banlangen.”

“Banlangen is made from these leaves?”

As they walked, He Suye explained, “Banlangen, Banlangen, is made from the stems and roots. Little girl, isn’t the air nice here? Everywhere you look is green, and after the rain, there’s the fragrant smell of soil. I used to love coming here.”

As he wandered off to tend to mysterious flowers in a corner, Shen Xifan squatted by a pot of plants, murmuring, “Your perilla, also known as suye.” I kind of like you a little bit. How do you feel about me?”

The deep purple hue shone through the green leaves, becoming even more radiant with the mist. She gently swayed the branches and leaves, revealing a happy smile.

When Shen Xifan returned home, her father was engrossed in reading a magazine, while her mother called from the kitchen, “Fanfan, come and help. I can’t manage everything with just my two hands.”

After washing her hands, she went to chop vegetables. Her mother put rice into the pot and let out a long sigh of relief. “Fanfan, tell me about how things are going with that doctor?”

She felt a pang of worry. Li Jie was about to get married, and she wouldn’t have her acting partner anymore. She forced a smile, “What can I say? It’s just the usual.”

Her mother nodded. “The usual is best. You’re going abroad soon. If this holds you back, it won’t be good. Last time, your Aunt Yang wanted to introduce someone to you, but I declined. It would be great if you brought back a foreign son-in-law!”

Shen Xifan silently thanked the heavens and planned to light incense for her elders tomorrow.

After dinner, she went to her room to surf the internet, but her father pushed the door open, holding a magazine with a serious expression. Shen Xifan was puzzled. Her father laid the magazine in front of her and whispered, “Is this person Dai Heng?”

It was a column from a financial magazine titled “Business Battles in the Electronics Industry, Zhongyu Emerges as the Biggest Winner,” accompanied by a photo of Yan Heng. The entire page was filled with introductions about him and his company. Shen Xifan looked at it for about half a minute and uttered, “Yes, it’s Dai Heng, but he changed his name to Yan Heng now.”

Her father frowned. “Fanfan, about you now… I mean, are you still in touch with him?”

Shen Xifan smiled, “Dad, he’s staying at our hotel now.”

Her father pulled up a chair and sat down. “As a father, I rarely interfere in my daughter’s major life decisions. I always believe that whoever my daughter likes won’t be bad. So, I’ve never intervened. But three years ago, I was really worried about that matter.”

She lowered her head and whispered, “Dad, I’ve been wanting to talk to you about this. I did meet Dai Heng, and not just once or twice. He even asked me if there’s still a chance between us.”

Her father was stunned, then burst into laughter. “I always said my daughter wouldn’t be left without someone wanting her. Your mother worries all the time. How about it? Have you thought about it?”

“I don’t know, Dad. I can’t tell what I feel about him.” Shen Xifan propped her head and pondered for a moment. “Since I found out he’s staying at our hotel, I’ve been avoiding him. If he doesn’t come to find me, I won’t go to him. I just hope this situation continues, without thinking about it or dwelling on it.”

“Considering his proposal for reconciliation, I won’t intervene. Just remember two things: understand your feelings for him and consider his special status.” Shen Xifan looked up. “Dad, your advice is always golden.”

Her father grinned proudly. “Of course, of course. Your old man’s speeches at meetings are always concise and exemplary.”

“Dad…” Shen Xifan felt a bit embarrassed. “I don’t want to get married. It would be great if I could live with you guys forever.”

“Daughter, if you get married, your old man will be reluctant to part with you.”

“I won’t get married then!”

“What! How dare you not get married!” Shen’s mother’s booming voice echoed from the living room. “What are you two doing hiding in the room? Planning a rebellion? Let me tell you, Old Shen, don’t instill bad ideas into your daughter.”

Shen’s father’s face immediately fell, while Shen Xifan stifled her laughter under the covers. She felt her home was warm and happy. Her dad always gave her advice at the right times, and her mom, despite seeming nagging, cared for her more than anyone.

As for her and Yan Heng, she finally made up her mind to face it.

The next day, when she went to the hotel, she was puzzled by the stream of luxurious cars. She grabbed Lin Yishen standing nearby and asked, “Senior, what’s going on? Shooting an idol drama?”

Lin Yishen tapped her head with his notebook. “A few days away from work, and you come back looking different? It’s dangerous here. Hurry back to Mars!”

Xu Xiangya smiled, “Zhongyu is holding a new product launch event. See, it’s famous now, and people are coming in waves!”

A secretary approached. “Mr. Cheng wants Manager Shen and Manager Lin to go to the venue.”

He stepped onto the stage, introducing Zhongyu’s corporate culture while unveiling ten new laptops. The lighting gradually dimmed, focusing on him. This man, who dominated the electronics industry, exuded confidence. His deep, rich voice was trustworthy.

Shen Xifan squinted slightly, feeling the scene was familiar. Yan Heng, when he was the vice president of the Student Union, stood in front of everyone, vying for the position of president. She stood in the corner of the small auditorium, watching countless people stand up and applaud, his young face full of vitality.

He had always been a dazzling figure. Back then, she felt she was far from him. Now, even further.

Suddenly, Shen Xifan recalled her father’s advice, “Considering his current status, you must tread carefully.” It turned out that this man was no longer within her control.

In his presence, she often felt inferior, constantly striving to please him, fearing his departure. But now, their statuses differed. She asked herself, would she be content to forever live in his shadow?

All along, she had been trying to prove her existence. Unintentionally, the hurt and setbacks had brought her pride and self-esteem.

The lights kept changing, but she felt clear inside.

If there’s no feeling for someone, even a tiny grievance is unacceptable. If there’s still love, any hardship can be endured.

Love isn’t about being worthy or not, it’s about willingness.

It turns out, she could look at him so calmly. It turns out, those confusing feelings had dissipated unknowingly. Understanding emotions was simple.

It had always been her needless worries.

Lost in thought, she couldn’t help but smile. Lin Yishen looked at her strangely. “Junior sister, what are you smiling about?”

“Nothing!” Shen Xifan turned to look at the corner. “The hygiene here is good. I’ll go praise them when I get back.”

Walking to the bus stop with her bag on her back, Shen Xifan felt incredibly light. Even though the air was still humid and gloomy, she felt at ease. She pinched a piece of preserved plum, chewing and spitting it out.

Suddenly, she caught sight of a familiar figure sitting on a bench in the street garden not far from the hotel. Even in a simple white shirt, he couldn’t hide his charm. If it wasn’t Ling Yufan, who else could it be?

How could the big young master be out for a stroll? Truly a miracle after being away for a few days!

As Shen Xifan approached him, Ling Yufan noticed and raised an eyebrow mockingly. “Shen Xifan, why aren’t you at Zhongyu’s celebration banquet? Surely, you have some connection with Yan Heng!”

Sure enough, the big young master was in a bad mood, having been hit by the opponent. Shen Xifan rolled her eyes. “I’m not Manager Shen now, and you’re not my guest. If you provoke me, I won’t speak nicely to you.”

Ling Yufan laughed, his peach blossom eyes dancing. “I’d rather you speak to me a little rudely. You always have that lukewarm attitude, which gets on my nerves!”

Shen Xifan sighed. “I’d love to give you a piece of my mind, but you’re the God here, untouchable. Luckily, I bumped into you outside today, or else I wouldn’t have had a chance.”

He lowered his head. “Shen Xifan, if you want to vent, go ahead. I’m feeling pretty depressed right now, so I don’t care if you bring me down.”

Shen Xifan felt secretly surprised. When did the spirited young master become like this? It seemed that Zhongyu’s blow to him was significant. Thinking this, she obediently kept quiet and handed him half a bag of preserved plums. “Want some?”

Ling Yufan glanced at her. “You’re still eating preserved plums at your age? Childish.” He reached out, grabbed two, and tossed them into his mouth. “Not bad, it’s okay to have them occasionally.”

He was such a peculiar young master. Shen Xifan patted his shoulder. “Forget it, I won’t argue with you about the past. Let’s go, I’ll treat you to something to eat.”

Shangfutang was a century-old shop specializing in medicinal cuisine. Shen Xifan introduced, “I love their chilled osmanthus and plum soup the most. It’s refreshing and delicious, with a hint of sweetness and sourness.”

Two teacups were brought over, indeed emitting a fragrant aroma. She sipped the soup and said, “Plums can clear the lungs, stop coughing, astringe the intestines to stop diarrhea, and quench thirst. In this damp weather, drinking a bowl of this is the most comfortable. Don’t be polite, it’s my treat!”

Ling Yufan remained silent. Unable to stand the quietness, Shen Xifan said, “Actually, you shouldn’t be too depressed. The business world is like a battlefield, with victories and defeats. Hmm, I’m not very good at comforting people, but once you understand some things, you can move on. Life is still pretty good.”

“What have you figured out?” he suddenly asked, looking up.

“What could someone like me, rapidly approaching the ranks of older single women, figure out? Just relationship issues,” Shen Xifan replied, meeting his probing gaze and realizing she had spoken too much. “Hey, don’t try to pry more out of me. Drink up, I have to go home.”

He blinked, pretending to be mysterious. “Shen Xifan one of the recommendation letters is written by me.”

“I don’t remember asking you for it. You have a lot of free time!”

“Don’t worry, I didn’t say anything bad about you. But if I were to write it today, I’d include more positive points. Anyway, thanks today, Shen Xifan. It’s better if you don’t become a manager. Your lukewarm attitude annoys me!”

“Ling Yufan, could you keep it down? Everyone is watching you.”

“They’re watching how handsome I am!”

“Narcissist!”

The sky had turned dark, and the city’s dim lights spread gently.

She held the bag of preserved plums, got off the bus, and immediately saw He Suye coming out of the bus behind her, carrying a bag. It turned out that they missed the same bus but arrived home at the same time.

What an interesting coincidence.

He Suye immediately noticed the large bag of preserved plums and looked slightly displeased. “Little girl, why do you keep eating random things? I prescribed plums, not preserved plums.”

Shen Xifan grinned and offered, “Do you want one? Speaking of which, these plums can clear the lungs, stop coughing, astringe the intestines to stop diarrhea, and quench thirst.”

He Suye’s outstretched hand paused, looking at her with suspicion, then gently smiled. “The apprentice surpasses the master in three days, huh? Little girl, you’ve improved quite a bit. You can treat yourself for ailments in the future!”

She felt embarrassed. “Where, where, I’m just a quack doctor. Doctor He, don’t overpraise me, I can’t handle it.”

He Suye squinted. “Looks like you’re in a good mood?”

“Of course, of course, I just had osmanthus and plum soup, and I feel refreshed!”

“Where can I get some? I always feel like my homemade version lacks authenticity, the sweetness is always lacking a bit.”

“You can make it? I’ll go try it sometime!”

“Girl, I’m asking you where I can get it.”

“Hehe, I’ll take you next time, and of course, you’re treating!”

He Suye watched Shen Xifan walking ahead, her ponytail bouncing up and down, and smiled gently. The dimple on her right side deepened. “Can’t ask for more…”

His voice was so soft, almost inaudible.

In an instant, all the streetlights in the neighborhood burst into bloom. The night was cool as water.

Chapter 19 – Buckwheat
Today she handed in her resignation, received her final paycheck, and from now on, Shen Xifan became an unemployed youth.

Coming out of the general manager’s office, she had a relaxed expression on her face. Taking one last look around the hotel, where she had worked for four years, she realized it held deep sentimental value. Over the four years, this workplace had recorded significant parts of her life.

She recalled the scene on her first day at the hotel, clutching her recommendation letter, watching people come and go in confusion. She was led to the manager’s office by the secretary like a zombie, and her legs were trembling for half an hour after coming out. When she officially signed the contract, she jokingly said that she was born in the hotel and would die as part of the hotel’s spirit. She didn’t expect that three years would pass so quickly, in the blink of an eye.

“There are still longer and more challenging roads ahead,” she told herself.

Back home, she took a long nap, had dinner, and chatted with Su Shan online. Since Li Jie’s birthday, she has become even closer to Su Shan. Perhaps it was because of their shared interests; in any case, they could talk about anything, and it felt like they had known each other for ages.

Out of the blue, Su Shan threw out a question, “Can you be my bridesmaid?”

She was taken aback, then quickly replied with a smiling emoji, “So soon! I’d be honored.”

Su Shan continued teasing, “Do you have time tomorrow afternoon? Can you accompany me to pick out a dress, then have lunch, and maybe catch a good movie?”

Without hesitation, she replied, “Sure, just let me know the time and place. Give me a call.”

The next day, they went to look at dresses. Shen Xifan was surprised to discover that the dress was already made and that it was for her to wear as a bridesmaid. After spending the afternoon choosing, Shen Xifan carried two dresses and two pairs of shoes, feeling a mix of emotions. “I used to hope that after wearing a bridesmaid dress, I could wear a wedding dress, but I’ve been a bridesmaid twice already.”

Su Shan chuckled, “Seems like there’s a line of people wanting to marry you; you’re spoiled for choice.”

Shen Xifan shook her head and changed the subject. “Su Shan, do you think it’s too early for you and Li Jie to get married?”

Su Shan raised her eyebrows, “Early? Not at all. Sometimes when you meet the right person, you just want to spend every minute and every second together. Life is short, spending a few decades with the person you love makes time even more precious.”

Shen Xifan sighed, “You’re making me jealous! Fine, you owe me twice the red envelope!”

That evening, they met at a Cantonese teahouse. Drunken prawns, fragrant eggplant casserole, shark fin soup dumplings, crab congee, steamed grouper with garlic and fruit peel, Peking duck, and even the appetizers of sliced pork with cold bitter melon and dried pufferfish were exquisite. However, the six males at the table, or more accurately, five men and a boy, ignored the food and instead bickered and made noise.

As Shen Xifan and Su Shan entered the private room, they saw Fang Kexin holding a rope, looking quite ordinary, and beckoning them, “Come on, come on, you’re just in time! You’ll miss the fun if you’re late!”

Su Shan smirked, “Coming, coming.” Glancing at the rope in her hand, she joked, “Kexin, aren’t all the ropes the same? Don’t favor your big brother!”

Fang Kexin spat, “I should find you a longer rope so your husband can discipline you properly!”

Only Shen Xifan seemed puzzled, feeling like a statue, while He Shouzheng winked at her. She muttered to herself, “What’s going on?”

Su Shan pulled her to sit down, and Qiu Tian reached out to take the rope, explaining as he handed it over, “Us guys…” He paused, feeling something wasn’t right, then turned to ask He Shouzheng, “He Shouwu, are we guys?”

He Shouzheng snorted, “Of course, I even know about Li Jie’s make-up exam when he was a junior!”

He Suye burst into laughter, patting He Shouzheng’s head, “Little brat, are you sure you want to be a groomsman?”

Shen Xifan was dumbfounded. “These six people…” She pointed at the rope. “Are they going to duel to decide who’s the best man?”

Su Shan and Fang Kexin nodded solemnly.

“This knot is called a surgical knot. The person who ties the most in one minute will be the best man.”

It was the first time she had watched a surgeon’s hands attentively, feeling an inexplicable reverence. A qualified doctor must undergo such rigorous training even when they are still medical students.

But it was also the first time she had focused so intently on He Suye’s hands.

Perhaps feeling her gaze was too presumptuous, she quietly turned to look at others. The one called “He Shouwu,” He Suye’s nephew, surprisingly tied knots with skill, but unfortunately, children’s fingers were too short and not as agile as adults. After observing for a while, she realized that He Shuye and Qiu Tian were evenly matched.

She secretly hoped He Suye would win.

But in the end, she was disappointed. After a minute, He Suye tied 98 knots, while Qiu Tian tied 101. She didn’t find it surprising; after all, Qiu Tian was a cardiovascular surgeon, which gave him an advantage in practice.

However, the medical students were all surprised, especially Qiu Tian. After a careful comparison, he raised his slender eyebrows, “Sharp angles, regressing!”

On the other hand, He Suye remained calm, carefully wiping the juice off He Shouzheng’s mouth, “I haven’t tied knots in years!”

This statement made everyone burst into laughter. Qiu Tian sighed with emotion, “Back in the day, during exams, tying these knots drove me crazy. I ate, slept, and even tied my shoelaces with surgical knots. Sharp angles slept on the top bunk, and I hung a rope on his bed frame to practice at any time. Two weeks later, I found the rope missing, and he told me he had cut it.”

Li Jie interjected, “Back then, the surgery teacher told us that the record for surgical knots among our school’s students was 128. I almost fainted when I heard it. Feeling quite depressed, I complained to my big brother, and he innocently said, ‘Isn’t that my record?'”

He Suye waved his hand dismissively, “History, history, let’s not bring that up!”

On the other hand, He Shouzheng looked righteous, “Forgetting history means betraying the past!” Everyone burst into laughter.

Shen Xifan couldn’t help but admire He Suye. His candid and sincere laughter made her feel a bit petty. She was willing to admit defeat, especially since they chose groomsmen using this method.

However, she squinted and secretly glanced at Qiu Tian, the man who, according to He Suye, was more cunning than a fox. Always wearing a worldly-wise smile, he had the demeanor of someone who played with life, yet upon closer inspection, he seemed like quite a character.

Two men with vastly different personalities turned out to be the best of friends.

During the banquet, lively chatter filled the atmosphere. He Shouzheng roamed around, unabashedly calling out, “Li Jie, why did you get married? My uncle hasn’t even tied the knot yet!”

Li Jie shot him a glance. “What does it matter to me whether your uncle gets married or not? Call me uncle, kid, no need to hesitate!”

Defiantly, He Shouzheng retorted, “With your failed obstetrics and gynecology exam, do you still expect me to call you uncle?” Then he deliberately leaned on He Suye. “Uncle, why haven’t you gotten married yet? I want double the red envelopes for Chinese New Year.”

Li Jie, frustrated, clenched his teeth. Su San hastily served him a bowl of buckwheat cold noodles, teasing, “Why bother arguing with kids?”

Qiu Tian pondered, “Isn’t this buckwheat a kind of Chinese medicine? I’m not good with Chinese medicine. What do you say, Jianjian?”

He Suye thought for a moment, “That’s golden buckwheat. It clears heat, detoxifies, clears the lungs, and transforms phlegm. It’s used for lung heat coughs and throat swelling. Buckwheat is highly nutritious and effective for preventing and treating diabetes, high blood lipids, periodontitis, and stomach problems. My family’s ancestors used buckwheat husk pillows for decades, which clear heat and brighten the eyes.”

At the end of the banquet, Shen Xifan led He Shouzheng outside the hotel to talk with Su San. He Suye and Qiu Tian left last. Qiu Tian had a sly look on his face, putting his arm around He Suye’s shoulder. “I know you deliberately lost to me. In the last three knots, you paused. I could tell your speed back when we took the exams together.”

He Suye was about to explain, but Qiu Tian lightly tapped his head with a fist. “Spill it, what’s on your mind?”

He didn’t dodge, laughing candidly. The crystal chandeliers in the hotel lobby cast a gentle light into his eyes, reflecting a softness. “It’s not that I don’t want to be a groomsman. First, I can’t drink alcohol, and second, if I were a groomsman, who would take care of her?”

Qiu Tian was taken aback. “People say I’m shrewd, but you’re even more cunning than I am. I’m impressed by you. But it’s fine this way; it’ll give us more opportunities to spend time together.”

He was touched by this. “Qiu Tian, I’m quite unsure about this. I hardly interact with her in daily life. We just live in the same neighborhood and rarely see each other. I don’t know anything about her past. Thinking about it, I feel like I missed the best time in life to meet her.”

Qiu Tian chuckled, “You’re getting all poetic. But in my experience, the best time in life isn’t early or late. For some people, you’ll never love them no matter how long you live. For others, you fall in love at first sight, and they happen to fall for you too. That’s the best and most opportune time.”

He Suye smiled, “You didn’t do worse than me in psychology, did you?”

Qiu Tian was speechless, “Li Jie failed obstetrics and gynecology, and his grandmother is an obstetrics and gynecology specialist! Do you have to think like this?”

He Shouzheng, after all, was just a child. As the night grew late, he yawned incessantly and soon fell asleep on He Suye’s shoulder. Shen Xifan remained quiet. The three of them walked silently along the long main road of the neighborhood.

Suddenly, Suye spoke up, “What do you like to eat?”

Shen Xifan was somewhat surprised. “Why are you asking this?”

He chuckled, “Everyone is coming to my house for dinner the day after tomorrow. Didn’t Su San tell you?”

Shen Xifan realized, “I forgot.” After a moment of thought, she added, “I dislike cilantro, but other than that, I’m fine with anything. I have a sweet tooth, so generally, I’m easy to please.” Then she added, “The buckwheat noodles tonight were delicious. He Suye, can you make them?”

Unexpectedly, Shouzheng woke up and rubbed his eyes. “Little uncle, I want to eat too. Where are we going?”

He Suye was not amused. “Kid, all you think about is food. Do you want to eat chestnuts?”

He Shouzheng put on a pitiful expression, looking like a small white rabbit, and reached out to Shen Xifan. “Sister, carry me!” This made Shen Xifan burst into laughter. “This kid will be talented when he grows up. He acts cute and clever around you, keeps silent around Qiu Tian, and bullies Li Jie.”

In the end, Shen Xifan received an invitation the next day. A friend from college was getting married.

She sighed at her misfortune. With no husband in sight, not even the shadow of a boyfriend, she increasingly felt that for a woman, a happy and fulfilling family was more important than a successful career.

But what could she do now? Cutting apples in front of the mirror at midnight, and surfing the internet for fortune-telling, it was all just futile self-comfort.

In the morning, Shen Xifan took the car from her mom’s workplace to the neighboring city. The wedding was held at the largest hotel in the city. In the lounge, she met her long-lost friend. After several years apart, they both felt a bit awkward, not knowing where to start, so they just smiled at each other.

The wedding was grand, with government cars and military vehicles filling half the space. The groom was stiff, and the bride wore a faint smile on her face, a casual and indifferent demeanor, not like Su San’s genuinely happy smile.

Perhaps it was the beginning of another unhappy marriage. She suddenly thought of Gu Ningyuan, a woman who used to be so vibrant, but ended up trapped in the confines of marriage. The relationship between marriage and love was indeed a subtle one.

Suddenly, someone tapped her shoulder, startling her out of her reverie. She heaved a long sigh of relief. “You scared me to death, Dashao, couldn’t you see what kind of occasion this is?”

