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    In the winter of 1969, the biting cold woke up the woman lying in bed. She struggled to open her eyes, her mind buzzing, unable to grasp what had happened for a while. Then, she slowly moved her stiff body and sat up, looking around with a puzzled expression.

     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    

    She remembered she should be dead.

     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    

    Not far from her was a broken window, covered with thick white snow outside. The cold, white light seeped in through the window, illuminating the pitted ground and the cracks in the walls. Jin Xiuzhu frowned. The dilapidated state of this place was even worse than her childhood home.

     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    

    She raised her hand to massage her throbbing forehead when suddenly she heard breathing beside her. She paused, about to turn towards the sound, but then her head started throbbing as if pricked by countless needles, and a series of unfamiliar scenes unfolded in her mind.

     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    

    After the pain subsided, she took a deep breath to steady herself. Then, as if recalling something, she turned her head to the side, wearing a pensive expression. A man lay on the bed with his back to her, a thin blanket hanging at his waist, revealing his sturdy and powerful back.

     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    

    Jin Xiuzhu struggled in her mind, glanced around, and finally gritted her teeth, seeming to make a decision. She trembled as she pulled the blanket and lay back down, tightly closing her eyes.

     



    



     



    



     



    



     



    

    In the early morning, before dawn, a girl wearing a washed-out blue jacket carried a basin of hot water and walked towards the adjacent small house. Before knocking on the door, she deliberately stopped to touch her freshly combed braids. Seeing they were neat, she knocked on the door with a shy smile on her face.

     



    



     



    



     



    

    She knocked twice, but there was no response from inside. Thinking her voice might have been too soft, she knocked twice more with force. After waiting for a while, still no movement was heard.

     



    



     



    



     



    

    She didn't know what she was thinking, her eyes flickered for a moment, then she turned to look at the yard. Seeing no one around, she secretly leaned her face towards the door crack to look inside. It was a bit unclear, so she pushed a little harder, and then the door swung open unexpectedly. Inside, she saw a man and a woman sleeping intimately together on the bed.

     



    



     



    



     



    

    The man faced her direction, his eyes closed, his resolute face resembling a mountain peak, with thin lips pressed together. Even in sleep, he exuded an intimidating aura, making people dare not approach. The woman in his arms slept against his chest, only showing her dark head and half of her face.

     



    



     



    



     



    

    But Fu Meiyun still recognized the person at a glance, and her whole body exploded with fury. She directly threw down the iron basin in her hand and rushed forward, screaming, "Jin Xiuzhu, you despicable person, I'll fight you to death—"

     



    



     



    



     



    

    The piercing sound tore through the entire courtyard, startling the elderly couple who were cooking in the kitchen. They hurried out to see what was happening, saying, "What's all this yelling about early in the morning?! We have guests at home!"

     



    



     



    



     



    

    The couple sleeping in the other small room were awakened and began to grumble as they opened the door, "Who's making a racket this early in the morning instead of sleeping?"

     



    



     



    



     



    

    The woman exerted some force to pinch the man's waist, expressing her resentment, "Whose sister-in-law is still unmarried at such an old age, going crazy at her in-laws' house every day."

     



    



     



    



     



    

    Before the man could retort, he heard his own mother shouting at the top of her voice, "Eldest! Come and beat this despicable person to death! See what mischief she's done!"

     



    



     



    



     



    

    He furrowed his brow but still put on his shoes and walked to the other small room. As soon as he entered, he saw three women in a mess in the room, mainly his mother and sister trying to grab Jin Xiuzhu, who was huddled under the quilt in a hurry to avoid them. In between them was a man with bare arms, who was Jiang Mingchuan, his brother's comrade who had visited their house yesterday.

     



    



     



    



     



    

    Jiang Mingchuan hadn't even finished putting on his pants properly; it seemed he hastily put them on without zipping up. Any discerning person could see what was going on.

     



    



     



    



     



    

    His expression was very ugly as he stiffly sat on the bed. Seeing Jin Xiuzhu being grabbed by the hair, he reached out to stop them. But this only further agitated the mother and daughter, who turned to scratch him. In an instant, several red marks were left on his body and face, some even breaking the skin…

     



    



     



    



     



    

    Finally, the old man at the door couldn't bear it anymore and roared, "Enough!"

     



    



     



    



     



    

    The loud voice shocked everyone in the room. The old man turned to his son with a stern face and said, "Go and call our in-laws."

     



    



     



    



     



    

    The old lady in the room scolded angrily, "What in-laws? I have no such in-laws. Look at the kind of person they've raised!"

     



    



     



    



     



    

    Jin Xiuzhu rubbed her sore scalp and remained silent with her head down. After the intense battle, she had regained her composure. She remembered that she had transmigrated into the body of a woman with the same name and surname.

     



    



     



    



     



    

    Last night, she had woken up once. The original "Jin Xiuzhu" had overheard her mother-in-law planning to marry her daughter to this son's comrade, which had led to different thoughts in her mind.

     



    



     



    



     



    

    Her thinking was simple: why should her younger sister-in-law marry such a good man and enjoy a luxurious life in the city, while she could only suffer and be abused in the countryside?

     



    



     



    



     



    

    Now that her husband was dead and she had no sons, countless days of suffering awaited her in the future. The more she thought about it, the more she hated it. So, she decided to get up and cook a bowl of fever-reducing medicine for the man.