Ling Yufan snorted. “It’s just an alliance, what’s the occasion? If it weren’t for the connections above having some relationship with my family, I wouldn’t have come.” His tone was full of disdain.

She smiled and pointed at the bride. “Is this how rich people’s marriages are? Diamonds and flowers everywhere.”

Ling Yufan lowered his eyelids and remained silent for a while, repeatedly chewing on the word “marriage.” “It’s either lifelong commitment or playing games in the mortal world. Marriage? For people like us, it’s just interests and power wrapped in diamonds and flowers.”

Shen Xifan understood, and couldn’t help but smile. “I hope the person I marry loves me, and I love him, not for money, not for power, just because I am me, and he is he.”

Shen Xifan remembered the first time she saw Su San, smiling so happily, with her eyes full of joy. It reminded her of her former self, seeing only that person in her eyes, the one who would be the end of her gaze, no matter how far away, she would always follow.

The happiest thing in the world is when the person you love is passionately loving you in return.

But how many marriages in the world are solely based on love?

Forget it, marriage is too distant a thing. Before her eyes were only a vague old love and a seemingly one-sided crush on someone new. And there was the offer to study abroad, it should have arrived today.

Meanwhile, chaos reigned at He Suye’s house. Qiu Tian somehow managed to bring in a laboratory white mouse, which He Shouzheng accidentally released. The kids were excitedly chasing after it, while Fang Kexin cowered in the bathroom, scared. Qiu Tian mocked her, “Little sister, even with a clinical background, you’re so timid?”

Fang Kexin, frustrated, snapped back, “Qiu Tian, stay away from me, I hate you, I hate you!”

Qiu Tian shrugged helplessly and whispered to He Suye, “Did you hear that, Sharp Corners? I hate her too!”

He Suye ignored him, his eyes drifting to the clock on the wall, somewhat absent-minded. He wondered why Fang Kexin hadn’t arrived yet. Could she be working late or did something come up unexpectedly? She hadn’t even sent a call or a text. He got up and called her, only to hear Shen Xifan’s breathless voice on the other end. “I just got back. An accident happened on the street near the entrance of the neighborhood, so I’m stuck here. I’ll be there soon, remember to save me some food!”

He couldn’t help but smile, comforting her, “Don’t worry, I’ll save a portion for you in the kitchen, okay?”

When Shen Xifan arrived, He Shouzheng sat on the sofa, mysteriously calling out, “Sister, I have something fun to show you.” Then a white mouse popped out and squeaked at Shen Xifan.

She was taken aback and accidentally bumped into He Suye behind her. He caught her, glaring at He Shouzheng. “Kid, don’t think Uncle Suye can’t handle you. I’ll discipline both you and Qiu Tian together!”

Qiu Tian looked up from the medical records. “Me? What did I do wrong? Oh, I know, I should have brought a rabbit, harmless to humans and animals!”

He Shouzheng got excited. “Uncle Suye can cook rabbit meat!”

At that moment, He Suye noticed the package Shen Xifan was holding, with rows of English letters and a familiar red shield-shaped logo. No one else noticed, but he urgently wanted to know the origin of that letter.

In the end, he saw it, “School of Hotel Administration, Cornell University, Ithaca, NY, 14853, U.S.A.”

He saw Shen Xifan sneakily smiling at him, gesturing with her hands, because she knew he had secretly saved a bowl for her as a midnight snack.

Suddenly, he realized his insecurity. He realized he knew too little about her, understood too little, and now he was about to disrupt the only connection and balance between them.

Pulling out a map of the United States, he searched for the locations of Philadelphia and New York, found the application form for the University of Pennsylvania, and quietly made a decision.

Everything was waiting for her to speak up and explain.

Chapter 20 – Sanqi, Panax Notoginseng
He Suye received the call from the school Red Cross very late.

Recently, he noticed he often made mistakes in actions related to ropes, like pulling down a pen holder while taking off a wire or tripping over a power cord and spilling things on the table. He carefully analyzed it and found it was due to cognitive defects, a lack of logical thinking causing an extremely poor understanding of cause and effect—a postnatal disadvantage.

It was all because of that offer, making his mind restless and his thoughts scattered.

The phone call temporarily calmed his chaotic thoughts. The school Red Cross organized medical teams every year to provide medical services in mountainous areas. He visited that place two years ago and was very familiar with it.

In that small mountain village where terraced fields and unfamiliar rice paddies stretched out, every household raised chickens and ducks, with pigs covered in mud. He fetched water, made fires, treated villagers’ illnesses, and taught classes. Most people there were very poor, unable to afford expensive medicine or hospital stays. The only doctor in the village was just a quack, not even knowing how to disinfect before administering vaccines.

The air there was fresh, though conditions were extremely harsh. But he liked seeing the children calling him “big brother,” asking him math questions, and villagers thanking him with fresh vegetables, while the elderly invited him to drink rice wine in the evening.

There was a thought that crossed his mind—he wanted to stay in that small mountain village for a lifetime.

When he returned that time, he was scolded by his counselor and boss. His roommates didn’t hesitate to drag him to the women’s dorm to weigh him, and he ended up losing ten pounds. There were still patches on his ankles; the foundations of the mountains were unstable, prone to landslides.

Later, he got busy and gradually forgot about that place. Perhaps it wasn’t because of being busy, but because that person was no longer important, and all the pain went away with it, memories becoming insignificant.

It wasn’t that he was heartless, it was because she wasn’t worth his demeaning himself. There are plenty of fish in the sea.

In the rice cooker, he was stewing chicken soup with Astragalus and Chinese yam.

Astragalus tonifies Qi, raises yang, benefits the stomach, and stabilizes the exterior. It also promotes diuresis and reduces edema. Chinese yam tonifies Qi and nourishes yin, strengthening the spleen, lungs, and kidneys.

It was said that bridesmaids were more exhausted than brides at weddings, running around, taking care of everything, and too busy to even eat a meal. Even though that little girl promised confidently that she had ample experience, he still worried.

Perhaps, besides preparing extra meals for her and Qiu Tian, he also needed to prepare some adhesive bandages or something. According to Su San, one of Shen Xifan’s high-heeled shoes had straps, and walking too much could easily chafe her feet.

He sighed, thinking, “This wedding is exhausting, thank goodness I’m not getting married.”

Wait, getting married? Me? With whom?

A figure flashed through his mind, and he held his breath for a moment, hastily opening the lid, and accidentally burning his hand again. But the aroma of the chicken soup filled the air, making him smile involuntarily.

He was already eager to see her in a wedding dress.

Qiu Tian—He shouted in his mind—I regret it. If I had known, I wouldn’t have let you tie me three times. At least I could still win against you three times.

The next day, He Suye was awakened by a phone call early in the morning. Qiu Tian shouted from the other end, “Come to Li Jie’s house and see if he can marry Su Meimei dressed like this?”

Li Jie shouted helplessly, “I am as charming as Pan An, a pear blossom presses a sea of flowers, why do I look so ugly in this outfit!” But Qiu Tian was not interested in his self-deprecating jokes and continued to tease, “Are you sure you want to get married dressed like this? Do you want to wear another green hat?”

He Suye listened with extreme speechlessness and immediately took a taxi to Li Jie’s house. Sure enough, aside from the disheveled groom, Qiu Tian had made himself shine brightly. He sighed, “Qiu Tian, you look like a goldfish!”

In the end, they chose a set of the most decent and conventional wedding clothes from among the many. He wondered, “Didn’t you guys try on the clothes before? Why is today so chaotic?”

Qiu Tian was quite helpless, “I did remind him like this, but this guy refused to cooperate!”

Li Jie was even more helpless, “My mom suddenly brought so many clothes, I’m under pressure too!”

But when the three of them finally came out, the young and old of Li’s family were stunned. Li’s cousins almost stared blankly, “Oh my god, these three could star in a youth idol drama.”

It was early in the morning, the dawn was clean and gentle, with a faint mist and the fragrance of plants in the air.

Walking into the courtyard outside, Qiu Tian hung on He Suye in an unflattering manner, leaned close to his ear, and chuckled, “Sharp Corners, do you think Xifan will be infatuated when she sees you?”

His heart skipped a beat, and he quickly pushed Qiu Tian away, “Stop talking nonsense, be a good groomsman, and don’t cause trouble.”

Qiu Tian’s head still didn’t leave his shoulder, “Sharp Corners, why haven’t you confessed to her yet? Do it now! Quickly!”

He Suye smiled wryly, somewhat helpless, “Qiu Tian, when we used to have goldfish at home, I loved them so much. When it was my turn to feed them, I would sprinkle a little bit, and the fish would rush to eat it all. Then I poured in a whole packet, and in the end, the fish died from overeating. It’s the same situation now; I can’t ignore her feelings and impose my will on her. And… ” His voice lowered, “The situation is very chaotic right now, it’s not the right time. She still has unresolved issues, and besides, I’m greedy. I want her to love me wholeheartedly, not just have a little bit of goodwill.”

Qiu Tian sighed, “I wish Fang Kexin would stop looking at you all the time, she seems to have a lot of hostility towards Shen Xifan?”

He Suye smiled, “That’s your business, take care of your people and lock your doors.”

Truly arriving at Su San’s house, he felt like the one who would be infatuated wasn’t Shen Xifan, but himself.

In a light pink dress, a crystal headpiece, and high heels, her slightly curled hair and light makeup, holding pastries and candies, she immediately smiled when she saw them, “The groom’s here to steal the bride!”

Qiu Tian whistled mischievously and said with a smirk, “Let’s not steal the bride, let’s steal the bridesmaids instead!”

A slight blush swept across her face, like the peach blossoms of April, while her fair porcelain-like neck radiated with a dazzling charm at the corners of her eyes and eyebrows, shining like sunlight.

Unable to describe his feelings, he felt a tightness in his throat and couldn’t help but turn his face away, yet his peripheral vision involuntarily glanced over.

Su Shan shouted from the room, “Xifan, I’m nervous, I’m scared, can we not get married?”

Qiu Tian laughed heartily, “Too late, too late, even if today were a kidnapping, I’d still take you back.”

Li Jie, feigning helplessness on the side, said, “Shen Jiejie, please let him go. I’m old upstairs and have no young ones downstairs. I’ll raise a yellow dog until I’m old. If I marry this wife, I’m still hoping to serve her tea, massage her back, and pamper her with good food and drink for the rest of my life!”

Shen Xifan giggled, “Su Shan, do you want to sign a post-marriage contract now? We can all be witnesses.”

In the end, Su Shan walked out herself, her eyes red, and threw herself into her parents’ arms, crying bitterly. Shen Xifan was amazed, “Why didn’t you cry when we were teasing you just now? Now it’s like the floodgates have opened.”

Li Jie, at a loss on the side, tightly held a pack of tissues and handed them over one by one attentively.

He Su Ye took the dress paper bag she was carrying, “The deep bond between parents and children is like this. My cousin cried so heartbreakingly when she got married, and her husband felt like he was a tyrant who abducted a maiden.”

Shen Xifan smiled, “I guess if I get married, I’ll cry uncontrollably too. I can’t bear to leave my parents.”

Qiu Tian, seeming somewhat sentimental, said, “If I get married, my parents will cry tears of joy.”

Then the groom carried the bride out, got into the car, returned to the groom’s house, and finally drove to the hotel. The wedding procession occupied most of the main roads of the city, grandly and majestically, reminiscent of ancient royal wedding processions.

After getting out of the car, Shen Xifan and Qiu Tian were kept busy, helping the newlyweds touch up their makeup, collect red envelopes, and distribute wedding candies, and by the time the wedding started, their throats were dry as if on fire, yet they still had to toast with the newlyweds and shield them from alcohol.

The festivities didn’t end until after two o’clock in the afternoon, and there was still another event in the evening, leaving the two of them feeling gloomy and wanting to cry.

Qiu Tian choked up, “I didn’t even get a taste of the shark’s fin soup.”

Shen Xifan was in agony, “I’ve been eyeing that roast suckling pig for so long, but when I finally went to get some, all that was left was the skin.”

Qiu Tian slumped on the couch, looking at He Suye with puppy eyes, “Sharp horns, if I had known, I wouldn’t have tried to be tough. I’d have let you be the best man and gone to feast!”

Shen Xifan pointed at him and laughed, “He Suye, with your looks, who would dare to invite you as the best man? You’d overshadow the groom too much!”

He could only ask, “Aren’t you two hungry? I have food at my place!”

As a result, these two sneaked away from the newlyweds and went to He Suye’s house.

All the dishes just needed to be reheated in the microwave. He Shouzheng carried two large food containers and boasted, “Uncle, I packed these dishes for you.” Then he looked at Qiu Tian, “Uncle, eat less, don’t snatch Sister’s food!”

Chicken soup stewed with Chinese yam and astragalus, braised mushrooms, braised eggplant, and cold beef salad. Qiu Tian waved his hand, “Bring another bottle of Pepsi!”

He Shouzheng obediently poured a glass of juice for him and said seriously, “Uncle, men should drink less cola.”

Shen Xifan was happily indulging in the chicken soup, and He Suye asked, “Do you want an apple? Or an orange?”

With a mouthful of meat, she couldn’t speak, so she raised her hand and made a gesture. He Suye smiled, “Orange? I’ll make it into juice for you.”

Shen Xifan nodded in satisfaction, and Qiu Tian exclaimed in surprise, “You can understand this too? Sharp horns, you could be an animal trainer!”

Shouzheng blinked, “Isn’t it said that women are tigers? – Oh! Uncle, this was what my dad said!”

The commotion was even more intense and busier in the evening. Shen Xifan felt like her legs were about to give out, yet she had to force herself to stay alert. When the banquet was dispersed, she looked at her feet again. Several places were rubbed raw, causing her to suck in a breath of cold air from the pain.

As she hesitated whether to change out of her high heels, He Suye pushed the door open, holding a small box in his hands and sighing softly, “Qiu Tian said your feet are hurt, so he asked me to take a look.”

He knelt halfway down and carefully took off her shoes, his movements natural as if he were treating a patient. Shen Xifan didn’t detect any ambiguous atmosphere and simply complained, completely in a girlish manner. Her delicate foot, akin to a piece of white jade, rested on He Suye’s knee, with several abrasions visible.

He first lightly wiped them with alcohol, then took out a small bottle and applied some brown powder. Shen Xifan asked curiously, “What is this?”

“My grandfather made it, Sanqi powder. The main ingredient of Yunnan Baiyao is Sanqi.”

“That… specifically for treating cuts, bruises, scrapes, and wounds?”

“It stops bleeding and disperses blood stasis, not only for external injuries but also internal ones, without leaving bruises. It treats coronary heart disease, angina pectoris, and sequelae of cerebral hemorrhage.”

“It’s so miraculous! Then give me a little more. If I get a cut in the future, I can just apply it, right?”

He applied a little Sanqi powder to the wound, then covered it with a band-aid and checked again, “It’s okay now, it’ll be better in two days. In the future, wear less of these types of shoes. They’re easy to rub…”

Before he finished the last word “foot,” Fang Keyin pushed the door open. Upon seeing them, she immediately froze, and then quickly closed the door again. Shen Xifan was puzzled, “What’s wrong, Fang Keyin? Is something the matter?”

Fang Keyin stood silently at the door for a while, until Qiu Tian called her before she came back to her senses. The scene just now kept replaying in her mind like a thorn, piercing her heart, impossible to shake off.

Why have I silently waited by your side for so long, waiting for the past to pass, waiting for the future to come, yet still unable to see the glimmer between us?

As long as you treat me well, even a little, it’s enough for me to let go.

The wedding chamber was filled with joyous revelry. People in the medical profession often marry later than usual, and working in hospitals can be quite stressful, so whenever there’s a happy occasion, the celebrations tend to be especially lively.

The new bedroom had been decorated with numerous obstacles by those mischievous friends. There were apples, red dates, and cherries strewn all over the floor, and the bride and groom had to eat their way through them before they could proceed. Li Jie and Su Shan had drunk quite a bit of alcohol and couldn’t resist teasing each other, leaving them exhausted.

Finally, Li Jie lost his temper. He raised his eyebrows, pushed Su Shan against the wall, and pressed his entire body against hers. Then he shouted at the crowd of cheering onlookers, “Those who are truly in love, leave now.” He followed it up with a passionate kiss, sending everyone present into a frenzy of excitement.

Qiu Tian, who was hiding in the corner, sighed, “I’m getting old. I can’t handle such intense excitement anymore. I’m going home to sleep. I have surgery tomorrow, and if I anger the boss, I’m done for.”

Upon hearing this, the others bid farewell to the newlyweds one by one, their fists pounding heavily. “Li Jie, well done!”

Shen Xifan was preparing to stand up to say goodbye, but her feet were sore, so she decided to stay put in her chair. A hand reached out to her, “Let me help you back. Can you walk?”

It was already late at night. When they got out of the taxi, only the lights of the security room in the neighborhood were on, and the streetlights were dim.

Seeing Shen Xifan limping, he couldn’t bear it. “Forget it, I’ll carry you. At this rate, you won’t even make it to your doorstep by dawn.”

Shen Xifan felt indignant. Originally, she wanted to glare fiercely at him, but she was too exhausted to muster any energy. She looked at him pitifully. He Suye sighed, “Don’t be stubborn, I’ll carry you.”

As He Suye carried her, the faint scent of alcohol and the delicate fragrance of a young woman on her body seeped into his back. His body temperature seemed to rise like burning charcoal, and suddenly he felt an impulse to hold her tightly, to ask her if she had any feelings for him.

Suddenly she spoke, like a bucket of cold water, chilling him to the bone. “He Suye, I’m going abroad to study.”

His forehead felt scorched from the hot night, sharp pains shot through his throat, and his fingers suddenly felt cold and stiff. “Congratulations. Which country are you going to?”

Shen Xifan didn’t notice his unusual reaction and spoke casually, “The U.S.A, Cornell University, one of the Ivy League schools.”

His suspicions turned out to be true, and he suddenly felt a sense of being ignored, a bitter feeling surged up in his heart. “Oh, congratulations. I’m also going out for a while.”

“Where to?”

“The school is organizing a medical team to provide medical assistance in rural areas.”

“How long will you be gone?”

“I don’t know. According to past practice, a small number of people will be selected to stay for a longer period. I might be chosen.”

“Will life in the rural areas be very hard, with no food and no clothes?”

“Silly girl, it’s not as unbearable as you imagine. It’s just definitely not comparable to big cities.”

He didn’t immediately agree to join the school’s medical team, nor did he think about staying longer. His response at the time was to consider it and give an answer later, but now he had made a decision.

He was just being a bit stubborn, a bit temperamental. He was annoyed by her unilateral decision, but he didn’t have the right to interfere with her. But why couldn’t she have told him earlier? It would have made him feel like he was a somewhat special presence to her compared to others.

He wanted to bet a little. Without him, would she miss the days when he was by her side?

Suddenly, Shen Xifan’s phone rang. She answered it slowly, speaking very softly and cautiously.

She patted He Suye’s shoulder, indicating that she needed to get off. Then she stood on the flower bed and sighed deeply, “I have to face the person I least want to see tomorrow. What terrible luck.”

“Your ex-boyfriend?” he guessed.

“Correct!” Shen Xifan’s face showed no signs of despondency, but rather a hint of cunning. “Even if he didn’t look for me, I wouldn’t have actively sought him out. And then I quietly dumped him the same way he did to me back then, haha, it feels so satisfying! But, is it a bit cruel?”

He Suye watched Shen Xifan as she talked incessantly, her lips slightly curled upwards, her mood unaffected by the phone call just now. She was completely different from the girl a few months ago, with red-rimmed eyes, feeling downcast, and asking him what to do.

This was the only comfort in his low mood. She had already moved on from the past, even though she was preparing to leave.

He asked himself if he could forgive his childish stubbornness for a moment. He wanted to know, in her heart, how much he mattered. As for her studying abroad, there was still plenty of time for that.

Chapter 21 – Banxia, Pinellia Ternata
“A true hero dares to face the bleakness of life and confront the flowing blood.”

Her fingers traced over those few photos, and Shen Xifan smiled, sitting on the floor talking to herself, with a box in front of her.

They were all memories of her first love—letters, birthday gifts, photos, photo booth pictures, keychains, matching couple pendants on their phones, stars, and paper cranes folded for him. She had once said that if he ever didn’t want her anymore, she would burn these things. But she couldn’t bring herself to do it, because she always hoped that he would come back.

“All those letters, those vows written on paper, are just a performance.” Promises may seem beautiful, but they don’t always last forever. But having had them is enough.

Finally able to let go, she silently said to Yan Heng, “Even though you caused me pain, the happiness and joy of those years were real. I’ve never regretted loving you. It was the best thing I did when I was young. You taught me how to love someone, and then taught me how to grow.”

“Thank you, that’s why I dare to love someone else.”

At the café by the riverbank, with delicious scoops of ice cream decorated with chocolate and strawberries, Shen Xifan sighed inwardly. After so many years since their breakup, the person across from her still remembered her preferences.

But the atmosphere was somewhat chilly. The usually composed man seemed a bit lost. “Shen Xifan, are you going to study abroad?”

She nodded with a smile. “Yes, I am going to study abroad. Is there something you want to say?”

Yan Heng’s lips curled slightly, exuding a faint bitter taste. “Do you still hate me? Blame me? I just wanted to ask if you could give me a chance. I’m willing to wait however long it takes.”

“I’m sorry,” she said with difficulty. “Between you and me, it’s no longer possible.”

Finally, those words were spoken.

A sense of fatigue and desolation appeared on his face. Shen Xifan looked up, repeating sincerely, “I’m sorry!”

She cursed herself inwardly. Rejecting someone took courage, and she was the least able to speak up. She didn’t want to face it, or rather, she didn’t want to utter those three words “I’m sorry,” because she knew firsthand how much hurt they carried, and she didn’t want to inflict that on someone else.

Lowering her eyelids, she continued to explain, “Actually, I don’t hate you. I used to ask myself whether I hated you more or loved you more. I asked myself for several years. Now I finally understand that without love, there is no hate. Yan Heng, do you know, I used to feel like I was so far away from you, always chasing after your footsteps? I used to feel so insignificant in front of you. But now, I realize that I can look at you calmly. So…”

“No need to go on,” he interrupted, his voice thick with sourness. “I should be the one to apologize. It’s all my fault. Even now, I know I don’t have the right to ask you to come back to me. It’s just that I know my feelings. Three years ago, I regretted deeply in America once, so I wanted to take a chance on myself again. Finally, I overestimated my place in your heart.”

Shen Xifan smiled bitterly. “Let’s not talk about the past.”

He smiled faintly, not knowing where to start. “Alright, let’s not.”

He got up to pay the bill, but when he turned back, Shen Xifan was no longer there, leaving only a piece of paper on the table.

“As the flowers fall in the night, I am about to embark on a journey. I offer you a lamp of my heart, reluctant to part. Farewell, with longing; from now on, memories are better than meetings.”

With trembling eyes, filled with self-mockery and pain from the depths of his heart—reckless in his youth, he had failed her. Looking back now, she was no longer in the same place, nor could he face her.

This was the best ending, but he hoped she would be happy. He had already gone too far, and she couldn’t wait forever. He had known all along, regretting not treasuring her and letting happiness slip through his fingers.

Being the most familiar stranger, from now on, memories were better than meetings.

He had once loved her, and he still loved her now. He never regretted it. It was the best thing, he knew, to have had a girl who loved him deeply by his side, dedicating her most precious youthful years to him.

From this moment on, there was a shadow in his heart, making him quietly reminisce, that even if the night was dark again, he wouldn’t feel lonely.

In the city of May, at the beginning of summer, Shen Xifan walked on the street, enjoying the gently warm sunlight.

She lifted the corners of her mouth, silently murmuring “goodbye,” embracing the gentle breeze. She felt the sunshine was pleasant, melancholy fading away, the last trace of bitterness evaporating, leaving only a faint shadow, buried deep in her heart.

Such a day should be called “Banxia,” half of the summer, with some lingering warmth, yet not restless.

A very tender name.

If He Suye knew, he would tell her, “Banxia is a traditional Chinese medicine, divided into Ginger Banxia, Law Banxia, Banxia Qu, and Zhuli Banxia. It dries dampness, transforms phlegm, reverses counterflow, stops vomiting, and disperses accumulation. There are formulas like Banxia Baizhu Tianma Tang and Banxia Houpo Tang.”

Shen Xifan chuckled at the occupational disease of doctors — but where was he now? It had been a long time since she had seen him.

She wanted to buy some summer clothes and a few more clothes for her parents, considering it the last filial piety she could do as a daughter before leaving.

While picking out shirts for her father in the men’s clothing section, Shen’s mother kept nagging, “Your father likes to wear pure cotton, but every time it needs to be machine washed, it balls up quickly.” Then she picked up a deep blue one, “Your father doesn’t like light colors, he insists on wearing dark ones.”

Shen Xifan secretly chuckled, she planned to buy her father a big red T-shirt from the sports store, to let him feel youthful.

Suddenly, she saw a white shirt, simple in style, but with a high price tag, just like the one He Suye wore at Li Jie’s wedding. That day, he just wore an ordinary white shirt and a suit, because Qiu Tian warned him not to overshadow the groom, but in her eyes, no one outshined him, just a faintly restrained temperament, naturally exquisite, truly captivating her.

Checking her phone, she found no messages or missed calls, she sighed slightly, feeling a subtle sense of loss.

He just said he was going to the mountainous area, without telling her the exact time. She felt a vague unease, unconsciously worrying about him.

Back home, her aunt’s family came to visit, only her young nephew was absent. Her sister-in-law sighed, “He said he felt uncomfortable in his stomach after dinner tonight, felt like vomiting, so I didn’t let him come. I’ll buy some medicine for him on my way back, if it doesn’t improve, we’ll have to go to the emergency room.”

Shen’s mother felt sympathetic, “Vomiting, it’s neither minor nor major. By the way, why not go see a traditional Chinese doctor.” Then she seemed to remember something, “I have many prescriptions at home, I’ll have Fanfan bring them for you to see.”

Shen Xifan was puzzled, “When did I see so many traditional Chinese doctors? It was just one for insomnia and one for fever.”

Shen’s mother explained, “Oh—there’s a stack of prescriptions tucked in that book, someone handed it to you a few days ago, saying it was borrowed from you. I later found many prescriptions tucked inside, thinking they might be yours, so I just casually placed it on the bookshelf for you.”

Shen Xifan widened her eyes in disbelief, “Wait, let me go find it!”

In that book of traditional Chinese medicine, there was a thick stack of prescriptions, carelessly piled among a stack of reference books. If it weren’t for Shen’s mother reminding her, she would have surely overlooked it.

She flipped through them one by one, each carefully marked: “Cold,” “External Fever,” “Cough,” “Stomachache,” “Vomiting,” “Weakness,” “Headache,” with a physician’s signature at the bottom: He Suye.

Only the prescriptions, no other notes, she flipped through all the pages, but there was not a word left behind. She hurriedly ran to the living room and asked Shen’s mother, “When was this book delivered?”

Shen’s mother took the prescription from her, without looking up, “About five days ago, when you went to your grandmother’s house. I forgot to tell you afterward, as one grows old, memory fails — oh, here it is, for treating vomiting and acid reflux.”

Shen Xifan leaned over to look, reading aloud, “Sudden vomiting, accompanied by fever and chills, headache and body pains — Huoxiang Zhengqi San; Vomiting sour and fetid, belching and loss of appetite — Baohe Wan; Vomiting acid and sour, fullness in the chest and hypochondria — Sinisan combined with Banxia Houpo Tang.”

Shen’s mother smirked, “Is this young man a doctor? He doesn’t look like one at all. How do you know such a handsome person? What’s your relationship with him?”

She stuttered, “No, no relationship, just friends.”

After Shen Xifan finished speaking, her heart raced fiercely, almost losing control. She couldn’t stop asking herself, why did he do this, why did he care for her so attentively, quietly, could it be—

A thought flashed through her mind like lightning, this realization made her tremble incessantly, both scared and excited.

Her sister-in-law looked at the prescriptions, “Why don’t I go to the pharmacy in the community and get the medicine first? It might close if we’re late.”

Shen Xifan jumped up suddenly, “I’ll go, I’ll go, I’m familiar with this area, it’s better if I go.”

After another round of excuses, Shen’s father stepped in, “Let Fanfan go, she hasn’t been out much recently, she’s gained weight.”

Walking down the familiar paths, walking home side by side with him, reaching a split in the road at the heart of the community, one turning left, the other right. She never looked back at He Suye’s figure, perhaps because she used to be truly dull, more precisely, blinded by one’s prejudices.

Unknowingly, He Suye entered her life. To her, he was a skilled and compassionate doctor, a friend with whom she could share everything. She felt fortunate to have met such a person in her lifetime but had never considered the relationship between them.

Or perhaps, her feelings towards him — because she was too used to having someone by her side, she always felt everything was taken for granted.

It was only after looking at Banxia that she felt disappointed, the brown spherical object, was nothing like what she had seen before. If it weren’t for the leaf, if it weren’t for the stem, what was this round thing?

Finally, the pharmacist saw her distrustful gaze and explained, “This is Law Banxia, whereas Prepared Banxia is made from the rhizome.”

He Suye had told her before not to judge things by their appearance, Chinese medicine might look unremarkable, but its effects were immense, yet she felt that such a nice name was wasted.

Banxia — it should be like this, blowing a fan and not feeling hot, or cool in the morning and evening, ice cream just released, fruits and vegetables quietly changing seasons, warm, tender, just like how Banxia is defined in traditional Chinese medicine: pungent and warm.

Watching the pharmacist skillfully preparing the medicine, she suppressed a smile, He Suye, how should I describe you?

In the end, she couldn’t help but turn to his apartment downstairs, knowing full well he wasn’t there, yet standing there alone for a long time, foolishly staring.

In the past, the orange light from his window sill would pierce through the thick darkness, casting a warm glow. Every time she came, she would see it as if there was a telepathic connection, she would have a feeling of being awaited.

Turns out, he had been waiting for her for too long.

But now, in the pitch-black darkness, she was suddenly overwhelmed by a feeling called longing. It’s not that she hadn’t experienced lovesickness, or missed someone, but never before had she felt longing so sudden, catching her off guard.

It was like winning a jackpot that hit her head, leaving her dizzy. She couldn’t sleep at night because of excitement, waking up in the middle of the night to make sure the prize hadn’t been taken away.

Shen Xifan smiled foolishly as she carried the bag of Chinese medicine, but her heart was filled with a lingering sadness. Could it be that I’m being too presumptuous? He Suye always seemed fine, and very amiable. What place do I hold in his heart after all?

She couldn’t help but send him a message, just asking when he would be back. But after waiting for a long time, there was still no reply. She set her phone to vibrate and unknowingly fell asleep in a daze.

When she woke up in the morning, her phone was still empty, and so was her heart, instantly feeling desolate.

Burying her head in her arms weakly, she let out a long sigh, the long-lost feeling of longing pouring out uncontrollably, almost overwhelming her.

She went to the temple to burn incense, according to Shen’s mother, it’s called making a vow. Praying for safety before leaving.

Strolling through the courtyard, she savored the magnificent architecture of the temple, admired the exquisite sculptures of the deities, and appreciated the still colorful murals, allowing the ancient music of the temple, which had experienced vicissitudes, to brush over her soul. Devoutly, she even restrained her breath, lightening her footsteps.

The elderly with white hair, holding long joss sticks, were just praying for their children’s safety; the middle-aged women kowtowing were just praying for their children’s success in their studies and their husbands’ good health. She prayed for her parents’ safety and well-being.

And there was He Suye. She prayed for his safe return.

In the end, she couldn’t help but give him a call.

At that moment, Shen Xifan was in the woods behind the temple, where there weren’t many trees, but abundant bamboo, lush and verdant, rustling in the breeze. Many elderly people were meditating, her voice was very light, very low, but it couldn’t hide her joy.

It seemed very lively where He Suye was, she could hear the whistling wind and bustling voices. She couldn’t help but ask curiously, “He Suye, it’s so noisy, what’s going on?”

A clear voice came from the other side, “I’m talking to you with my phone clipped between my ear and shoulder right now. Both my hands are busy with needles. This patient has had arthritis for several years, and recently it’s been damp here, with a strong wind, seems like it’s going to rain heavily.”

Shen Xifan felt embarrassed, “Am I bothering you then? Should I hang up?”

“It’s okay, where are you now?”

“Huatai Temple, there’s a large bamboo forest behind it, the air is very fresh. My mom said to make a vow before leaving for safety. By the way, when are you coming back?”

“Another three days, did you get a protective charm? The protective charms blessed by the abbot here are very effective.”

“I didn’t even know such a thing existed! No, I didn’t.”

“Don’t worry, wait for me to come back, we’ll go together, alright?”

Her heart pounded hard, “Okay, by the way, I messaged you yesterday, why didn’t you reply?”

He Suye sounded surprised, “When was that? I didn’t receive it, the signal here is too poor, I have to move around to get it.”

Shen Xifan smiled, “Come back earlier, I’ll wait for you.” Then she realized how ambiguous that sounded, hastily adding, “I mean… what I meant was, I’ll wait for you to come back to get the protective charm.”

He Suye chuckled, “Got it.”

After hanging up the phone, she leaned against a bamboo tree and laughed softly. Broken bamboo leaves occasionally fell, and the resounding sound of the temple’s bell echoed. She folded her hands together, calming her mind and praying sincerely.

On the way back, she received a call from Lin Yishen, asking her to meet up.

Lin Yishen still looked lively, smiling as he told her, “I’ve resigned.”

A mouthful of tea choked her throat, causing a violent cough. Shen Xifan widened her eyes, utterly incredulous, “You, resigned? Are you kidding me? Senior Brother, you’re not following me so closely, are you!”

Lin Yishen raised an eyebrow, “If that news isn’t shocking enough, then let me tell you another one.”

Shen Xifan nodded, “I promise not to drink tea this time.”

“Well, the other news is that I resigned to study abroad, mainly because I feel like I’ve grown to like you more than just a little, I’m sorry.”

Shen Xifan stood there stunned, then dreamily uttered a few words, “Can I refuse!”

He squinted and smiled, “Of course, we believe in equality and democracy, but unfortunately, I’m also in the same school as you, Johnson Graduate School of Management, Business Administration.”

She smiled, “Anyway, welcome. But, sorry!”

— Because the one I like is someone else.

Chapter 22 – Coix Seed
After hanging up the phone, He Suye couldn’t help but laugh and stood there dumbfounded for a while, until a child tugged at his sleeve, “Big brother, I have something to ask you.”

He was startled, almost dropping his phone. An elderly lady nearby chuckled and said, “Young man, calling your wife, right?”

Just as he was about to explain, another middle-aged man chimed in, “Young man, not used to being here, right? Still have a wife and son at home, can’t bear to leave, huh? We trouble you!”

Immediately someone shouted, “Dr. He got married! When he came two years ago, he was still alone. Why didn’t he reveal any news during these few days? According to etiquette, we should treat everyone!”

People who knew him around started teasing him. Some familiar doctors smirked secretly, leaving him standing there foolishly, attempting to speak several times but swallowing his words.

Forget it, let the misunderstanding be, he quite enjoyed it.

The mountainous area was impoverished, and traditional Chinese medicine was popular here. Despite being deeply rooted for many years, it was inexpensive and claimed to cure all ailments.

Poverty also brought many difficulties and hardships. The mother of a young boy had been bedridden for several months, suffering from persistent dizziness, declining vision, forgetfulness, and insomnia. She couldn’t speak it out in front of her son but pleaded with He Suye secretly, “Doctor, my family is poor. Can you prescribe cheaper medicine? My child still needs to go to school.”

He felt uncomfortable hearing this. He initially thought to cross out “Lu Jiao Shuang,” “Gui Jiao Ban,” and “Ajiao,” then paused, and carefully circled them, intending to tell the pharmacist that he would cover the cost of these medicines.

Outside, the young boy carefully examined the prescription, eagerly pestering He Suye about the effects of each medicine. With naive, longing eyes, he said, “Big brother, I want to study medicine in the future, study traditional Chinese medicine, and become a doctor.”

He smiled and continued to explain, “Coix seed, diuresis, and swelling reduction, invigorating the spleen, clearing heat, and detoxifying. Your mother has spleen deficiency and dampness stagnation, edema, and abdominal distension, so Coix seed is used with Atractylodes and Astragalus. Besides, your mother also has moderate anemia.”

The young boy’s eyes welled up with tears, not saying a word but staring blankly at the high threshold. He Suye forced a smile, “You’re still very lucky. Big brother will help your mother get better.”

Back at his residence, a colleague informed him that villagers had sent several fish, a pot of chicken soup, and a few jars of rice wine, saying there were no decent gifts for Dr. He’s wedding, so they had to make do. He couldn’t help but laugh bitterly. Colleagues also took the opportunity to tease him, saying that several young nurses at the hospital had secretly admired him for a long time.

He chuckled, neither confirming nor denying it. Fang Kexin joked beside him, “Senior Brother was very popular back in school. When he was interning, several departments fought to have him. They said taking a photo with him would make good publicity.”

He Suye still maintained an indifferent demeanor. “I’ll go check if the medicines are ready over there and then deliver them.”

Fang Kexin explained, “I’ve already sent the prescriptions we got back earlier. They said someone from their family would pick them up later. Also, we have to administer vaccines to children tomorrow. All the syringes are with the team leader. I just checked.”

At that moment, He Suye noticed the bandage wrapped around Fang Kexin’s hand, a faint red seeping through. He quickly asked, “What happened to your hand? Did you bump into something?”

Fang Kexin hesitated for a moment. “I accidentally grazed a nail while moving the medicine box.”

“Remember to get a tetanus shot to prevent infection, no matter what. Take care of the wound properly,” he sighed, carefully examining the wound. “Girls shouldn’t be doing such strenuous tasks. Tomorrow’s vaccine injection, I’ll go.”

A colleague who was recording overheard and also advised her, “Dr. Fang, you’ve been working hard these past few days, doing just as much as us men, even handling meals. Take a break, don’t exhaust yourself.”

He Suye smiled, “Fang Kexin, so it’s true what Qiu Tian said, that you work like crazy! No wonder you were so outstanding academically. First, take care of your hand properly, then we’ll talk.”

She nodded lightly, pondering for a moment. “I’ll go urge them to finish the medicine and check on dinner. Excuse me.” She got up and left, lowering her head so that no one would notice her occasional expression.

A single nail, a small wound, yet it earned him the same care as he would give to an ordinary patient. But it wasn’t the cherished care he showed to Shen Xifan. She should just give up hope.

She knew who had called him, the one person who could evoke such expressions from him. Even in front of Zhang Yiling, he didn’t show the same dedication and warmth, all of it now flooding back.

Such a gentleman, would also foolishly tumble into love, unable to extricate himself.

And oneself, would also foolishly fall into what is called the poison of love. She always thought that He Suye’s injury from love was just temporary pain, and she, always the closest person by his side, could forgive him for not liking her because he wouldn’t like anyone else either. But how could he fall for someone else now?

Fate, she and him, it’s a doomed fate.

The signal in the mountainous area was indeed poor. He sent a message to Shen Xifan but didn’t receive a reply for a long time, so he reluctantly threw his phone away and went to sit in the yard.

Outside the house, there was a gloomy and stuffy heat, the air clinging to the body like melted syrup, somewhat sickly sweet. Suddenly, a gust of wind slammed the wooden door open, dust flying, and then fine, dense raindrops fell. Immediately, a neighbor shouted, “Doctor, it’s going to rain heavily, you need to bring back those medicinal herbs in your yard.”

He Suye thought to himself, this rain was a sign of heavy rain, it would probably continue tomorrow, and work would be much harder.

Suddenly remembered the agreement with Shen Xifan—to help her get a protective charm before leaving.

Hoping to help her seek a lifetime of safety and happiness. Having seen so many people separated by fate, tasted the pain of losing loved ones, in this world, nothing touched him more than the words ‘safety’. He could disregard whom she liked, but he genuinely hoped for her safety.

His thoughts seemed to be noticed at some point, no matter how well hidden they were, they were betrayed by that book.

But if he were to study abroad in the United States, he also had this opportunity. Since she always liked to walk in front, then he would walk one meter behind her, giving her freedom and space, and if she needed it, he would be within reach.

Sure enough, the next day the heavy rain continued, with a trend of getting worse. The original plan was to have the children come to the clinic for vaccinations, but now it had to be changed to doctors providing home services.

The leading doctor joked, “We should carry a straw hat and a first aid kit, it feels like going to war.”

Someone next to him chimed in, “Field army, we are Liu Deng’s army, ready to advance into the Dabie Mountains.”

Fang Kexin helped prepare tea for them and reminded them, “The rain is heavy and the road is slippery, be careful.”

He Suye quietly pulled aside an intern, “Let’s switch places, it’s not easy to walk in the rain, and we have to cross a mountain here. Do you think that’s okay?”

The intern was flattered, “Ah—okay, okay.”

With such heavy rain, just an umbrella couldn’t provide enough cover, soon his shoulders were all wet, his pant legs covered in mud, and he felt as if he were soaked in water, unable to catch his breath.

The foundation of the mountain was unstable, stepping on it didn’t feel solid at all, and the rain-washed soil exposed many small stones, mud, and water rushing down along the terrain. He was extremely cautious with every step, taking more than half the usual time to arrive.

After finishing all the house visits, it was already dark. The local young men offered to take him back, he wanted to decline, but couldn’t resist the enthusiasm of the young man, “My mother-in-law’s house is nearby, I’ll stay there tonight.”

They talked as they walked, He Suye kept asking about the local health conditions, and the young man didn’t hold back. Suddenly, when they reached halfway up the mountain, they heard a child’s cry for help, “Help! Help!”

The desperate cry tore through the night sky, startling them both. The young man cautiously asked, “It seems to be coming from the east, should we go take a look?”

The voice became fainter and hoarser, sounding even more chilling on this rainy day, but they were getting closer to the source. With the light of the flashlight, the young man shouted, “Over here, over here! A child!”

Both hands gripping the broken stones and mud tightly, blood flowing down his arms, the slope of the mountain was very steep, one wrong step and it wouldn’t be a joke. The child was terrified, staring wide-eyed at them, unable to even shout for help.

He Suye cautiously approached the steep slope, softly comforting him, “It’s okay, big brother will pull you up.” He reached out to pull him up, and the young man quickly took the child from the side, shining the flashlight to check, couldn’t help but breathe a sigh of relief, “Luckily it’s just a flesh wound, nothing serious…”

The last “thing” hadn’t been said yet when He Suye suddenly felt his feet go weak. A force, irresistible and natural, stripped away all the strength from his body, and he was airborne. The young man turned back, startled, “Dr. He, be careful!” reaching out to grab him, but he along with the mud and stones cascading down, disappeared in the pouring rain in an instant.

It was already dark, the rain gradually subsided, and the medical team’s doctors returned one by one. Everyone was soaked, with rainwater streaming from their trouser legs to their cuffs. One doctor exclaimed, “We’ve never been so thoroughly drenched even in a sauna! It feels amazing, to be honest!”

Fang Kexin handed them towels and hot tea, instructing them, “Take a hot bath, I’ll have the kitchen prepare some red date ginger tea for you, to dispel the cold! And we’ll cook some Job’s tears porridge tonight, the weather here is too damp, it helps to promote diuresis and reduce swelling.”

Others sighed, “Having a female doctor with us is nice, attentive, treating us like patients.”

Fang Kexin smiled embarrassedly, her eyes drifting away, strong winds accompanied by fine raindrops, wetting her hair completely, she reached to touch it, her palms icy cold, blood seeping through the previously bandaged wound.

Helping out in the kitchen, she couldn’t sit down or stand still, a bad premonition gradually emerged in her mind, sourness rising in her stomach, suppressing the urge to vomit, she tasted a bit of porridge, and then dropped the spoon, pulled out her phone and pressed the familiar number.

No one answered, which made her even more afraid. She kept reassuring herself, perhaps she was being too sensitive. As the saying goes, worrying leads to chaos. He Suye must be fine, maybe just delayed by something. Perhaps in the next second, he would come knocking on the door.

The Job’s tears in the pot bubbled, one minute, ten minutes, twenty minutes passed, and she felt she couldn’t hold on any longer, restlessness, anxiety, and panic wove into a dense web, making it hard for her to breathe and think.

Suddenly, there was a commotion outside the courtyard, someone shouting, “Doctors, something’s happened! Call 120 quickly!”

Her body trembled heavily, a chill ran from the soles of her feet to her brain, she hurriedly threw off her apron and ran out of the kitchen. In the courtyard, two or three locals were pulling doctors outside, “Dr. He, they’ve found him, but he’s unconscious now, with several bruises on his body. We dare not move him, afraid of causing more harm, so we just got a few people to watch over him.”

For a moment, the pain was so intense that she couldn’t breathe. But the alertness of being a doctor made her immediately sober, “I’m going too!”

The few hundred meters from the clinic to the village seemed never-ending, distant without end. Everything around was shrouded in mist and rain. She had to run with all her might, running as if every second missed was missing a lifetime.

Her mind was in a daze, and only one thought lingered in her mind: He Suye, as long as you’re okay, as long as you’re okay if heaven asks me to give up everything, I’m willing.

At the village entrance, several people were gathered. Seeing them coming, they were overjoyed, “The doctor is here, the doctor is here!”

The leading doctor rushed forward, she followed suit, the scene before her almost made her unable to hold back tears. The experienced doctor took a look, “Concussion, abrasions, no major injuries apparent from the outside, but not sure about internal bleeding or brain displacement. We can’t make the best plan yet.”

The man, eyes closed, looked as if he were asleep, but gave her the illusion that he would never wake up. Fear, despair, chilling to the bone, unable to breathe, even consciousness wasn’t very clear, a blurry vision of darkness.

All they could do was pray for the ambulance to arrive quickly.

After some time, suddenly the sound of sirens made everyone alert, and then the ambulance arrived. Several doctors came down with a stretcher, lifting He Suye onto it. She jumped on as well, “I’m the most familiar with him, I’ll go.”

The rain had already made her unable to open her eyes, but she tried to keep them open as she watched the doctor take his blood pressure and pulse. Her mind was buzzing with noise, and she desperately told herself, to stay calm, stay calm, quickly call Qiu Tian.

Pulling out her phone, she struggled to press the number, and Qiu Tian quickly answered on the other end, “Fang Kexin, what’s wrong? I’m on duty.”

Like a piece of driftwood caught in a raging river, she finally had someone to rely on. A fierce pain erupted from all over her body, pushing her to the brink of collapse, shaking violently, and even her teeth chattered, “Qiu Tian, quickly, went to the Military District General Hospital, something’s happened to He Suye, no major external injuries, currently unconscious, needs further diagnosis. Also, inform his father.”

Qiu Tian, after all, was experienced, “I got it, calm down, I’ll go right away, don’t panic!”

After all, it was a military hospital, and the emergency response was fast. When He Suye was diagnosed, it was just a mild concussion and fractures. He was immediately taken to the VIP ward. Everything depended on the patient waking up.

At this moment, Fang Kexin’s strength was completely drained. Leaning against the wall, she slid down slowly. She told herself not to cry, not to cry, but she was already exhausted, unable to hold on any longer. The pain in her heart was unbearable, everything was hazy, tears streaming down her face.

The pain she had endured for so long dissipated upon hearing the news of his safety.

As long as he was safe, as long as he was happy, there was nothing she couldn’t compromise or give up. Isn’t this the form of loving someone? As long as he was safe and happy, she could be happy too.

Until someone gently called out to her, “Fang Kexin, Fang Kexin, don’t cry, he’s fine, he’s fine.”

She refused to look up, her voice hoarse, “I know, I just can’t control myself. Qiu Tian, let me be quiet for a moment.”

Qiu Tian sighed, but said nothing, standing quietly on the side. The corridor was empty, with only the two of them. The door to He Suye’s ward opened and closed, with no one paying attention to them.

After a while, Fang Kexin spoke up, “Qiu Tian, Shixiong, do you like Shen Xifan?”

“Yeah.”

“Call her, tell her Shixiong’s in trouble, he must want to see her most now. Maybe he’ll wake up when he knows she’s here. Right now, I just want him to wake up. Then, whether he ignores me or continues to treat me as a little sister, I don’t care anymore.”

“Miss, it’s already midnight. I’ll call her tomorrow for sure.”

“Qiu Tian—”

“Yeah?”

“Do you think Shen Xifan likes Shixiong? Will she hurt him again like Senior Zhang Yiling did?”

“I don’t know. But your Shixiong is suffering a lot because he likes her.”

“Qiu Tian, if I call Shen Xifan, Shixiong won’t blame me, will he? Given his personality, he definitely wouldn’t want to see her sad. But what if he gets angry and ignores me? What should I do?”

“Maybe your Shixiong will be secretly happy about it, you never know.”

“Qiu Tian, if Shixiong likes Shen Xifan and she likes him back, that would be great.”

“What about you?”

“I—what can I do? In the love story of two people, there’s always no shortage of supporting roles, and there’s always no need for supporting roles. When the curtain falls, besides smiling and leaving the stage, there’s no other choice.”

“Fang Kexin, don’t say that, it hurts to hear.”

“Qiu Tian—”

“Yeah?”

“I’m hungry…”

That’s it, she told herself. Waiting any longer was meaningless. How many years could a woman spend waiting for someone who would never set their sights on her? The recklessness of youth was gone, her youth had been squandered on an unrequited love, and there was little left. Her life was still long, and she would meet a man who loved her, cherished her, and protected her.

Unrequited love is the most painful thing in the world, but it’s also the most blissful. After all, at that time, we have no regrets about loving someone—a person who is unique to us.

In the end, we smile and bless him, even if we linger, even if it hurts, even if the smile is forced, we still let go.

But we all know that loving him was the best thing we ever did.

Chapter 23 – Longan
It seemed like a long time had passed when he opened his eyes. The walls were snowy white, and the air conditioner hummed softly against them. Before he could fully register his surroundings, a round head landed on the white sheets with a sobbing sound. “Uncle, you’re awake! I thought you wouldn’t wake up. You scared me!”

Then came the voice of Qiu Tian, part indulgent and part resigned. “Little rascal, your uncle just has a mild concussion. But he’s quite the sleepyhead. He’s just waking up now.”

He Su Ye let out a sigh of relief. “So, I’m in the hospital now. Which one?” He turned to find a cup. 

He noticed He Shou Zheng’s red, grievance-filled eyes. Wanting to comfort him, He Su Ye realized his injuries prevented it.

He Shou Zheng handed it to him, and he took a look. “Examination: Blood pressure 105/60mmHg in the left arm, 110/60mmHg in the right arm, pulse 50 beats/min, respiration rate 13 times/min, temperature 35.7 degrees Celsius. The victim is lightly unconscious, with multiple wounds on the limbs and bleeding. There is bruising in the lower right limb. Physiological reflexes are present, but pathological reflexes are not elicited. X-ray examination revealed a fracture of the right radius and ulna shaft, 7 cm from the radial styloid process. MR imaging assisted in diagnosing a mild concussion. Treatment: Oxygen inhalation (5L/min), intravenous infusion of 5% glucose 250ml, monitoring blood pressure and adjusting infusion rate, wound cleaning, immobilization of fracture site.”

It wasn’t too serious, but it was still a major setback in his life.

Rarely seeing Qiu Tian so fussing, as if he hadn’t spoken for three days. “Do you know how long you’ve been asleep? The whole night! They only notified your dad at home, and haven’t dared to tell your elders yet. The little rascal came in the morning, saw you, and cried like crazy. Couldn’t calm him down, didn’t even go to class. And Fang Ke Xin, she was exhausted from bringing you back, lying in the duty room.”

He got up to pour himself a glass of water and continued chattering, “Li Jie and Su Shan are still on their honeymoon, nearly flew back in fright. Your boss came to see you once too. Wait!” He raised a finger. “What’s this?”

He Su Ye was puzzled. “One!”

Two fingers. “What’s this?”

“Two!”

Three fingers. “What’s one plus one?”

He couldn’t help but explode, though lacking in strength. “Two! Qiu Tian, why are you so boring? You didn’t even call a doctor or my family when I woke up. You’re sitting here talking nonsense, what are you so at ease about?”

Qiu Tian jumped up in fright. “I… I’ll tell you, don’t hit me! And don’t after either. I told Shen Xi Fan about it, I know you’ll scold me to death, but I couldn’t help it. If I didn’t tell her, I’d go crazy with guilt, I’d condemn myself, I’d become a villain for eternity. Don’t worry, don’t get up, she’s probably on her way now. Let me find a doctor for you first!” With that, he rushed out.

Leaving a bewildered He Shou Zheng and a conflicted He Su Ye behind. The child muttered to himself, “Uncle Qiu Tian is so bad. I almost fell for it. One plus one is two, why did I think it was three?”

The chief neurologist came for rounds, concluding after checking the situation, “Xiao He, you’re fine. Just external injuries, MRI is fine, but it’s better to stay in the hospital for observation.” Then he shrugged and smiled, “It’s the director’s orders, can’t do anything about it.” Then he left with a group of students.

Qiu Tian leaned against the clothes rack and joked, “It’s fortunate you didn’t injure your face, that would’ve been troublesome. Oh, by the way, your leg also has some scratches. Walking might be a bit difficult recently.” He rambled on, then suddenly noticed He Su Ye’s expression change. Following his gaze, he saw Shen Xi Fan standing at the door, sweating profusely, unsure whether to come in or leave.

The subsequent development left him speechless. Seeing He Su Ye staring blankly at her, Shen Xi Fan hesitated and stuttered, “Who am I? Do you still recognize me?”

Understanding immediately, Qiu Tian protested loudly, “I didn’t tell Shen Xi Fan you lost your memory! I didn’t, it wasn’t me. I only said you had a concussion. I’ll go out first. Shen Xi Fan, you have to help me out!” With that, he dragged He Shou Zheng out. “Why are you standing there like a lamp? You should uphold a good socialist sense of shame. Being a lamp is disgraceful.”

He Su Ye chuckled helplessly. “Girl, have you been watching too many Hong Kong and Taiwanese romantic dramas? Do you think every mild concussion leads to amnesia? Most of the concussion patients brought to the hospital each year don’t have amnesia. At most, it’s selective.”

As Shen Xi Fan approached him, her voice trembled. “You remember me, right? You’re not lying to me?” Her fingers lightly traced his casted left arm, tears uncontrollably streaming down her face, dropping onto the snowy white cast. Her body trembled incessantly. “You scared me, you scared me. I was afraid to come, afraid that if you lost your memory, you wouldn’t remember me. What would I do…”

Every slight tremor of her body seemed to etch lines in his eyes. So, he stood up and wrapped his arms around her with the arm that could move, cautiously, as if holding a fragile piece of crystal, delicate and silky, memories of warmth gradually surfaced, and his heart stirred, only to be shattered by her tears.

He Su Ye comforted her, “Don’t cry, don’t cry. I’m fine here. It’s okay now. I promise I’ll accompany you to get the amulet, and I won’t speak out of turn. I’m back now, don’t cry…”

This struck her even deeper. Shen Xi Fan burst into tears at his words. “You’re not keeping your promise. You said you’d come back. I want you to come back safely, how could you scare me like this…”

“Don’t cry, don’t cry… Girl, don’t cry, I…” He suddenly felt at a loss for words, realizing he wasn’t good at comforting others. He simply closed his mouth obediently and hugged her quietly, letting her cry.

After a while, Shen Xi Fan finally let out all her pent-up emotions, crying out her fears, anxieties, and grievances. With red-rimmed eyes, she looked at He Su Ye helplessly. “I… I… lost control of my emotions… I’m sorry…”

He smiled reassuringly, his face pale from blood loss. “I understand, I know. Please don’t cry anymore. I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have broken my promise.”

Her face flushed rapidly, not knowing how to respond. At that moment, a nurse pushed the door open and called out, “Changing the dressing for Bed 3.”

Shen Xi Fan hurriedly broke free from his embrace, wiping away her tears, and watched as the nurse changed his bandages. Then she stammered, “He Su Ye, have you eaten? Are you hungry? Shall I go buy you something? Patients should eat congee, right?”

Qiu Tian poked his head in through the door crack and chuckled, “I want the seafood fried rice from Waterfront, with lobster bisque.”

He Shou Zheng thought for a moment. “I’ll have the McDonald’s Happy Meal, with the toy. Sister, make sure to ask for it. And also, get me another Thousand Layer Ice from Holyland, chocolate vanilla flavor.”

He Su Ye cleared his throat, reminding He Shou Zheng that he was pushing it a bit. Shen Xi Fan smiled gently, holding him back. “Kids, what’s with the fuss? Besides yours, whose food do you think I’m getting? I’ll bring everything together.”

“And Fang Ke Xin,” He Su Ye smiled, “I want the red date and wolfberry congee. Can you make it for me?”

Qiu Tian burst out laughing, teasing them both. “Ah the loving lunchboxes. Shen Xi Fan, let me teach you how to arrange wolfberries into a heart shape. How’s that?”

“Thanks, but no thanks!” Shen Xi Fan replied indignantly. Still, with moisture in her eyes, she looked half-angry and half-shy at Qiu Tian’s teasing, leaving He Su Ye momentarily stunned until He Shou Zheng called him several times before he snapped out of it.

He Shou Zheng looked at him plaintively and innocently, prompting Qiu Tian to quickly reassure him, “Your uncle is fine. It’s just a lingering effect of the concussion.”

Then people started to come to visit him.

His grandmother held his hand, still in shock. “Even though it’s a mild concussion, we were worried you might not wake up or have some aftereffects. Luckily, everything’s fine now.”

Feeling a pang of guilt, He Su Ye said, “Grandma, I’m sorry for worrying you.”

His grandfather still had a stern expression. “Take good care of yourself. We won’t disturb your rest. Su Ye, you handled this matter well. We don’t blame you.”

He found it a bit strange. “Where’s Dad? I haven’t seen him since I woke up.”

“He’s still in the operating room, there was a coronary artery bypass surgery this morning.” His grandfather explained, “Your dad’s work is too busy. Also, I heard you’re planning to go abroad.”

He nodded. “Yes, I’m considering it.”

His grandfather sighed. “According to Gu Lao, you’ve chosen cardiology.”

After some thought, He Su Ye replied, “I’ve discussed this with Dad. He’s read my master’s thesis and thinks specializing in atherosclerosis with a combination of Chinese and Western medicine has great potential.”

His grandfather nodded thoughtfully. “Since your dad agrees, there shouldn’t be any problems. Has the relationship between you two improved?”

He Su Ye smiled lightly. “Yes, it should have.”

After the family left, Shen Xi Fan appeared after a while, carrying various lunchboxes. Qiu Tian and He Shou Zheng were both asleep in their chairs. He Su Ye looked apologetic. “They’re exhausted. Have you eaten?”

She nodded. “I ate when I got home. This is the red date and wolfberry congee I made, of course, it’s not as good as yours. I’ll bring you something else later, chicken soup or bone broth?”

He Su Ye smiled. “Either is fine, I’m not picky.” Taking the spoon, he tasted the rich and sweet red date and wolfberry congee, making his appetite stir. He couldn’t help but smile. “There are longans and honey inside, right?”

“Um…” Shen Xi Fan explained nervously, “I specifically looked it up in books. Longan is good for nourishing the heart and spleen, replenishing blood, and calming the mind. Since you’ve lost blood, I thought it might be good to include something for making congee, right?”

He praised her repeatedly, “Hmm, delicious. Girl, your knowledge of traditional Chinese medicine is impressive. You can practically apply theory to practice.”

Shen Xi Fan sat beside him, leaning her head against her hand, smiling softly. The noon sunlight filtered through the trees, casting half of her shadow over her, covering his hand.

He felt as if she were still in his arms.

In the afternoon, he had just woken up and opened his eyes to see a familiar figure standing by the window, gazing absently at the scenery outside.

He spoke up, “Fang Ke Xin?”

Fang Ke Xin turned at the sound of his voice, somewhat surprised. “Senior Brother, you’re awake. I hope I didn’t disturb you.”

“No.” He struggled to sit up, smiling gently. “I want to thank you for that day. You helped me a lot.”

Fang Ke Xin felt embarrassed. “It wasn’t much, as long as you’re okay.”

She smiled calmly, her eyes clear and bright. He Su Ye vaguely felt that she was different today, but he couldn’t quite put his finger on it. In the past, there seemed to be a complex emotion in her gaze when she looked at him, but now, it was absent.

“Senior Brother,” Fang Ke Xin blinked, “can I ask you a question?”

“Um, of course.”

“Do you like Shen Xi Fan?”

“Ah…” He Su Ye felt surprised, completely unexpected that it would be such a question. Then he chuckled, feeling a bit embarrassed, “How did you both figure it out?”

She covered her mouth and laughed. “Qiu Tian was right. You two are clueless. Oh well, forget it, forget it. I was just asking. By the way, I heard you’re going abroad?”

“YeAh did Qiu Tian tell you that too?”

“YeAh he’s worried you might steal his job. He said he’s been having dreams lately where someone whispers in his ear, ‘Xiao Tian Tian, you’ve run out of talent, make way for Comrade Xiao He’.”

He Su Ye was speechless. “That guy… My research direction is completely different from his. Why would he say such nonsense?”

“Senior Brother, does Shen Xi Fan know that you’re going abroad?”

“She probably doesn’t know. By the way, none of you told her, right?”

“No one dared to say a word against your wishes. Oh, I’m about to go back to school. My supervisor is looking for me.”

“Alright, go back and rest well. I’m fine now. Thank you.”

Fang Ke Xin chuckled softly, turning to leave. Suddenly, she paused at the door, her hand gripping the handle but not turning it.

“Senior Brother, I’m leaving. You must be happy.”

Her voice was low, her tone light, but it carried the weight lifted off her shoulders, with a hint of playful reluctance. As He Su Ye suddenly realized, although she stood before him, there was a distance between them, a feeling of letting go.

Thus, this girl had finally moved on and grown up overnight.

“Fang Ke Xin!” he hurriedly called out, “Actually, Qiu Tian, he—”

Before he could finish, she interrupted with a light laugh. “Stop! Stop! People who are clueless about their feelings have no right to talk about others. Senior Brother, I’m leaving.” With a wave of her hand, she closed the door gently.

From now on, we will all be happy. I believe it and always have.

In the evening, Shen Xi Fan came to see him. He Su Ye was browsing the internet, with the Pennsylvania University page open. Shen Xi Fan leaned over curiously, then immediately recoiled, “Oh my, it’s in English again. If I keep looking, I’ll go completely crazy.”

He took the opportunity to grab her hand. “There’s something I want to tell you.”

She froze for a moment, then mumbled, “Um, He Su Ye, can you please not hold my hand while you talk? It’s putting pressure on me.”

He Su Ye gently released her hand, looking straight into her eyes. “Girl, can you, seriously consider my request?”

It was a confession devoid of any creativity, not even an “I like you,” simple and plain but sincere.

But for Shen Xi Fan, all confessions were eclipsed by his request. His sincere inquiry, tinged with tentative tones, respected her wishes. Such respect implied an “I am fortunate if I get it, it’s not my destiny if I don’t” attitude. Regardless of the outcome, this man would silently accept it.

Such a man should bring her the long-lost sense of security.

But suddenly, Shen Xi Fan had the urge to tease him. This man, his feelings were buried too deep, too good, always so calm and composed, never seen him flustered or confused.

She lowered her eyelids, avoiding his gaze, and hesitated for a moment, “Consider what? There’s nothing to consider…”

He Su Ye’s expression subtly changed. He had silently repeated that sentence in his mind countless times. Even when he finally uttered it, his heart remained in turmoil. He detested uncertainty, but this time he had to take a gamble. Shen Xi Fan’s response made his already uncertain heart grow colder.

However, to his surprise, she smiled afterward. “What are you considering? Dr. He, I just had a good cry today and still didn’t manage to let you know that I like you. I must be a failure at being a person! Do you have to make me say it so directly?”

He Su Ye’s mouth hung slightly open, feeling as if a thousand flowers were blooming in his heart. He wanted to speak but didn’t know where to start. “I…”

Shen Xi Fan turned her face away, feeling a bit bold just now. She had never spoken so frankly in her entire life. Today was an exception — all because of this clueless man.

The atmosphere suddenly became ambiguous, filled with a sweet fragrance.

His fingers gently wrapped around hers, firm and warm, as if conveying a silent vow.

“He Su Ye, I thought you already understood. You got me all excited for nothing.”

“I didn’t mean to. At lunch, Qiu Tian and the others were around, so I couldn’t ask. Besides, if you didn’t say it clearly, how could I know?”

“He Su Ye…”

“Yes?”

“I saw that book. When did you write those prescriptions?”

“Ah… Oh, I wrote them last time when I escorted you home. I have your previous medical records, and for those prescriptions, some I’m certain about, while others I marked with a question mark. If you need to get the medicine, we’ll have to adjust them according to your actual symptoms.”

“By the way, you seemed nervous just now, right? What a lame confession!”

“Sorry, it’s the first time I’ve said such a thing. I don’t have much experience…”

Walking in the hospital garden, He Su Ye felt Shen Xi Fan’s hand was a bit cold. He knew she always had this constitution, with cold hands and feet no matter the season.

Longan, wolfberry, red dates — all were foods for nourishing blood and qi. The porridge she cooked for him by hand, he would also make a bowl for her after he was discharged from the hospital. Perhaps there would only be a few chances left because even if they both went to the United States, they would still be far apart.

In this bustling city, with the streetlights shining, the night streets resembled a huge black-and-white sculpture, with many streetlights illuminating, many tall buildings contrasting, and many ambiguous figures bustling about, becoming a flowing scenery of the city. Yet they held hands quietly in a corner of the city, warming each other.

Just one more year, he thought, wanting to hold her hand in a season of fireworks and flourishing grass, to say to her, to the heavens, in front of everyone, “I do.”

Yes, I do. To accompany you through the long years, to witness all the changes, that would surely be the best thing.

Chapter 24 – Bamboo Leaf
Shen Xifan returned home to find her father in the study, writing a report. She hesitated for a moment before pushing the door open and entering. “Dad, I want to talk to you about something.”

Her father put down his pen, took off his glasses, and smiled warmly. “Go ahead, I’m listening.”

She squinted slightly, the upturned corners of her mouth revealing her small happiness. “Dad, I’ve fallen for someone. He’s a good person, and treats me well.” As the image of He Suye flashed in her mind, her smile grew wider.

Her father was naturally delighted. “That’s great! Tell me more about your boyfriend.”

Shen Xifan giggled, a little embarrassed. “Oh, Dad, you’ve met him. He’s that very handsome Chinese medicine doctor.”

“Really?” Her father wasn’t surprised at all and burst into hearty laughter. “It’s him! I thought you two looked good together when I saw you. That’s wonderful! He’s a fine young man.”

“But—” her smile faded as she spoke seriously, “But, I have to leave in a few days for a whole year, and my coursework will be very demanding. Honestly, I don’t have much confidence.”

“You’re worrying too much,” her father chuckled. “Is it yourself or him you don’t have confidence in? Is this about the past? Let bygones be bygones. A year isn’t that long, but it isn’t that short either.”

Shen Xifan bit her lip, remaining silent. Her father patted her shoulder. “Don’t overthink it. Since you’ve made this decision, you need to take responsibility for it. You’ve worked hard for so many years. If you give up now, you’ll regret it. And if you lose a relationship because of this, that man isn’t worth your love. This is a test for both of you.”

Her expression was serious, deep in thought. “That’s what I think too.”

Her father spoke earnestly, “Face life with calm. Let what will happen, happen. Don’t force it, but don’t run from it either. Life won’t be difficult for you if you do that.”

After their conversation, she returned to her room, lay quietly on her bed, and sighed softly, pressing a hand to her chest.

In truth, it wasn’t him she lacked confidence in but herself.

A year, separated by a vast distance—how many changes could occur? How could she bear such intense longing, waking each night with thoughts of him, not knowing where he was? She was no longer the girl who would recklessly pursue love. As an adult with responsibilities, there were too many things to consider. Standing at the brink of youth, she weighed the dwindling days of her young years.

Can I love freely again? she asked herself. That man, calm and composed, like green mountains and clear waters, always brought her an inexplicable sense of peace. His eyes were pure and serene, his palms warm, and he carried a faint scent of herbal medicine. His dimples when he smiled were deeply enchanting.

Her heart always fluttered when she saw him. She truly liked him, so why not try loving someone again?

The night outside was pitch black, but she no longer felt anxious or lonely. Even if she had to endure long nights with open eyes, she firmly believed that light would follow the darkness.

This was her faith.

A few days later, Shen Xifan was packing her luggage at home. Her mother repeatedly reminded her, “Take as much as you can. Things are expensive in America. You have to convert dollars to yuan, ten yuan is only worth one dollar.”

Shen Xifan agreed quickly, carefully placing some prescriptions in the most important book. Thinking of He Suye’s plan to visit Huatai Temple that afternoon to pray for a peace charm, she couldn’t help but take out the prescriptions again and look at them carefully.

His handwriting must have been practiced, as his signature was truly beautiful. It was strong yet graceful, steady but free, reflecting his character.

She lay on the floor, resting her head on the suitcase, foolishly smiling at those three characters. “I don’t want to go. What should I do?”

But this dream wasn’t something she could easily give up.

She knew this better than anyone. She knew He Suye understood too, which was why he was willing to watch her leave.

When Shen Xifan arrived at Huatai Temple, a familiar figure was already standing at the entrance. Despite having his left arm in a cast, and looking somewhat awkward, Suye’s nonchalant demeanor suggested he didn’t mind at all.

She suddenly remembered that every time she and He Suye arranged a time and place to meet, he always arrived before her, without exception.

When did he start getting used to waiting for her?

Meeting his smiling gaze, she couldn’t help but smile back, a warm feeling spreading to the depths of her heart. She reached out her hand proactively, “Sorry to keep you waiting. Let’s go in.”

In the afternoon, the temple had fewer people burning incense and praying. As they entered the main hall, a young monk greeted them with clasped hands. “The master invites the two benefactors to the back courtyard. Please follow me.”

Shen Xifan was a bit confused and quietly tugged at He Suye’s hand. “What is this? I’m not ready to converse with a high monk. I don’t know a thing about Buddhist doctrines.”

He Suye chuckled, “You don’t need to talk to him. The peace amulet needs to be blessed. My family knows the abbot here.”

She let out a sigh of relief, “One god in one place. When I go to America, I’ll need God’s blessing.”

“You little chatterbox—”Suye said affectionately, “Don’t say anything foolish later.”

Throughout the process, she didn’t pay attention to what He Suye and the abbot were discussing, nor did she understand what the so-called blessing entailed. But the tea they drank was very special, unlike any tea she had tasted before. The green tea had a faint yellow hue, served in white porcelain with blue floral patterns, and exuded a delicate bamboo fragrance, refreshing and pleasant.

This kind of tea was perfect for leisurely sipping on a slightly hot afternoon. The ancient temple, with its pine trees and bamboo chimes, added a mysterious aura to the tea—devout, tranquil, and calming.

As they walked out of the back courtyard, Shen Xifan couldn’t help but ask, “What kind of tea was that? Why did it have a faint bamboo scent?”

“Did you like it?” He Suye smiled gently, brushing a fallen leaf off her shoulder. “Let’s take a walk in the bamboo grove.”

The entire bamboo grove was filled with a subtle, refreshing fragrance, sweet and moist. The ground was covered with layers of sheaths and bamboo leaves, spread out like a green carpet, warm and comfortable, crunching softly underfoot.

Shen Xifan took a deep breath. “This scent is just like the aroma of that tea, lingering and fragrant. I love it!”

He Suye laughed and held out his hand to her, revealing a small bamboo leaf in his palm. “The tea you drank was bamboo leaf tea. Bamboo leaves are also used in traditional Chinese medicine, but I’m not sure about their use in tea.”

Curious, she took the bamboo leaf and examined it. “This is used in Chinese medicine? What does it treat?”

“It clears heat and alleviates irritability, promotes fluid production, and quenches thirst. Bamboo leaf hearts are particularly good for clearing heart fire and opening the orifices,” He Suye explained seriously. “In Chinese medicine, there are also light bamboo leaves, bamboo juice, and bamboo shavings, all of which have medicinal uses.”

“No wonder the tea had such a pleasant aroma. It can clear heat as well.” A gust of wind rustled the bamboo, blowing the leaf from Shen Xifan’s hand. She laughed, “Fallen leaves return to their roots.”

“Fallen leaves return to their roots—”Suye repeated the phrase thoughtfully, gently taking her hand. “Is there a deeper meaning behind your words?”

Shen Xifan grinned mischievously and enunciated each word carefully, “Yes, I mean myself.”

As they were leaving the temple, they noticed several stalls set up along the back wall, surrounded by a crowd. Curious, Shen Xifan pulled He Suye over to take a look.

It turned out to be a fortune teller setting up shop. She noticed that all the girls were gathered around one person, chattering excitedly. A young, pretty girl holding a fortune stick, presumably the fortune teller, saw them and called out, “The last free ‘Matchmaker’ fortune of the day goes to them.” There were sighs of disappointment from the crowd, but they made way for the two of them.

Shen Xifan looked at He Suye hesitantly, half-joking and half-serious, “Aren’t doctors usually atheists? What if I get a bad fortune, He Suye?”

The girl laughed, “It’s wise to listen to different perspectives. Besides, everything has two sides, don’t take it too seriously.”

Shen Xifan hesitated but then drew a fortune stick. She looked at it and saw the words “得其所哉” (“Finding one’s place”). Confused, she handed it to the girl, who widened her eyes in admiration, “Excellent fortune!”

The surrounding girls looked at them with envy. The fortune teller explained, “Finding one’s place. It means your marriage will be praised. During this rare opportunity, you should make your decision without hesitation. Hesitation will lead to missed opportunities.”

This explanation left Shen Xifan stunned, while He Suye turned his face away to hide his laughter. The girl then tossed the stick into her bag and waved, “I do three fortunes daily, starting at 4 PM. Come again.”

Shen Xifan muttered to herself, “Is this even accurate? It doesn’t seem very professional.”

Someone nearby chimed in, “Why wouldn’t it be? She’s in high demand and only does three readings a day. A friend recommended her to me, and I’ve been coming for three days but haven’t gotten a reading yet.”

She looked at He Suye for help. His eyes were bright, and he nodded with a smile, “I think it was pretty accurate.”

Alright then, it must be very accurate, she thought to herself with a secret smile.

Back at He Suye’s house, Shen Xifan busied herself making dinner while He Suye was in the study checking He Shouzhen’s homework.

During a break, He Shouzhen whispered, “Uncle, why were you holding hands with Sister Shen today? It must’ve been tough with one hand in a cast.”

Without looking up, Suye replied, “The plural of ‘glass’ is ‘glasses,’ and you spelled ‘visit’ wrong. You’ve been very distracted lately, little rascal.”

Unwilling to give up, He Shouzhen picked up a pencil and started doodling on He Suye’s cast. “Uncle, don’t change the subject. Holding hands is called dating, right? What’s this about ‘getting on the bus first and buying the ticket later’?”

Finally setting down his pen, Suye looked at him seriously, “Kid, when you take the bus, you get on first and then pay. ‘Buying the ticket later’ refers to the old days when buses had conductors. I can’t believe what they teach in elementary school these days.”

He Shouzhen seemed half-understanding, still puzzled when Shen Xifan called them for dinner. He muttered to himself, “It makes sense, but it still feels weird.”

After dinner, He Shouzhen went to the living room to watch TV, leaving just the two of them in the kitchen.

The sound of running water was loud in the kitchen as Shen Xifan washed dishes and pots. She frequently urged He Suye, “Go watch TV with the kid. I can handle the kitchen. Your hand shouldn’t get wet; it might affect the wound.”

He Suye smiled helplessly, “It’s not that serious. Whenever I get sick, you all stop treating me like a doctor.”

Shen Xifan pouted, “Dr. He, please view this incident with scientific rigor.” She then turned and gave He Suye a playful glance.

Distracted, she accidentally turned the faucet too far, causing water to splash all over her. Even her bangs were dripping with water. Despite the mess, Shen Xifan couldn’t help but laugh. “An incident! A typhoon has passed through!”

He Suye laughed as well, looking helpless. He grabbed some tissues and, since Shen Xifan’s hands were occupied, she obediently let him wipe her face. Her eyes sparkled with laughter, a mix of mischief and shyness. When He Suye’s hand brushed against her lips, a blush spread across her face like a delicate sunrise in May, both subtle and intense.

The lingering sensation on his hand was soft and gentle, like cotton candy. Was the taste also as sweet and fragrant as cotton candy? His heart skipped a beat. Just as he started to lean in slightly, the kitchen door burst open, and He Shouzhen shouted, “Sis, I want an ice cream!”

The intimate moment was shattered. He Suye turned and glared at He Shouzhen, who looked bewildered. He asked cautiously, “Uh—Uncle, can I have an ice cream? I promise I won’t complain if I get a stomach ache.”

Shen Xifan, seemingly unaware of the earlier tension, quickly responded, “Go ahead, but you can only have one.”

He Shouzhen hesitated, his big eyes blinking pleadingly. “Uncle—”

He Suye chuckled, “Why are you being so obedient today? All right, but only one.”

He Shouzhen waved his hand, indicating he had something to say to He Suye. Standing on tiptoe, he whispered in his ear, “Uncle, did I ruin your moment just now? You looked as angry as Dad does when he’s mad.”

Suye could only pat his head and hand him an ice cream. “Kids should stay innocent; otherwise, no one will love you.”

The kitchen quieted down again, the water flowing softly. Suddenly, Shen Xifan spoke, “I’m leaving the day after tomorrow. Can you not come to see me off?”

“Why?” He Suye placed the chopsticks into the sterilizer and looked into her eyes.

“Because… if I see you, I won’t want to leave.” She quickly added, “It’s not that I don’t want you to come; I just can’t handle goodbyes.”

He Suye sighed softly, making Shen Xifan feel a pang of sadness. “I… I really can’t handle it. I’m afraid I’ll start crying and embarrass myself.”

After a long pause, he turned and said, “Silly girl, I understand. All right, I won’t come. Just make sure to call me before you leave.”

Facing away from her, Shen Xifan hugged him gently from behind and whispered, “I’m sorry.”

Sorry for being so selfish, for not wanting you to see me one last time, but I’m too fragile to let you witness my helplessness and reluctance.

At the international departure hall of the airport, Shen Xifan’s mother and father accompanied her as she stood in line at the security checkpoint.

Her mother’s eyes were red, repeatedly reminding her daughter of various precautions. Her father stood silently by, only asking if she was hungry or thirsty.

Shen Xifan’s emotions were also unstable. She had never been away from home for so long; even her university was in a nearby city. This was her first time being separated from her parents, and she felt a pang of sadness. She tried to stay cheerful, cracking jokes to lighten the mood, but eventually, her voice choked up, and she could only stand quietly in line.

Suddenly, she felt as if someone was watching her. Instinctively, she turned to look around. Amidst the bustling crowd at the security checkpoint, she spotted him. He had promised not to come, so why was he here?

Her mind went blank. She had an overwhelming urge to run over and hug him. Just as she was about to take a step, her phone rang at the most inopportune moment. The message read, “Sorry, I came after all. Don’t turn around. Let me watch you leave. Remember, don’t look back. The view ahead is better.”

She smiled, her eyes already misty with tears. Despite this, she tried to appear strong, even though that minuscule strength crumbled completely with his arrival.

This man truly cared for her, so much so that he was willing to sacrifice his feelings to fulfill her dreams.

In the waiting lounge, as she watched planes take off one by one, Shen Xifan finally realized she was alone. For the next year, there would be no parents by her side, no He Suye to accompany her—she would have to rely solely on herself.

She needed to grow, to mature on her own.

Standing at the boarding gate,

her hand still gripped her phone. The screen blinked, indicating a new message. She opened it and saw it was from Qiu Tian: “Shen Xifan, leaving without telling us? That’s not cool. Anyway, because your seafood fried rice was so good, I’ll let you in on a secret. When you leave the pointy corner, don’t be sad, don’t cry. Because in every moment of despair for a good girl, miracles happen. Trust me.”

Walking down the long corridor, she saw through the green-tinted glass the bustling airport staff and service vehicles outside. Not far away, a China Airlines jet was taxiing to its designated runway.

Everyone has their journey, and their tasks to complete. Because life is short, one must painfully give up certain things and race against time.

The plane moved slowly down the runway. Suddenly, with a powerful thrust, it lifted off, overcoming the immense pull of gravity. Her back pressed heavily against the seat. Looking out the window, she saw the runway falling away, and soon the airport disappeared from view.

Her tightly wound nerves finally relaxed, and a single thought occupied her mind: she had left, truly left. What had previously only been a dream was now a reality.

Memories replayed like a movie: their first meeting, the first prescription he wrote for her, the prayer amulet he sought for her well-being, and his farewell. Scene after scene flashed by, unavoidable and overwhelming.

Yet, she did not cry, nor did she want to. But a clear liquid, beyond her control, slipped from her eyes.

He Suye, I miss you so much, so very much.

Chapter 25 – Tangerine Peel
Finally got all the plaster off my hand. My left-hand feels strange, not quite like my own,” He Su Ye frowned and said to Qiu Tian, “Using my left hand these past few days has felt odd. I’m not even proficient at typing. I suppose it’s just a matter of getting used to it.”

Qiu Tian rolled his eyes at him. “Regressed or something? I remember you used to be able to write and use chopsticks with your left hand!”

He Su Ye sighed. “Maybe it’s just lacking a bit of sensation.” He picked up a pen with his left hand, tried it a couple of times, and then dropped it, shaking his head. “Am I getting old?”

Qiu Tian chuckled, accidentally knocking over a stack of medical records. “You’re getting old, is that it? I’m just one year older than you, remember? Speaking of which, we’re probably the youngest in the class.”

He nodded, bending down to help pick up the records. “YeAh seven years have flown by. We’re already working. Back then, we couldn’t even imagine what profession to choose or who we’d meet.”

Qiu Tian smirked. “Getting sentimental again, huh? I never saw you as sentimental before. Why are you suddenly so moved after Shen Xifan left? It’s okay, you can express yourself in front of her, but spare me, the lonely one.”

He Su Ye thought for a moment. “I just can’t say anything when I see her. It’s strange.”

“Normal, normal!” Qiu Tian quickly concluded. “You should go to the US to find her already. I’ve been feeling uncomfortable for both of you, dragging it out like this.”

He smiled. “Good things always come gradually. Too fast and it feels unreal, as they say.”

Back at home, he opened his computer. Shen Xifan’s message was blinking on QQ. “The two-week Management for Services course finally ended. Got three credits, but I feel like half my brain cells got worn out. I keep dreaming about those dance concepts.”

He glanced at the time, feeling a bit worried. He typed quickly, “It’s late, you shouldn’t stay up too late. It’s not good for your health. Better to sleep early.”

Immediately, a sad face popped up on the screen. “We’re currently in Operation Management. The course requires us to use computers extensively, so I’m always with my computer now.”

He Su Ye sighed. “You don’t have to work so hard. Rest well. It’s only 5 a.m. in Ithaca. Why are you already working? Haven’t you stayed up all night?”

There was no reply for a long time. He Su Ye understood most of it. The little girl probably did stay up all night and was now too embarrassed to face him. He had to reassure her, “I’m not blaming you. I’m just worried about your health. Don’t hide. I won’t scold you.”

Immediately, a line of text popped up. “Okay, I was wrong. I won’t stay up all night anymore.”

Yes, not telling him she stayed up all night. He Su Ye sighed, picking up a teacup nearby. He glanced at it and then put it down—tea for He Shouzheng, that little rascal, and more than half left.

Shouzheng, having finished his meal, looked at the half cup of tea with a twisted face, almost crying. “I don’t want to drink this tea, it’s so bitter and sour!”

He Su Ye didn’t budge. “Kid, you’re overweight. Eating junk food every day without any nutrition isn’t good for your health. And you don’t like exercising. Besides giving you tea, there’s no other way!”

He Shouzheng sobbed. “Is there any tea that’s not bitter or sour? Can you add some sugar?”

He had to take out a book and pointedly showed it to him. “Standard weight = (height – 100) × 0.9. If the actual weight exceeds the standard weight by 20%, excluding factors like muscle development or water retention, it can be diagnosed as obesity.”

He Shouzheng remained silent, touching his face. He Su Ye took out a traditional Chinese medicine book and spread it out in front of him. “This tea is specially made for you, with bitter orange, tangerine peel, hawthorn, poria, lotus leaf, and plantain.”

The kid grumbled reluctantly. “Why is there still tangerine peel? I’d rather just eat oranges.”

“Orange peel is dried tangerine peel—” he accurately flipped to a page in the book, “Dried tangerine peel is best when aged, it’s pungent, bitter, and warm, helps soothe the liver, strengthens the spleen, and dries dampness and transforms phlegm.” He pinched He Shouzheng’s little face, “You’re just suffering from simple obesity, so you need to digest food, move qi, invigorate the spleen, and eliminate dampness.”

He Shouzheng sighed, “Fine, I’ll drink it. Uncle, I feel like ever since Sister Shen went abroad, you’ve been finding ways to mess with me. You should hurry up and chase after her, then I can have some peace.”

Pushing back the relentless little head with a finger, he sighed, “Alright, I’m not messing with you now. By the way, kid, you’re going a bit too far with your rejection of me!”

He Shouzheng shook his head. “My mom goes on business trips, and my dad treats me the same way, so I’ve seen through the true nature of men!”

While He Shouzheng was doing his homework, He Su Ye sat at the computer checking emails. Suddenly, he saw an unfamiliar address. After hesitating for a moment, he opened it and was surprised by the contents.

“I heard from the mentor that you’re going abroad, which was quite surprising, but then I thought about it and it made sense. It would be a pity for someone as talented as you to stay in the country. Sincerely congratulations!

A few days ago, Fang Kexin told me that you’ve got a new girlfriend, which was even more surprising, especially hearing that you were the one who pursued her and pursued her so diligently. I’ve been wondering what kind of girl could capture the heart of someone as dense as you, and I realized she must be very kind and gentle. Thinking about it made me smile again. Congratulations again!

I’m currently studying Bioengineering in Pennsylvania. If you need anything, you can always find me. Oh, I plan to get married to my current boyfriend next March. If you’re lucky, I hope you can come, and of course, I’d be even happier if you brought your girlfriend.”

It turned out to be Zhang Yiling. He couldn’t help but smile. After careful consideration, he replied to her email.

As he hit send, he felt like a long-standing gloom had been lifted, leaving him inexplicably light.

You can still be friends after breaking up, no matter who was at fault in the beginning. When the pain in your heart is healed by happiness, you’ll be forgiving of the past, eventually letting go.

When we meet again, we’ll greet each other with a smile, ask, “How are you?” and that’ll be enough.

Two months later, when he arrived in the United States, the one picking him up at the airport was a distant relative’s son, who happened to be studying law at Penn. They were of similar ages, lived together, didn’t talk much, but got along quite well.

He Su Ye originally planned to settle in Ithaca after arriving in the US, but unexpectedly, he received a research project when he went to report at the institute. His Chinese colleagues in the same department were all envious. He could only work diligently.

His mentor was German and known throughout the school for being strict and demanding. He greatly appreciated the diligence and solid foundation of Asian students. Among the students recruited for his laboratory, three were from Germany, and the other three were Asian students. He Su Ye was startled the first time he went to the lab. There was a conspicuous sign on the lab door: “Researchers in this lab must work seven days a week, from 10 a.m. to 12 a.m., and must fully commit during working hours.”

Well, that was good. He would work hard alongside Shen Xifan.

Whether he disguised it well or Shen Xifan simply didn’t notice, even though their schedules were synchronized, she didn’t realize that the man on the other end of QQ was living in Philadelphia, less than a two-hour drive away from her.

Shen Xifan still messaged him every day at the same time, enthusiastically telling him school stories. She particularly enjoyed talking about her hotel management major in college. Whenever she mentioned it, she’d get excited. “He Su Ye, do you know? Today, I went to the hotel’s operating room with them and learned to make small cakes. When I come back, I must show off my skills to you.”

“Cornell is such an incredible university. They built a hotel for the hotel management program, connected to the academic buildings. We often have the opportunity to intern there. But I regret that I didn’t spend my four years of college here. Now I’m studying Operations Management, MMH, mainly focusing on theoretical knowledge.”

“The school has seven restaurants. There are at least twenty-eight main dishes for dinner each time. It’s so lavish. I haven’t cooked for myself in such a long time. For someone like me who loves good food and drinks, it’s truly a blessing. If you come, I’ll make sure you taste the best food from an Ivy League school.”

He Su Ye chuckled dumbfoundedly. Penn is also an Ivy League school, and the food is good too. After hearing her, he started to feel tempted and began to plan. His gaze drifted to the calendar involuntarily.

It seemed that the only time the mentor would let him go was during Christmas. Well, he had already waited for so long, a little more time wouldn’t matter.

The next day, he went to the lab early. Just as he reached the entrance of the building, he heard someone calling his name in Chinese from behind, a deep female voice. His instinctive reaction was—Zhang Yiling.

After all these years, she still had that dominating presence, unchanged at all. He couldn’t help but smile. “Hey there!”

Zhang Yiling raised an eyebrow and teased him, “He Su Ye, you’re quite a big shot. You’ve been here for months, and yet you haven’t come to find me. Sigh, after so many years, you’re still so slow to warm up. It’s frustrating.”

He shrugged and smiled, “I’ve been busy with research, working day and night.”

Zhang Yiling was curious, “Who’s your mentor? But with someone like you, you don’t need a mentor holding a whip behind you. You run fast enough on your own.”

“Leonard—”

Her face immediately became exaggerated. “What— that weird old man! Oh my god, how can you stand him? He’s so harsh!”

He Su Ye chuckled, “Are you cold? How about we go to the cafeteria and get some hot drinks, and have a chat?”

He ordered a cup of black tea for himself and handed her a cappuccino. Zhang Yiling saw it and covered her mouth, chuckling. “He Su Ye, is it because your little girlfriend likes black tea that you’ve been influenced?”

Why were the people around him so shrewd, able to see through everything at a glance? He could only answer honestly, “Yeah.”

Zhang Yiling explained, “I used to like black tea too, but when you casually said, ‘green tea is better,’ I switched to green tea until I came to the US.” She sighed deeply, half-smiling. “This is the difference between your attitude towards me and her. I can change for you, but you only change for her. So even if I leave you, I don’t feel like I’ve lost anything, and you don’t feel like you’ve lost anything.”

He suddenly didn’t know how to respond, holding the cup. The black tea was still steaming, emitting a fragrant aroma.

He had been influenced. He used to only drink green tea, but whenever he went out with Shen Xifan, she always liked to order a cup of black tea, holding it in her hand, looking warm and happy. The first time he tried black tea, he found it uncomfortable, but later, he ordered it just to accompany Shen Xifan. Eventually, he found that he couldn’t do without black tea.

He always liked to make a cup of black tea while working late at night, and then chat with her while holding the mug. Her profile picture would flicker, sometimes a smiling face, sometimes a sad face, but no matter what, he felt happy.

This was probably what it meant to love everything about someone, first falling in love with her as a person, then being unable to help but get entangled in all her habits, gestures, and preferences, until he couldn’t extricate himself, even breathing was filled with longing.

Seeing He Su Ye looking thoughtful, Zhang Yiling burst into laughter. “He Su Ye, now you feel sorry for me? It’s okay, I’ll give you a chance to make up for it. Give me an extra red envelope when I get married.”

He readily nodded, “Sure, if I bring my girlfriend, I’ll give more.”

Zhang Yiling widened her eyes. “Wait, wait, tell me the key point. So your girlfriend is in the US now? Fang Kexin didn’t tell me about this. He Suye, don’t tell me you went abroad because of her!”

He felt slightly embarrassed. “Well, yes, but we’re not at the same school.”

Zhang Yiling looked thoroughly defeated. “He Suye, I’m deeply indignant! If you had cared about me even half as much as you do about her, I would have no regrets in this life.”

He Su Ye found it strange. “I don’t think I treated you badly before, did I?”

She smiled gently and took a sip of her coffee. “That’s not what I mean. Being good to someone has many definitions. To me, you’ve been good indeed, but you’re a principled person. You wouldn’t change things for me, or rather, you wouldn’t put in the wholehearted effort.”

The definition of love for women is truly complex, he thought to himself, but he also felt that Zhang Yiling was right.

Wholehearted and unrestricted dedication, he had never thought about it before, just acted on intuition. He had also feared that his efforts wouldn’t be reciprocated, but all those concerns vanished once she admitted her feelings for him.

Well, he might be a bit slow in matters of the heart and a bit foolish, but perhaps that wasn’t such a bad thing after all.

After Zhang Yiling left, he hurried to the lab. When he arrived, his German mentor, contrary to his usual demeanor, greeted him with a smile and left without saying anything.

His colleagues told him that only he and one of the German students had passed all the reports. The others would have to work overtime even during Christmas. He Su Ye just politely smiled, then opened his computer and continued working.

He was in a very good mood. Thinking about seeing her at Christmas made him smile involuntarily.

As he walked back to the dormitory, French plane tree leaves swirled down every second, sticking directly to the ground. They were shades of brown, light brown, orange-red, and dark yellow, distinct layers at the end of life, arranged in an orderly manner, like a beautiful painting against the ground, with the fallen leaves as a reverse line, under the clear blue sky.

His friends who had studied at Cornell in the past somehow learned about his study abroad and sent out invitations one after another. So He Su Ye mentioned his Christmas travel plans to his roommate. Unexpectedly, the roommate was very interested. “I have a car, why don’t we go together?”

The plan was immediately set. He went to ask Shen Xifan about her plans for Christmas. But as soon as he opened QQ, Shen Xifan’s little avatar kept jumping non-stop. Upon clicking, he saw a long string of inquiries, “He Su Ye, what should I do? Even though I’m sleep-deprived here, how can I still gain weight!” “Is it possible to gain weight even from drinking water? It’s all because the school food is so good, I’ve gained weight, I’m going crazy, I’m freaking out!” “I want to lose weight, I want to lose weight!”

He suppressed a smile and thought to himself that a little weight gain might be good. When they used to hold hands, he always felt her delicate wrists, as if they could break with a gentle pinch. Now, gaining some weight might be better.

Girls should let nature take its course. As long as they keep their weight within a healthy range, they shouldn’t pursue thinness deliberately. He remembered a few girls who were brought in for emergency treatment due to low blood sugar caused by dieting during his internship at the hospital. At that time, a group of boys made a unanimous decision that when looking for a girlfriend in the future, they would first educate them not to diet blindly, and then implement a plan for healthy weight loss.

But it’s strange, Shen Xifan had a good appetite when she was in China, showing no signs of deliberate dieting. How did she gain weight after going abroad? Could it be that different environments cultivate different people?

He quickly typed to reassure his girlfriend’s restless mood, “Hey, actually, it’s okay to gain a little weight. Look, you’re so thin, sometimes I worry you’ll be blown away by the wind. Please don’t rush to lose weight.”

A sad-faced rabbit emoji popped up, “No, I can’t! I can’t! If I go back to China, I’ll be too embarrassed to see you. My face is getting chubby, do you know how much pork costs per pound in China? At least this way, I can help boost exports!”

He Su Ye felt both amused and exasperated, and quickly replied, “But I’m a doctor, don’t you want to hear the opinion of a professional?”

Sure enough, the agitation on the other side subsided, replaced by a starry-eyed look of anticipation. After thinking for a moment, he said, “How about I prescribe you a weight-loss tea? You can drink it regularly, but don’t deliberately skip meals or eat less, okay?”

Shen Xifan eagerly agreed, and he only wrote down a few digestive Chinese medicines for her to soak in water. He thought to himself that this might help Shen Xifan feel more balanced, even if those medicines might not have any substantial effect.

Before Christmas, the weather in Pennsylvania unexpectedly turned warm, contrary to expectations, with no snowfall. Experienced roommates told him that after Christmas, the temperature might drop rapidly. They even had blizzards in April before.

This was his first time leaving the campus of Penn State and immersing himself in the atmosphere of another completely different campus.

Ithaca was a quiet town, with hardly any people coming and going. His roommate mentioned the long poem “Ithaca” by the Greek poet Constantine Cavafy, “When you set out on your journey to Ithaca, pray that the road is long, full of adventure, full of knowledge.”

He couldn’t help but smile. The Ithaca he was heading to had his beloved, full of hope and happiness.

They spent Christmas together last year with a group of friends. When he sent her home, she smiled and said, “I’m especially happy when I’m with you, there’s no reason.” He still remembered his feelings at that time, surprised and at a loss.

Perhaps he unknowingly fell for her back then. In such a neon-bright city, bustling with crowds, her white clothes and skirt were particularly agile in the dark. And now, how would she appear before him?

In this quiet town, in this distant land, when everything around became unfamiliar, the long night seemed endless, with no end in sight. Only by relying on each other and warming each other could they get through it.

The roommate parked the car in front of the host family’s house and pointed to a large building not far away, “That’s the Cornell Library. Just keep going along this road and then turn left.”

He checked his watch and saw it was almost five o’clock. He quickly replied, “Thanks, I’ll come find you guys later.”

The roommate teased, “Remember to bring your girlfriend for us to meet when you come. We’re all Chinese international students, we should get to know each other.”

Waving his hand, he smiled, “Okay, I’ll do that. See you later!”

Every day at five o’clock sharp, she returned from the library to the dormitory. This was her fixed schedule every day.

He originally planned to wait for her at the library entrance, but as soon as he walked to the corner, he saw a familiar figure, carrying a thick stack of reference books, hurrying along.

She was still dressed simply and plainly, her lotus-colored cotton coat making her face look even fairer. Her hair had grown to waist-length, and the commanding aura characteristic of her workplace was now hidden by a scholarly air, making her appear even more serene and steady.

But Shen Xifan didn’t notice him standing at the corner, walking on the road by herself. He had to catch up and gently tap her shoulder, softly calling out, “Shen Xifan!”

Turning around, she stared at him in astonishment, finally asking after a while, “You, He Suye, what are you doing here!”

He smiled, but found his heart racing a bit, “I came to see you.”

Taking another step forward, he reached out and took the books from her hands. Shen Xifan stared at him fixedly, trying hard to control her excited emotions. “Why are you here!” she asked again. As she spoke, she realized her heart was trembling, overwhelmed with joy, excitement, surprise, and emotion.

And before she stood this man, gently holding her hand, smiling slightly. “I’ll tell you when we get back.”

Chapter 26 – Red Bean
Her apartment wasn’t large, but it was meticulously tidy.

Shen Xifan dropped her backpack and explained, “My roommate went to the host family’s house for dinner. There’s chicken soup in the rice cooker, and there might be some vegetables in the fridge. If not, we can always go to the student cafeteria, though I’m not sure which one is open.”

He Su Ye smiled without saying a word, a sight that made her uneasy. Just as she was about to ask, her face was gently pinched. He teased, “Have you gained weight, little one?”

She tried to pull away in annoyance but found herself once again falling into a warm embrace. She wanted to struggle out of it, but the low, weary voice of a man sounded in her ear, “Be good, don’t move. Let me hold you for a while; I’m very tired.”

His body carried a faint scent of lemon but exuded an air of helplessness. She couldn’t help but raise her head to carefully examine his face. He appeared even thinner than six months ago, with faint dark circles around his eyes.

With a soft sigh, she involuntarily wrapped her arms tighter around his waist and finally voiced her question, “What are you doing here?”

He chuckled lightly, “I came to see you. I’m currently at the Penn CVI Research Institute.”

“When did you come over? Why didn’t you tell me earlier?”

“I arrived in August. I wanted to see you immediately, but I got involved in a project and couldn’t find the time. So, it got postponed until now.”

She murmured, “Doesn’t this count as ‘the wife follows the husband’?”

His hand gently stroked her hair, and He Su Ye chuckled softly, “I guess so, it does.”

They cooked dinner together. When the oil sizzled in the pan, Shen Xifan began to worry. “Oh no! I forgot that I lent the apron to the neighbor next door. Oh well, I’ll cook instead!”

He Su Ye stopped her hand. “It’s okay, I’ll do it. It’s been a while since I last cooked. I wonder if my skills have deteriorated.” As he spoke, he cracked eggs into the pan, immediately causing oil to splatter, dotting his white shirt.

Shen Xifan gasped, “Oil! Your shirt!”

“Why are you always so easily startled?” He picked up the chopped tomatoes and smiled, “It’s just a few drops of oil. Who doesn’t get a little dirty while cooking? Go check if the soup in the rice cooker is ready.”

Following his advice, Shen Xifan scooped half a bowl of chicken soup and added a pinch of salt. She handed it to him. “Taste it first to see if it’s salty enough.”

With his left hand holding the spatula and his right hand adding soy sauce, she tiptoed and carefully offered the spoon to his lips. He tasted a spoonful, “Hmm, it’s almost there. We can start serving.”

She suddenly smiled, hurriedly bit her lip, and turned her head away. He Su Ye hadn’t noticed yet and asked curiously, “What’s wrong?”

Shaking her head without answering, she just felt warm in her heart, her eyes a little moist. She took a sip of chicken soup, perfectly seasoned, bursting with freshness on her tongue, leaving a lingering aftertaste. This man in front of her truly loved her, willing to cook for her, not even letting her do any of the rough work.

Just now, the phrase “old married couple” flashed in her mind, making her smile involuntarily.

Indeed, that’s how it felt. When she was with Yan Heng before, it was like two naive youths, just wanting each day to be romantic and exciting. That kind of love was like fireworks in the sky, drawing beautiful trajectories when they fell like rain, dazzling for a moment, but dissipating with the wind.

But life is life; romance and passion can never sustain a relationship forever.

Perhaps being in love ordinarily suited her better, like this warm-hearted man, who was probably her cup of tea.

They made three dishes: scrambled eggs with tomatoes, oyster sauce lettuce, and green pepper beef.

As Shen Xifan tasted the dishes, she sighed, “This is probably the most authentic Chinese meal I’ve had since coming to the U.S. I’m too lazy to cook for myself, so I always go to the student cafeteria. Before I knew it, I gained weight.”

He Su Ye served her a piece of beef, “Eat more. You haven’t changed at all. Where have you gained weight? Your complexion doesn’t look good, all sallow. You must be staying up late every day!”

“You just said I gained weight!” She retorted without patience, then turned to ladle a bowl of soup for him, “He Su Ye, I think your complexion is worse. Panda eyes. How can a doctor set an example like this?”

He tasted a spoonful of the soup and then chuckled, “I wondered why the taste was so familiar. Turns out you added Codonopsis.”

Shen Xifan pursed her lips, “I brought Codonopsis from home. Mom said it nourishes qi, produces fluid, and nourishes blood. After each course, I make a big pot of chicken soup to reward myself.”

“Is it tough here?”

“Of course, it’s tough. Although my advisor is nice, he’s very strict. I also have the CareerTrack coming up. Work experience is fine, but I always lag behind those who have a formal education in theory. How about you?”

“I’m okay, not too difficult. The project is going smoothly.”

“I don’t believe that. Studying medicine in the U.S. is tough. Look at how much weight you’ve lost.” Shen Xifan felt a pang in her heart, unable to muster the courage to look at his thin face. She ladled another bowl of chicken soup for him, forcing a smile as she teased, “Drink more; once this opportunity is gone, it won’t come back!”

The warmth of the bowl lingered on her fingertips. Suddenly, Shen Xifan felt an urge to cry. There was only one thought in her mind: to let this long year-end quickly, and then, no matter what, she wouldn’t leave him again.

After dinner, Shen Xifan’s craving arose again. She grinned and said, “Eating at your place is the best. After dinner, there’s dessert. How perfect!”

He Su Ye examined the cupboard carefully and said, “We still have some red beans. I’ll make red bean soup with rock sugar.”

She jumped with joy. “Let me help you. The rock sugar is in the small box in the corner. I’ll find it.”

After stewing the red bean soup and washing the dishes, Shen Xifan called her family while He Su Ye chatted with Qiu Tian online. However, Qiu Tian’s typing speed suddenly became extremely slow, taking forever to produce a sentence, and even then, it was only a few words.

He Su Ye lost patience with his slow responses and absentmindedly clicked on a bookmarked website. To his surprise, it was a blog, and upon closer inspection—aha!—it was Shen Xifan’s little corner of the internet.

He silently memorized the URL and glanced at the time. The blog had been active for a long time. He clicked on the latest post.

“Later, I slowly learned to be tolerant and understanding, to treat others kindly and compromise.

There are only two kinds of romantic feelings in the world: one is mutual support, and the other is forgetting each other; what we should strive for is mutual support with our loved ones, and forgetting each other with those we don’t love.

Mutual support is such a beautiful phrase. Endless tolerance and patience, boundless care and protection, infinite forgiveness and indulgence, and the support of long years, are needed to write it properly—mutual support.”

Mutual support—such a happy and beautiful phrase, He Su Ye silently repeated in his mind, staring at the screen lost in thought until there was a noise behind him. He quickly closed the webpage and found Shen Xifan standing by the window, smiling at him.

Suddenly, he felt joyful, and impulsive, wanting the whole world to know that he had her and that he was happy now.

He Su Ye stood up and walked over to her, asking seriously, “Would you like to meet my friends? I want to introduce you to them.”

Shen Xifan smiled, “Wow, you have classmates at this school too. He Su Ye, you have friends all over!”

“I have a good high school friend at the College of Agriculture, also known as the Cow College. Two university classmates are at the Will Medical College, and one is at the Veterinary College. They’re all impressive people.”

Nodding solemnly, she replied mischievously, “The school cafeteria’s meat and dairy supplies all come from the Cow College. I have to go and pay my respects to these powerful individuals!”

The night in Ithaca became even quieter. There were hardly any people on the vast campus, and the colleges were isolated from each other, with only streetlights adding some vitality. Shen Xifan walked ahead of him, bouncing and humming a song.

He Su Ye watched her with sweetness in his heart. Her long hair fluttered in the wind, emitting a fragrance that seemed to entwine the surroundings, giving a surreal beauty. This beauty was so wonderful, worth cherishing properly.

He gently called her name, and Shen Xifan slowed her pace, turning around. In the shadow of the light, He Su Ye stood tall and strong, his face still wearing the same gentle smile. However, it felt unreal to her, as if she were dreaming, with all the lights dancing before her.

This encounter felt like a dream, so perfect that it made her want to cry.

She beamed a radiant smile, the light piercing into his heart. Both of them gazed into each other’s eyes, and the atmosphere had subtly changed.

Suddenly, something shiny slipped from her eyes. It was her scarf clasp. Shen Xifan bent down to pick it up, but a gust of wind blew, causing the scarf to float from her neck to He Su Ye’s face in an instant. She burst into laughter.

She ran to him to retrieve the scarf, but he held it tightly, not letting go. Suddenly, she felt the familiar and elegant aura of He Su Ye lingering around her, feather-like touches grazing the corner of her eyes.

The next moment, warm fingers brushed against her lips, eyes shining with burning affection. The sudden kiss caught her off guard like a storm, the rich and smooth taste mingling on intertwined tongues. Her mind went blank, only obediently closing her eyes as if everything was natural.

She forgot to think and didn’t want to think, just instinctively wanting to hold him tighter, tighter.

But there was a thought in her mind that distracted her—He Su Ye is a reserved man.

But she liked him.

She had read a post before that said if a man takes his girlfriend to meet his friends, it’s publicly acknowledging their relationship, and of course, it’s a great affirmation to oneself.

When she finally met his group of friends, she was taken aback. A group of men were playing mahjong, and the atmosphere was lively. What’s even stranger was that there were Americans present, occasionally saying things like “dealer change,” “pure same suit,” and “full win!”

One man was shuffling the cards, looking strikingly similar to the description of “sorting out four cents” in Lu Xun’s novels. He was particularly excited when he saw He Su Ye. “Xiao He, come here quickly! My luck has been especially bad today. Help me turn it around!”

The others chuckled. “Hey! Play your hand; no asking for help!”

He Su Ye whispered to her, “That’s my roommate, a really good guy.”

Someone with sharp eyesight noticed Shen Xifan and whistled. “Beauty! Hey, Xiao He, is she your wife?”

She was amused instantly, feeling warm toward seeing so many Chinese people in a foreign land. These people were mostly carefree, much like Li Jie and Qiu Tian’s group. She couldn’t help but retort, “No, we’re not official yet!”

He Su Ye looked at her indulgently. “You don’t seem like you’re studying hotel management; more like socializing and eloquence!”

Shen Xifan smirked slyly. “You’re quite humorous too, sometimes!”

Immediately, someone shouted, more than one actually, “Xiao He, you’re not being fair at all! If I had such a girlfriend, I’d have married her long ago and hidden her away. How dare you leave her here and go study at Penn!”

He Su Ye was at a loss for words, only able to reply, “I wish I could, but I don’t know if she’d agree.”

A chorus of voices rose, “Beauty, Xiao He’s proposal in disguise. Would you consider it?”

Shen Xifan felt embarrassed and turned her face away. Someone quickly interjected, “Silence means consent. We’re all witnesses here. We’ll be expecting a wedding invitation!”

Seeking help from He Su Ye with her eyes, but to her surprise, he didn’t defend himself. Instead, he just held her hand and smiled, introducing each friend to her, “These two are from the Will Medical College, my university classmates, Ah Ben and Chris.” After a round of introductions, he added, “I forgot to mention, this is my girlfriend, Shen Xifan, currently studying MMH. Please take care of her!”

Laughter filled the room, and someone immediately pledged, “We’re all from the same place. If you need anything, just ask. Normally, if someone needs help carrying something or moving furniture, just ask, and everyone will pitch in. Don’t be shy!”

Even louder laughter followed. “Lao Song, last time you couldn’t even be bothered to carry a box of juice upstairs. Why are you so diligent this time?”

That person hurriedly replied, “Because Xiao He’s wife is here. How can I not be attentive? I’m counting on him to help me turn the tide today!”

They played cards until late, and as they prepared to leave, a group of people walked them a long way. They walked side by side at the back. Shen Xifan was curious, “He Su Ye, I noticed you’re good at almost everything, even playing cards.”

He chuckled. “The best gamblers are mathematicians. My math skills are decent, so playing with them is still within my capability. But if I play against professionals, that’s a different story.”

Shen Xifan shrugged. “I don’t know how to play, and I probably wouldn’t learn. My hobbies are ‘sleeping until I wake up naturally and counting money until my hand cramps.’ I used to learn art and calligraphy when I was young, but I’ve forgotten most of it now.”

“My grandpa loves calligraphy. He often practices at home. Would you like to meet him sometime?”

“Don’t let me embarrass myself. My handwriting is terrible!”

“Well, actually, I meant about what they said tonight…” He Su Ye hesitated for a moment.

Shen Xifan paused for a moment, then quickly caught on, still feigning confusion as she chuckled. “What are you talking about? Be clear. If you don’t say it, how would I know?”

He Su Ye was taken aback by the direct question, unsure how to express himself. Uncharacteristically flustered, he blurted out, “I meant about getting married. Have you thought about it?”

Shen Xifan blushed at his straightforward response, unable to find any words. He held her hand slightly sweaty, still smiling faintly. “I know it’s sudden, but I’ve thought about it myself, so I took the chance to ask you today.”

Her heart raced, and she stuttered for a moment. “Um, I’ll consider it, okay?”

Before she could finish, their roommate called out from ahead, “Xiao He, we’re leaving. Keep it short; we can talk more on the phone later!”

Everyone chuckled, urging him, “Come over whenever you’re free. If you miss your wife, just say so. If you need to kiss someone else, just ignore us!” With these words, the group dispersed discreetly.

Feeling embarrassed, Shen Xifan’s face turned red. He Su Ye gently brushed away her stray hair, whispering, “I have to go. Take your time to think about it. Give me an answer by March at the latest. And, take care of yourself, don’t overwork.”

She nodded solemnly, replying, “I understand.” Then added, “Remember to call me when you get home. There’s no need to hide now!”

He Su Ye smiled his furrowed brow easing, showing more of his heroic charm. “I didn’t mean to. Okay, I’m leaving!”

Releasing her tightly held hand, Shen Xifan smiled as she watched him get into the car. As the car drove out of the campus, disappearing in an instant, she remained standing there, still smiling. She thought, her smile when saying goodbye to him must be carefree and happy.

The unspoken “goodbye,” maybe it’s better not to say it at all.

She went to the library to look up some information, and by the time she snapped out of it, more than an hour had passed. Remembering her phone appointment with him, she hurried back.

As she walked back along the path, her heart was filled with a sweet feeling, and her steps became lighter.

Suddenly, a clear and loud voice sounded behind her, startling in the quiet campus. She quickly turned around, only to see a man covering his face standing still, while the woman he was with ran away.

Originally, she intended to ignore it and walk away, but when she saw the man’s face up close, she couldn’t bring herself to smile anymore. The bright red handprint on his face was alarming. She hurriedly asked, “Lin Yishen, what happened?”

Lin Yishen sighed, “I look so pathetic like this, and you saw it too. Forget it. Do you have any ice cubes? Otherwise, I won’t be able to go out and face people tomorrow.”

Shen Xifan sighed, “I do, but I can’t just take you in for no reason. You have to tell me what happened!”

Back in the dorm, as Shen Xifan handed him the ice pack, she asked, “What happened?”

Lin Yishen waved his hand. “It’s a small incident, a small story. It’s really simple. My family arranged a marriage for me without my consent.” Taking the cold towel handed by Shen Xifan, he winced as he applied it to his face, “Then I refused, and got slapped by a certain young lady, who said she wanted to sever ties. Forget it. If it’s severed, I’ll get back the capital for this slap.”

Shen Xifan laughed, “Who knows if it was caused by your family or if you brought it upon yourself? You can’t trust men’s words!”

Lin Yishen glared at her. “Every word I say is true. If there’s half a lie, I’ll be condemned by the heavens and the earth.”

Shen Xifan shook her head, looking skeptical. “There’s no such thing as half a lie in this world. It’s all just deceiving people!”

Suddenly, the phone rang. She jumped up, shouting, “I’ll get it, it’s my phone.”

Lin Yishen joked, “Take it easy, the phone isn’t going anywhere. Is it your boyfriend calling, so eager!”

Shen Xifan chuckled at his words as she answered the phone. A familiar voice came through, “I’m back in the dorm. Did I wake you up?”

“No, I just got back to the dorm too!” she replied, but she felt something was off in the atmosphere and hurriedly explained, “I ran into an old senior on the way back and chatted for a bit, so I just got back.”

The voice on the other end just laughed softly, “Don’t be so nervous. I’m not saying anything. I’m just worried about your safety. Go to bed early, little girl. Goodnight then.”

She murmured a vague “goodnight” and hung up the phone, suddenly feeling a bit annoyed. She wanted to talk to him a bit more but didn’t know where to start. Sighing lightly, she pondered the notion that intelligence might decrease when one is in love.

Behind her, Lin Yishen’s voice sounded softly, “Junior sister, you only see the new and forget the old. Now that you have a boyfriend, you’re leaving your senior brother behind. That’s not fair.”

Shen Xifan raised an eyebrow, “How did you know? It’s not like I rejected you so directly.”

“I saw it in the supermarket, holding hands all lovey-dovey,” Lin Yishen said with a smirk, but his expression was resigned. “I knew it then, and I saw it today too. The whole world knows, except you who doesn’t know that we know.”

She remained silent, handing him the towel. “Do you need another one?”

Lin Yishen stood up, affectionately ruffling her hair. “Junior sister, take care of yourself. You’re not young anymore. If you don’t consider important matters soon, you’ll be labeled an old spinster.”

Shen Xifan turned away, “Not a serious word from you!”

He laughed, “I’m not joking. By the way, what’s cooking in the kitchen? It smells so good.”

She suddenly realized, “Oh, it’s red bean soup. Do you want a bowl?”

As the fragrant red bean soup was served, Lin Yishen took a deep breath and exclaimed, “To be able to drink such authentic soup in a foreign land is a blessing.”

Shen Xifan sighed softly, lost in her thoughts as she spoke to herself, “Sometimes I feel like everything is too good to be true, unreal. But I still desperately want to hold onto it, even though I keep reminding myself to let things happen naturally. Whether I get it, I’m lucky; if I don’t, it’s fate. Maybe, as many people say, love is like sand, the tighter you hold onto it, the faster it slips away.”

“Nonsense!” Lin Yishen patted her head, “It’s red beans, held tightly, won’t leak out. Although it’s a bit rough, it keeps reminding you all the time. When the time is right, when the water boils, throw them in, and it becomes red bean soup, a soup made from lovesickness. Then the love between two people will bear fruit.”

Shen Xifan smiled faintly. Suddenly, she felt that many things were just meant to be, whether it’s love or marriage, when the time comes, it should happen, and everything should be attributed to fate.

Even though she encountered him at the tail end of her youth, she didn’t feel it was too late. Because when the time is ripe, what is cultivated will bear fruit.

As for that response, she quietly formed an idea in her heart.

Chapter 27 – Dang Gui, Female Ginseng
The days that followed were as exhausting as ever, with countless classes, reports, and papers pushing Shen Xifan’s emotions to their lowest point. She had been warned that Cornell was a “university that deprived four years of sleep,” but only she knew the true taste of that pain.

In January, the weather suddenly turned cold, with fierce gusts of wind. The once bustling and lively campus became unusually quiet as if in harmony with the weather, casting a gloomy and melancholic shadow over her.

In two days, it would be Chinese New Year, but there was no festive atmosphere in the small town of Ithaca, New York. There were no red lanterns, no firecrackers, no crowds bustling around buying New Year goods, and no dumplings or sweet rice balls.

No family, no blessings, and no company made the days feel like years.

The sky over Ithaca was tinged with a dull gray, with a hint of snow in the air but no flakes falling, pressing heavily on her heart. Such weather was truly lonely and desolate.

Days like these were only fit for sinking into deep sleep, not for discussing tedious planning schemes in a classroom.

She furrowed her brows involuntarily as a voice suddenly interrupted her thoughts, “Serena, what do you think about this plan?”

For a moment, her mind went blank, pulled back to the materials in front of her. She gathered her thoughts and slowly spoke, covering everything from international chain hotel culture to management, and finally supplemented with some concepts of Chinese hotel management.

The team leader pondered for a moment and nodded, “Well said, but we rarely hear you speak up. The points you mentioned about hotel culture were excellent. How about you lead the discussion next time?”

Looking at the expectant gazes of her teammates, she awkwardly smiled and agreed.

There was still an exam on Friday, preparations for new courses starting next week, and the CareerTracks paper was yet to be completed. Now, adding a discussion leadership role was just the icing on the cake.

After the group meeting ended, her exhausted body and restless emotions made her feel on the verge of collapse.

Back in her dorm, she brewed herself a cup of tea and sat by the window, a pile of reference materials spread out on the table, not knowing where to start. She absentmindedly opened her computer, with constant New Year wishes flooding her MSN and QQ. Former colleagues and friends sent beautiful pictures and warm or funny New Year greetings, filling the screen.

She suddenly realized that today was New Year’s Eve.

But she hadn’t received a greeting from He Suye. Perhaps he was still at the institute, perhaps he wouldn’t even go back tonight. He had told her that the project had reached a critical point, and maybe he didn’t have much time to spare for her. She had felt a small pang of disappointment at that time but still reassured him to focus on his research because that was the most important thing.

She called home, with the sound of crackling firecrackers in the background. Shen’s mother shouted excitedly, “Fanfan, Mom and Dad miss you so much! Your dad has been talking about you these days, and your grandparents are asking when you’ll come back.”

Her eyes welled up with tears as she hurriedly replied, “I’ll be back in half a year, very soon.”

Shen’s mother sighed, “Okay, let’s not talk about it. It’s New Year’s Eve, Fanfan, remember to eat dumplings tonight. You won’t be without those, right? How about sweet rice balls? Oh, can you watch the Spring Festival Gala there?”

Of course, she couldn’t say that they had none of those things here. Shen Xifan nodded hastily, “Okay, okay, everything’s here, Mom, don’t worry. I’ll eat well! And we have the Spring Festival Gala, it’s streamed online. Help me wish Grandpa and Grandma a Happy New Year. Well, that’s it, gotta go!”

Hanging up the phone, her mind was filled with images of the New Year. She remembered last year’s New Year’s Eve when she had drunk too much and said things to He Suye that she couldn’t even verify. The whole family had been together, so lively and happy. How blissful it had been.

Suddenly, her roommate called out to her, “Serena, there’s a package for you. I forgot to tell you, it’s on the kitchen table.”

She was extremely curious and quickly got up to retrieve it. Upon careful inspection of the address and name, she was astonished to find He Suye’s English name listed as the sender.

She carefully opened the small box and was greeted by a delicate accessory. A black crystal, surrounded by tiny white crystals, emitted a dazzling light under the dim lamp.

Only after taking it out did she realize it was a scarf clip, remarkably similar to the one she had broken before. She remembered He Suye consoling her that night, saying they could buy another one in the future.

Her response at the time had been that it was a gift from her grandmother, brought from France decades ago, and now she didn’t even know if it was available in the United States. But he had found one so similar for her.

At the bottom of the box was his message, “Happy Lunar New Year, take care of yourself and rest well.”

A slight curve formed at the corner of her mouth, sweet and content, as she carefully placed the scarf clip back into the gift box. Then, picking up the delivery slip, she looked at the familiar handwriting, gently touching it, as if it still held his warmth.

Hastily, she ran to her computer to leave him a message. She typed a few words, then deleted them, unable to find the right words to describe her feelings. In the end, she settled for, “Happy New Year! The scarf clip is very beautiful, thank you, I love it. Also, take care of yourself and don’t overwork.” She sighed and her gaze involuntarily drifted back to the beautifully packaged little box.

She pursed her lips, smiling gently—how much time had he spent searching for such a small thing?

Outside the window, the sky remained a dull gray, but the shining lights made her feel warm. The orange light pierced through the darkness, reflecting with the light on the desk, like lovers gazing at each other from a distance.

But the QQ avatar hadn’t been active for a long time, and she experienced a brief hope followed by long-lasting disappointment.

So, she buried that longing deep inside and numbed herself with work and study.

Friday’s exam didn’t go well; Shen Xifan constantly felt like someone was singing in her ear, distracting her, and she couldn’t even spell several specialized words in a row. In the end, she hastily handed in the paper, leaving her fate to chance.

Though Saturday’s group discussion went relatively smoothly, during the defense, she was bombarded with sharp questions from her teammates, nearly driving her to a breakdown. In the end, she could only wrap it up hastily.

Her paper also ran into problems. Despite burning the midnight oil for several nights, using all available resources, and revising the paper over and over again, when she submitted it, her advisor shook his head and made a big mark, “Not professional enough!”

It was about theoretical aspects of administrative management, and she immediately felt speechless. The theoretical knowledge of management majors was too abstract; even she sometimes couldn’t understand it. After all, she didn’t come from a management background, and the simpler explanations were deemed not professional enough.

Shen Xifan completely lost her temper, obediently returning to the library to continue searching for materials. As she read on, the letters in front of her seemed to dance, becoming increasingly incomprehensible. Fatigue washed over her, and her body leaned forward uncontrollably.

Hovering on the edge of drowsiness and confusion, she accidentally knocked her head against the thick edge of a book, the pain causing her to gasp and fully awaken.

Rubbing the sore spot, intending to continue reading, she heard a chuckle behind her. Turning around, she saw Lin Yishen standing there with a bag and several books in his arms, his eyes fixed on her paper.

Shen Xifan didn’t even want to lift her eyelids, sighing heavily. “Busy here, please don’t disturb.”

Lin Yishen didn’t leave either, quickly scanning through the paper and then asking, “Where did it go wrong?”

“The theoretical part of Operations Management!” She weakly supported her head, absentmindedly spinning her pen. “The advisor said it’s not professional, not professional! If I were professional, I wouldn’t be studying MMH; I’d switch to an MBA.”

Lin Yishen laughed, “It’s just this little thing. Why didn’t you say so earlier? Maybe you wouldn’t have overlooked this older brother with a professional background. This theoretical knowledge is too demanding for you guys, but it’s a piece of cake for us. Here’s the deal, give me a copy of your paper, and I’ll take a look.”

Shen Xifan thought about it and agreed. With her strength, making the theoretical part of the paper perfect was almost an impossible task. She nodded, promptly copying all the materials for him.

Seeing her vacant expression, Lin Yishen sighed. “After staying up for so many nights, your advisor lacks empathy. Anyway, I’ll go take a look now. You go back to sleep, and I’ll come find you once it’s done.”

Feeling exhausted, with no energy left in her body, she still forced herself to stay awake, amusing herself, “With exams and papers back to back these days, I feel like I’ve aged ten years.”

Lin Yishen, not amused, said grumpily, “You look like you’ve just been dug out of the ground. Alright, go back quickly. I’ll come find you later.”

She nodded, picked up her bag, waved, and left the library. Along the way, the bone-chilling cold wrapped around her tightly like a net, making her shiver. Looking up at the sky, the gray light of Ithaca was getting darker, as if it was about to snow.

Lin Yishen watched her leave, sighing softly, before returning to his original seat and taking out his computer. It took him a while to return to reality. “That girl at first glance looks like your girlfriend!”

“What girlfriend? When did I have a girlfriend?” He looked at his roommate with suspicion.

“Hey! Don’t deny it. The one who came to see you last Christmas, petite and exquisite.”

“She’s not my girlfriend. I told you it’s none of your business.” Meeting his friend’s skeptical gaze again, he sighed, “It’s hard to explain in a few words, but I’m also at fault. Alright!”

His friend continued to gossip relentlessly, “Is the little junior sister you mentioned before the same girl just now? Strange, they look alike!”

Lin Yishen pointed to his computer, “Work, work. Stop gossiping, or you’ll get scolded for not completing the report!”

After what seemed like a long time of sleep, she felt extremely hot all over, but subconsciously felt cold and shivered. In a deep and shallow dream, blank but still retaining a hint of consciousness in reality.

She only knew that her roommate had come to open the door and left, then she heard the faint “swish swish” sound, soft as if the melody of falling snow.

After a long time, the doorbell rang urgently, and Shen Xifan suddenly woke up, opening her eyes. The room was pitch black, and she groped around for her shoes. As soon as her feet touched the ground, her head throbbed painfully. Someone outside shouted, “Shen Xifan, are you there!”

It was Lin Yishen—she responded with a vague “yeah” and stumbled to open the door, seeing Lin Yishen standing outside, water dripping from his hair, breathing slightly heavily. “Why did you take so long to answer the door? There’s no light in the dorm. I thought something happened to you.”

She murmured in a daze, “Huh, is it raining?”

“Indeed, it’s snowing!” Lin Yishen stepped inside and casually flipped the switch, illuminating the room. Shen Xifan squinted as she looked out the window. “It’s snowing!”

He smiled, raising the documents in his hand. “I’ve organized everything. Take a look. If there’s anything you don’t understand, I’ll explain it to you. It’s better to be prepared, in case the advisor asks you something you can’t answer.”

Shen Xifan breathed a sigh of relief. “Brother, I promise to give you red eggs and burn incense for you on holidays in the future. And some cured meat and sausages too. You’re not a vegetarian, are you?”

“Big mouth!” Lin Yishen reached out to poke her head, but when his fingers touched her, they felt warmer than usual. He quickly withdrew his hand and asked, “Shen Xifan, are you running a fever?”

She touched her head and nodded. “No wonder I feel cold. I do have a slight fever.”

“Lie down!” Lin Yishen frowned. “You’re an adult but have no self-awareness. You don’t take care of yourself properly. What has your advisor been putting you through? Staying up for nights?”

“I’m fine, just a little feverish. Why are you making such a fuss!” Shen Xifan’s stubbornness resurfaced. “Let me see the paper; I still need to revise it tonight. It’s due tomorrow!”

Before she could finish her sentence, she felt dizzy, her heart racing and unable to bear it. She felt her blood vessels expanding rapidly, so she had to press down on her chest and take a deep breath to feel a little better.

Lin Yishen was frightened. “Shen Xifan, what’s wrong with you? Are you okay? Should I take you to the hospital?”

She nodded. “Let me lie down for a while, catch my breath. My heart doesn’t feel right.”

CVI Research Institute, University of Pennsylvania.

The laboratory and data room were brightly lit, with data scrolling on computer screens, simulated images flying by, and complaints in various languages occasionally heard. “Wrong again! Damn data!”

He Su Ye was fully focused on the computer when suddenly his right eye twitched uncontrollably.

Perhaps he was too tired. For almost half a month, he had slept for only three days, and even lying in bed was a luxury, let alone sleeping. Everyone worked tirelessly for the research results of the project, and he hadn’t contacted Shen Xifan for a long time.

Not that he didn’t want to, but he couldn’t.

Suddenly, the phone rang in the silence, like it was right next to his ear, ringing repeatedly with no one picking up. It felt like there were thousands of words he wanted to say but couldn’t express his anxiety.

Someone next door called him, “He, your phone!”

He was startled and quickly stood up. After answering, he heard a familiar voice, restrained with some anger. “He Su Ye, what are you busy with?”

He was surprised but more worried. “Lin Yishen! What’s wrong? Has something happened?”

“Shen Xifan has a fever and is feeling uncomfortable in her heart. What’s going on? Should we take her to the hospital?”

His professional instinct reminded him of those terrible diseases, and his mind went blank for a moment. A chill ran through his body. At that moment, it felt like a huge stone was smashing down on his heart, shaking it. He felt a sense of panic. His voice suddenly became hoarse, “Is she in the dorm now? Besides these symptoms, does she have vomiting, difficulty breathing, or anything like that?”

“There are no other symptoms for now. She’s lying in bed and has fallen asleep. I saw her today, and her complexion was particularly poor like she’d been staying up for several nights.”

He let out a long sigh of relief, but the tense string still refused to relax. “Got it. I’ll come over right away!”

Lin Yishen was stunned. “It’s snowing heavily here, and it’s so late…”

Before he could finish his sentence, He Su Ye’s decisive voice interrupted him. “It’s okay. Keep an eye on her for me. If there’s any problem, take her to the hospital immediately. I’ll be there soon!”

After hanging up the phone, he found his palms were sweaty, and his hands and feet were numb. He moved them several times before regaining feeling, quickly briefed someone on his work progress, put on his coat, and left the research institute.

The sky was gloomy, pressing down on his heart. His breathing became erratic, and he had only one thought in his mind: Shen Xifan, please don’t have any accidents, please, I’ll be there soon.

In the endless darkness and loneliness, the howling wind and the sound of falling snow filled his ears. Time seemed to stretch on endlessly in her drowsy consciousness. In her dream, that person walked in the snow, still with those handsome features, but exuding a chilling aura, devoid of life.

Desperately, she ran towards him, a chilling fear gripping her thoughts. The distance between them felt close enough to touch, yet she couldn’t reach him. She watched him slowly disappear, even his footprints vanishing as if he had never been there.

Calling out his name, she begged him not to leave her alone, despair filling the space with her longing.

The vast expanse of the sky and earth offered no response. There was only the relentless fall of the deep white snow, and the harsh, desolate sound of the wind made her ears ache. She was left standing alone in the snow, not knowing where to go.

She didn’t even know how tears could flow, as if she had already become numb.

Slowly, letter by letter, she heard that anxious, low, and mellow voice, “Wake up, girl, what’s wrong?”

With a slight warmth, liquid trickled down from the corner of his eye, falling into his temples. In his hazy sight, the man furrowed his brow, his eyes filled with worry and anxiety.

Words failed him as tears flowed uncontrollably. It wasn’t just because of the nightmare he had just experienced; it was the culmination of days of depression and longing. His embrace remained as warm as ever, but all she could think was why she always seemed so fragile and tearful in front of him.

Outside the window, the heavy snow dyed the night sky a beautiful shade of blue, like the most delicate feathers drifting gracefully from the wings of white birds, utterly indescribable in its beauty.

Everything in the world became vivid and beautiful, all because of the man before her. At that moment, she finally understood just how important he was to her.

After she calmed down, He Su Ye asked, “How many days has it been since you slept? This fever from overexertion—when Lin Yishen described your condition over the phone, it startled me.”

“Lin Yishen?” Shen Xifan widened her eyes. “He called you? How does he know you?”

“Because I’m the cousin of his aunt’s son-in-law’s nephew,” Lin Yishen walked in, grinning. “Surprised, huh? Turns out we’re distant relatives.”

Shen Xifan looked to He Su Ye for help. He nodded. “I’m not entirely sure of our exact relation, but that’s the situation.”

No wonder she had seen them chatting intimately at the hotel before, and whenever Lin Yishen mentioned “your boyfriend” to her, it was always with a mischievous smile. So, this was it—she scrutinized the two of them. “There’s quite a resemblance!”

Lin Yishen chuckled. “The real boyfriend’s here now, so I’ll take my leave. Don’t want to be a third wheel.”

He Su Ye held Shen Xifan back. “You lie down first; I’ll see him off.”

At the staircase, Lin Yishen waved. “No need to see me off. Take good care of her. No need to thank me too much!”

He Su Ye smiled, a mix of apology and gratitude evident in his expression. “Thank you.”

Lin Yishen pursed his lips, hesitated, then sighed softly. “Forget it. We’ve already cleared things up before I go abroad. Hope you won’t forget!”

His eyes were clear, his voice gentle yet firm. “I will make her happy.”

Lin Yishen watched the snow outside, a smile lingering on his lips, profound and relieved.

Back inside, Shen Xifan asked, “How did Lin Yishen find you? Don’t you live in a dorm without a phone?”

He shrugged nonchalantly. “He asked around and went straight to the institute.”

Shen Xifan lowered her head. “I’m sorry, He Su Ye. I’m such a troublemaker. I apologized.

Unexpectedly, a gentle kiss landed on her forehead, overflowing with tenderness. He brushed her hair gently, looking straight into her eyes. “It should be me apologizing.”

What was supposed to be a tranquil, heartwarming moment was interrupted by her growling stomach. She felt embarrassed. He Su Ye chuckled, ruffling her hair. “Get dressed, let’s eat.”

Perhaps due to the recent fever, the plain congee had no taste to her. She could only manage half a bowl before feeling unable to swallow more. He Su Ye insisted, “Eat a bit more. You’ll need to take medicine later, and an empty stomach isn’t good for absorbing it.”

She became curious. “What medicine am I taking? Do I need it now that the fever’s gone?”

“You have a fever from overexertion. Didn’t I tell you not to overdo it? Your health wasn’t good, to begin with, and now it’s worse after pushing yourself!” He Su Ye’s concern showed as he furrowed his brow deeper.

She inquired further. “What medicine am I taking this time?”

“Gui Pi Tang nourishes the heart and spleen, invigorates Qi, and promotes blood circulation. It contains astragalus, poria, white atractylodes, licorice, longan, dang gui, yuan zhi, agarwood, and goji berries.” He Su Ye sighed. “Just go sleep for a while; I’ll wake you up when it’s time for your medicine.”

“But where did you get these medicines? Do they have Chinese medicine in the US?”

“In Chinatown, there are Chinese pharmacies, and traditional Chinese medicine is quite popular among the Chinese community there. Oh, by the way, today is the third day of the Chinese New Year. When I went to Chinatown, it was very lively.”

She chuckled lightly, a bit childish. “Are there candied haws, steaming hot dumplings, and tangyuan? Will there be lion dances and Long Dances, as well as couplets and the character ‘福’?”

“Feeling homesick, aren’t you?” He Su Ye took her hand. “If you want to go, I’ll take you, but celebrating the New Year in China has a different atmosphere.”

However, Shen Xifan felt a twinge in her heart. Although the words were on the tip of her tongue, she didn’t know how to express herself. She simply picked up a herb called dang gui, held it in her palm, and softly said, “Just wait another half a year, then I’ll be like this herb. What about you?”

“Silly girl!” He Su Ye smiled reassuringly. “What do you think?”

Dang Gui, dang gui—”The weary traveler longs for home, most fond of the old dwelling,” she couldn’t help but fall in love with the name.

Whoever it was in ancient times who named this herb, whether it was a loving mother longing for her child’s return or a devoted wife yearning for her husband’s return, regardless of who it was, such sentiment, such longing, reached the depths of her heart.

Perhaps truly exhausted or perhaps due to the effects of the Chinese medicine, drowsiness quickly overwhelmed her. In a haze, she felt a soft kiss on her lips, chuckled lightly, and drifted back to sleep.

And so, a dreamless night passed.

The next day, she was awakened by the morning light.

The pure white snow, illuminated by the bright sun, emitted a faint halo, so pure, so flawless. Shen Xifan breathed a sigh of relief, feeling inexplicably relaxed all over.

But how did He Su Ye manage to come here in such heavy snow last night?

The kitchen emitted a delightful aroma, the rich scent of rice. It interrupted her thoughts, and she hurriedly slipped on her shoes and ran to the kitchen, only to find He Su Ye holding a bowl and chopsticks. When he saw her, he asked, “Up already? How are you feeling now?”

She touched her forehead, relieved. “I’m fine now, feeling much better. What did you make? It smells so good!”

“It’s vegetable porridge.” He Su Ye lifted the lid, enticing Shen Xifan to take several deep breaths. He couldn’t help but smile. “Don’t get lost in the aroma; go freshen up.”

The vegetable porridge was refreshing and flavorful. She finished one bowl and added another, while He Su Ye watched her with a smile. “No need to eat so fast; be careful not to upset your stomach.”

Because he made it himself, it tasted especially delicious.

He felt like he hadn’t done enough for her, felt like he wasn’t good enough for her. He always harbored doubts and fears about their future, and this illness was born from his inner demons.

The heavy workload wasn’t the real issue; the self-imposed solitary life akin to a monk’s was merely a shameful manifestation of loneliness. She was suffering from lovesickness. It was because of longing that she felt lonely, fearful, restless, helpless, and out of control, and he was the medicine to cure her.

If he owed her a lot of love, then he would spend a lifetime repaying it.

Setting down her chopsticks, she looked at him with stubbornness and sincerity in her eyes, and gently told him, word by word, “He Su Ye, I want… I want to be with you forever.”

His hand holding the chopsticks trembled slightly, and then there was the crisp sound of utensils clinking together. A complex emotion welled up in his eyes—joy, touch, or perhaps something else. Shen Xifan couldn’t discern it, she just let him stand up and come over to her, then gently embraced her.

He Su Ye whispered a single word in her ear, which felt more moving and sincere than any vows or promises.

He said, “Yes.”

A promise for a lifetime.

In this winter, far from home, she finally understood that in the world of love, happiness would always follow, and in the world of love, there would always be enduring love and mutual support.

In the prime of her life, she met him, fell in love with him, and then decided to stay with him.

At this moment, there were no more regrets in this fulfilled life.

Chapter 28 – Osmanthus
Just completing surgery, He Su Ye finally relaxed his tense nerves and sighed, casually pushing open the window of his office.

A gentle breeze brushed his face, carrying the fragrance of osmanthus from not far away. He carefully identified it—it was osmanthus. Shen Xifan had always liked Osmanthus. Whether in the early morning, at midnight, or after a light rain, the clusters of golden osmanthus flowers, light or rich in fragrance, could deeply penetrate one’s heart, even without the wind.

Freshly picked osmanthus, preserved with honey, could be used to make sweet and intoxicating osmanthus dumplings in winter.

At this moment, a nurse knocked on the door. “Dr. He, please get ready. We’re going to take photos soon.”

Slightly taken aback, He Su Ye looked at the nurse’s badge and immediately understood. He had changed hospitals, and this was a necessary procedure. Taking off his white coat, he tidied his hair in front of the mirror and suddenly remembered something.

It was when they went to the department to distribute wedding candies before their marriage. When he came out, he found Shen Xifan standing blankly at the door of the department. Curious, he followed her gaze to the bulletin board and saw his photo.

She looked at the photo and then at herself, concluding, “Fortunately, you don’t photograph well, otherwise, most patients would probably be drawn to you.”

He found it strange. “Is it that bad? Why do so many people say you don’t photograph well?”

“It’s not!” She affirmed. “You just look handsome in person. Don’t be so dissatisfied, Dr. He. You’re already quite handsome.”

He chuckled. “Really? I don’t feel it!”

Shen Xifan smiled slightly, pursing her lips. “The first time I saw you, I was amazed. How could there be such a handsome doctor in the hospital? I couldn’t even believe my own eyes.”

“Heh, little girl, whenever you mention that I remember it,” he said. “When I was writing prescriptions, I kept glancing at you. I felt like you weren’t looking at what I was writing. What were you doing then?”

“Uh—looking at your name. But I didn’t see it then, only saw ‘Attending Physician.'”

“Isn’t it on the prescription?”

“How would I know? The doctor’s handwriting is always so illegible, but printed versions are clear. Besides, what if you prescribed the wrong medication? It’d be convenient for me to file a complaint.”

He was immediately speechless. Shen Xifan smiled and held his hand. “Just kidding. How could I doubt your medical skills? You said a bunch of professional terms that immediately stunned me. I felt that you were a reliable doctor.”

Seeing the dimples on He Su Ye’s face, she added, “But back then, you always had a serious expression. I thought you were going for the tough guy route, but I didn’t expect that you would lose your composure with just one smile, making you look so innocent.”

He Su Ye couldn’t help but laugh. “During my internship, my mentor always said I looked too young and couldn’t give patients a sense of security. So, he paired me with Qiu Tian, saying that Qiu Tian would complement my steadiness. But unexpectedly, that guy suddenly turned serious for a whole day, and even I dared not laugh. In the end, the two of us returned to the dormitory and laughed for a long time.”

Shen Xifan blinked. “So, your seriousness was trained like this. Indeed, behind every successful man, there is another successful man.”

Suddenly, the phone rang. It was Grandpa He reminded them to come back for dinner. As they were leaving, Shen Xifan couldn’t help but glance at the photos a few more times. Then, she quietly negotiated with him, “He Su Ye, next time when taking photos, try to look a bit ugly!”

He immediately agreed without hesitation, “I’ll try my best!”

After taking the photos, several doctors and nurses gathered around the computer to see the results. The photographer picked up the file and confirmed, then said to He Su Ye, “Dr. He, are you a soldier? The regulations here require photos in military uniform.”

He Su Ye looked embarrassed. “My military uniform is at home. I usually don’t wear it to work.”

The photographer smiled. “No problem. There will be another batch tomorrow. You can come back then for a reshoot.”

He nodded. “Thank you for your trouble. Thank you.”

When he returned to his office to pack up and prepare to go home, He Su Ye received a call from Shen Xifan. “He Su Ye, there’s a classmate gathering tonight, so I won’t be coming home for dinner.”

“Alright, then I’ll go to Grandpa’s house. After the gathering, call me, and I’ll come pick you up?”

“No need, we agreed not to bring family members. It’s okay, I’m not a child.”

He could only remind her, “Drink less, come back early. If you can’t find a taxi, call me, okay?”

On the other end, Shen Xifan burst into laughter. “I’ve had my ID for over ten years. I’m not a minor anymore, Dr. He!”

Before he even stopped the car, he smelled a faint floral fragrance. It turned out that the osmanthus at Grandpa’s house was blooming. The rain-washed emerald green branches looked especially vibrant, with tiny golden osmanthus flowers not yet in full bloom, some resembling grains of rice, or small buds, which made his heart suddenly feel cheerful.

Just as he got out of the car, he saw He Shouzheng in the yard. After a few days of not seeing each other, he seemed to have grown taller. Seeing He Su Ye, he immediately ran over, still as sticky as ever. “Uncle, come here quickly, help me pick that bigger flower bud. I can’t reach it.”

He Su Ye was curious. “What are you picking it for?”

“To make osmanthus honey, my mom taught me.”

He couldn’t help but laugh. “I’ll help you pick it, and you help me get a basket.”

“Is Uncle also going to make it? There’s still some made last time in Grandpa’s kitchen cabinet.”

“YeAh your aunt likes to eat osmanthus honey with dumplings.”

He Shouzheng pouted. “It’s Sister Shen, calling her ‘aunt’ makes her seem so old.”

He Su Ye teased, “But you’ve always called me Uncle. Why don’t you feel that I’m old?”

Shouzheng nodded solemnly. “You were never young to begin with. Marrying Sister Shen is like an old cow eating tender grass!”

A large bottle of osmanthus honey emitted a graceful fragrance even through the gaps.

The family ate together, and somehow the topic turned to children. He Su Ye had been concentrating on eating, and was caught off guard by the elders’ question, “Su Ye, when are you and Xifan planning to have children? Both of you aren’t young anymore.”

He choked on his food, forcing himself to swallow it down, and awkwardly replied, “We’re both very busy, so we haven’t considered it yet.”

Grandpa He chuckled, “That’s what you say, but having a child completes a family. Look at your cousin’s family, it’s so nice. He Shouzheng is so clever and likable.”

He Shouzheng looked delighted. “Uncle’s child, then I’ll be older than him. That’s great, I can finally take charge.”

It’s not that they hadn’t considered the issue of having children, but Shen Xifan had never wanted to have them so soon. And although he valued family, he was extremely busy with work. Before he was transferred to the military hospital, it was either surgery or overtime every day, and even his sleep at night was often disturbed by emergency calls. Because of this, he wasn’t very eager to have children either.

Since they got married, had a family, and had children, he always believed he needed to take responsibility.

Now that both of them had settled down, this matter should be put on the agenda.

He planned to find a chance to discuss it with her. If she wasn’t willing, then so be it. Such matters should follow their natural course.

On the way home, it began to rain lightly. Due to traffic, it took him more than half the usual time to get home.

From downstairs, he could see that the lights in the house were already on. The warm yellow light spilling out made him feel cozy inside, just like always. He knew she was waiting for him at home.

When he opened the door, a faint smell of alcohol greeted him. He frowned slightly, realizing that Shen Xifan had likely drunk a lot again.

However, the living room lights were on, but she was nowhere to be seen. He called out a few times but got no response. He then turned the bedroom doorknob and found Shen Xifan sitting on the bed, staring at the wardrobe with a slight smile on her face.

Perhaps because of the alcohol, her face was a seductive shade of pink. Her vibrant expression was evident in her eyes and eyebrows. Seeing him enter, she pouted and sweetly whined, “Hubby, try this outfit on for me.”

He looked closely and was surprised. “A military uniform? What for?”

“Just put it on—” Shen Xifan squinted her eyes. “I’ve never seen you wear it. Why don’t you wear your military uniform at the hospital anymore?”

He took the uniform from her hands and explained, “Only the chiefs wear it, or the interns. Nowadays, the military hospital has a lot of external hires, so it’s hard to tell the professionals from the non-professionals.”

After changing into the uniform, he reached for a tie, but Shen Xifan stopped him. “This tie doesn’t look good with the uniform. Next time, I’ll buy you a deep blue one. I saw a nice VERSACE one recently. It would go perfectly with this.”

He chuckled, “Have you seen enough? Can I change back now? But can I ask out of curiosity, why suddenly the urge to see me in a military uniform?”

“Today, someone mentioned that men look the most handsome in uniforms, and it reminded me of my dad. He looked so dashing in his military uniform back in the day.” She leaned close to his face, her breath tinged with a teasing whiff of alcohol. “I never thought you’d look even more handsome. Already so charming, and now even more so, hehe—”

He smiled, meeting her intense gaze. “Honey, you flatter me. Now, can I—”

Before he could finish, she unexpectedly pressed her soft, slightly possessive lips against his. The taste of wine lingered in her kiss, intoxicating him. Their breaths quickened, bodies intertwined, like a stormy sea, their kisses fiery and passionate, a vibrant and intense battle.

Suddenly, he remembered something important and asked breathlessly, “Today…”

Her eyes sparkled with unspoken temptation, and Shen Xifan smiled mischievously, “Forget it, let’s just let things take their natural course…”

Alright then, he let his last string of rationality snap. Let it be.

It seemed like the bright yellow sunlight was dancing before his eyes. He couldn’t help but open his eyes, propping himself up to check his watch. The person beside him moved slightly, then lazily asked, “What time is it?”

“It’s still early. You don’t have to work today. Sleep a little more.”

Shen Xifan snuggled into her pillow, pulling the blanket tighter, murmuring dreamily, “Tired—” before drifting back to sleep.

He gazed at her lovingly for a while, couldn’t resist planting a kiss on her lips, then got dressed and went to make breakfast.

Sweet osmanthus rice dumplings, though not a seasonal treat, made for a luxurious breakfast with their fragrance. Sadly, such a delicious meal could only be enjoyed by himself.

He left a bowl in the microwave with a note for her about breakfast, then returned to the bedroom to retrieve the military uniform.

Perhaps it was the alcohol last night, but the little girl was unexpectedly forward. Thankfully, they retained enough sense to avoid disrespecting the uniform.

He took the uniform, folded it neatly into a bag, and remembered the receipt Shen Xifan’s cousin had asked her to buy something with a few days ago. He gently woke her up, “Where’s that receipt? Cousin has been asking for it several times.”

Shen Xifan groggily replied, “In my wallet, go get it yourself.”

The wallet was stuffed with various cards. He rummaged through it for a while before finally spotting the receipt, wedged between two credit cards. Carefully extracting it, he noticed that a photo had slipped out along with it.

Picking it up, he couldn’t help but laugh. It was an old work ID photo of himself from the hospital, one that Shen Xifan had jokingly dubbed “unphotogenic and distorted.”

This girl, always saying one thing but meaning another. If she thought it was so bad, why did she keep it with her? And secretly, too.

If she had told him earlier, he could have given her a much better photo to carry around, like the most handsome one he had. After all, the photo he kept in his wallet was her best one.

Oh well, he’d confiscate this one for now.

The second batch of photos taken that day was for military doctors. A sea of dark green uniforms filled the room, and several intern nurses couldn’t help but exclaim, “So handsome! Men do look best in uniforms!”

He was the last to be photographed. After his turn, the photographer pointed to the computer screen and asked, “Dr. He, how about this one?”

He smiled, “Let’s go with that one. But could you give me a private copy of this one?”

The photographer puzzled and feeling his aesthetic judgment was being questioned, insisted, “I think this one looks better than that one.”

He Suye politely smiled, “Yes, exactly, that’s why we’ll use the other one.”

His phone vibrated in his pocket. Opening it, he saw a message from Shen Xifan: “He Suye, did you see a small photo when you were getting the receipt?”

He decided to tease her, “What photo? I didn’t see anything.”

A moment later, another message arrived. He could almost imagine her panicking, “Oh no, maybe some girl stole it yesterday, or I lost it. Are you sure you didn’t see it?”

“What photo? Is it important?”

“Of course it’s important, it’s your photo! Oh no—”

He laughed inwardly and reassured her, “I’ll give you a new one when I get home. We’re taking new work photos at the hospital.”

“Make sure to give me the most handsome one, and use the less handsome one for the work ID.”

He chuckled, putting on his white coat. As he picked up his phone to reply, another message came in—

“Come home early tonight, I’m making sweet osmanthus lily lotus seed soup. Don’t forget to come back early!”

“Got it, I will.”

He made his way from the outpatient clinic to the inpatient department, passing through a green area. The rich fragrance of osmanthus filled the air. Looking up, he saw tiny flower petals falling gently like rain. The osmanthus trees were in full bloom, their scent permeating the air around him.

Reaching out to catch some of the delicate petals, he looked forward to the next blooming season. Maybe by then, he would have a complete family of three.

Lin’s Side Story

The coffee on the desk had gone cold long ago. It wasn’t until his fingers touched the cold rim of the cup that he realized it. Without looking up, he called out to his secretary, “Lucy, a cup of coffee, thanks!”

But no one responded. Lin Yishen looked around in confusion, realizing the office was empty. Checking the clock on his desk, he saw it was two hours past closing time. He had been completely absorbed in numbers and reports.


With a wry smile, he stood up to pack his things. A wedding invitation lay quietly in the corner of the desk, its red hue stirring feelings of envy. Glancing out the window, he saw the city lights twinkling. It was the beginning of spring, but there was no hint of desolation. The city’s bright lights and reflections in the water created a dazzling scene.


Forever awake, yet forever alone.
Back then, Wen Wei often stayed late at the office, and then would go up to the rooftop. The bustling commercial district lay below, a sea of lights and endless prosperity. She enjoyed watching the city lights at night; it gave her a sense of peace and tranquility.


That night seemed no different from any other. Wen Wei, holding her coffee, was about to stand up when she heard footsteps behind her. Turning around, she saw Lin Yishen standing in the shadow of the lights. His tall, strong figure exuded a rare warmth and solitude, making him seem both unreal and more distant to her. Or perhaps, closer than ever.


He sat down beside her and said, “This city, so lonely and desolate, yet so beautiful.”
Wen Wei smiled, “Finding hope in despair!”


Lin Yishen laughed heartily, and Wen Wei joined in. She spread her fingers, letting the tiny rays of light seep through. She squinted and smiled, and he watched her, both sensing a subtle shift in the atmosphere.


They eventually went out to eat together, choosing classic Shanghai dishes: crab roe with chicken kidneys, chrysanthemum yellow fish soup, Songjiang perch, and scallops with lettuce.
Wen Wei took a bite of the fish and smiled, “Manager Lin, are you from Shanghai?”
He shook his head, “Aren’t you from Shanghai?”


She paused for a moment, then nodded, “Yes, I grew up in Shanghai and only moved here when the head office transferred me.”


Lin Yishen smiled warmly, “Do these dishes taste like home? I’m not from Shanghai, so I wouldn’t know.”
A wave of warmth surged through her. She paused, her chopsticks in mid-air, and murmured, “It’s very authentic, thank you.”


In truth, she had been paying attention to this well-known general manager for a while. In his early thirties, a handsome, eligible bachelor with a PhD in Business Administration from Cornell, he had no scandalous rumors and was known for his upright character. Many people said they felt respected when talking to him, and his mere smile made them feel like they were basking in a spring breeze.
Later, she found out that before studying abroad, Lin Yishen had been a public relations manager at a hotel, a job that required handling all sorts of difficult guests. Now, dealing with well-trained subordinates and courteous clients was a piece of cake for him. However, he did have moments of anger, where his icy expression alone commanded respect.


She had only seen it once. It happened when there was a mistake in the finance department. On her second day at the company, she walked into the office to find Lin Yishen standing with his hands behind his back, glaring at the finance department manager. The room was so silent that the tension felt like snow in midwinter.


No one knew how they got through that day, everyone was on edge and barely daring to breathe. Less than half an hour after Lin Yishen left, she was summoned to his office. He stood with his back to her in the morning light. On the desk, she noticed a resignation letter and an appointment letter, the latter bearing her name as the new finance department manager.


She was immediately taken aback and tried to compose her thoughts, “General Manager, I’m here.”
He turned, his expression softening as if nothing had happened. He simply pointed to the appointment letter, “Miss Wen, can you accept this position?”


Without hesitation, she shook her head, meeting Lin Yishen’s inquisitive gaze. She spoke solemnly, “Based on my education and experience, I don’t deserve this position. Besides, I just arrived and am not familiar with the situation here.”


Lin Yishen smiled, his brow relaxing, enhancing his handsome features, “What’s unfamiliar will become familiar. A finance manager doesn’t need to do everything personally, just needs to delegate tasks. Moreover—” he paused, “the company needs dedicated employees, and I trust Miss Wen because—” He didn’t finish his sentence but looked at her with sincere eyes.


Such “trust” immediately won her over. Holding the appointment letter, she nodded solemnly, “Alright, I accept.”


Later, she learned that Lin Yishen had an instinct for judging people. His four years in the hotel industry had honed his keen eye. According to the company’s receptionist, “He’s seen it all, and to him, we’re all too simple.”
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