     



    



     



    



     



    

    This medicine was prescribed by the village's old doctor. Recently, her daughter had a fever and cough, and drinking this medicine had helped her, albeit making her feel drowsy afterward.

     



    



     



    



     



    

    The man had walked over a dozen kilometers yesterday afternoon. During dinner, the old man brought out his prized wine, but he said he couldn't drink because of the fever. It was then that "Jin Xiuzhu" came up with this plan.

     



    



     



    



     



    

    As for the current Jin Xiuzhu, she had long been accustomed to the wealthy life in the Marquis' mansion. How could she be willing to stay in this poor mountainous village?

     



    



     



    



     



    

    Without further ado, she decided to carry out this plan to the end.

     



    



     



    



     



    

    The Jin family soon arrived, followed by their eldest and second daughters who had come to pay New Year's respects in the morning. Because it was an embarrassing matter, the two sons-in-law were not called over.

     



    



     



    



     



    

    As soon as Mrs. Jin entered, she immediately wanted to hit Jin Xiuzhu, scolding her for being shameless, asking how she could do such a disgraceful thing.

     



    



     



    



     



    

    Jin Xiuzhu had already put on her clothes and was standing at the doorway of the main hall. Seeing her mother glaring at her as she approached, she immediately dodged behind Jiang Mingchuan who was sitting on a stool.

     



    



     



    



     



    

    Jiang Mingchuan sat upright, his fists clenched tightly to restrain his temper.

     



    



     



    



     



    

    From childhood to adulthood, he had encountered countless setbacks, but never had a moment made him want to dig a hole and hide like now. Sensing Jin Xiuzhu's movements, he tightly pursed his lips and glanced at the middle-aged woman rushing over.

     



    



     



    



     



    

    The icy cold gaze made Mrs. Jin choke on the curse she was about to utter, and in the end, she only gave Jin Xiuzhu a fierce glare.

     



    



     



    



     



    

    Even if they were furious, both families dared not make a scene at this moment. The Fu family still wanted to rely on their sacrificed second son to maintain their reputation. If this matter became known, who knew what it would turn into.

     



    



     



    



     



    

    In the countryside, those gossiping women could turn white into black. Moreover, this matter was not without its guilt. The Fu family had a grandson, and the Jin family had a younger son. In a few years, they would all be getting married. If things escalated, it might affect their future marriages.

     



    



     



    



     



    

    Thinking of this, both families began to calculate. While they couldn't make a big scene, they still had to bargain. The Fu family demanded that the Jin family return the two hundred yuan dowry they had given, but the Jin family refused, saying their daughter was fine at home, but as soon as she went to their house, such a thing happened. Indicating there's a problem with their family's upbringing…

     



    



     



    



     



    

    In the end, they both blamed each other and demanded compensation.

     



    



     



    



     



    

    As the argument grew fiercer, the women of both families began to physically fight. Originally, they thought the Fu family's mother and daughter were fierce enough, but they didn't expect the three women from the Jin family to be even more aggressive.

     



    



     



    



     



    

    They directly pinned down the Fu family's mother and daughter, while the two men from the Fu family, skinny and scared, hid to the side shouting to stop. The daughter-in-law didn't care either; she even covered her mouth and chuckled.

     



    



     



    



     



    

    The main hall descended into chaos once again.

     



    



     



    



     



    

    In the end, Jiang Mingchuan sitting in the corner couldn't bear it anymore. He took out two hundred yuan from his pocket and settled the matter, giving one hundred to each family.

     



    



     



    



     



    

    After both families settled down for a moment, they started arguing again, this time about disassociating from Jin Xiuzhu. The Jins said that a daughter married off is like water poured out, no longer belonging to their family. The Fus also disowned her, saying that Jin Xiuzhu was so shameless, who knows if the child she bore was their true granddaughter. They accused her of freeloading at home.

     



    



     



    



     



    

    Jiang Mingchuan couldn't bear to listen anymore. With a stern face, he interrupted them, "I will marry her."

     



    



     



    



     



    

    Jin Xiuzhu had been standing by, indifferent to the situation until she heard these words. She looked at the man with some emotion. She had been worried about how to latch onto him, but she hadn't expected him to be so responsible. In fact, they hadn't done anything last night; he had completely fallen into "Jin Xiuzhu's" own calculations.

     



    



     



    



     



    

    As for what happened next, Jin Xiuzhu didn't know. She heard crying from the room and knew that the child must have woken up. Whether it was blood ties or something else, she didn't care and went straight back to the room.

     



    



     



    



     



    

    Since "Jin Xiuzhu's" husband died six months ago, she and the child had been sent to this small room up north. The room was small, damp, and gloomy. The original room was given to Fu Meiyun. This time, it was Jiang Mingchuan who came over and specifically gave up the room for him.

     



    



     



    



     



    

    The money for renovating the house was still provided by "Jin Xiuzhu's" husband.

     



    



     



    



     



    

    Speaking of which, the real Jin Xiuzhu had a tough life. With two older sisters above and a younger brother below, she was the least favored among them. She thought she had married a capable man, but little did she know that he was often away from home, her mother-in-law was unkind, his younger sister was malicious, and there was even a sister-in-law who liked to sow discord. Life was simply unbearable.

     



    



     



    



     



    

    Jin Xiuzhu, not very skilled at it, and awkwardly picked up the child to soothe her. The little girl was very light, with a thin, yellow face. When she saw Jin Xiuzhu approach, she whimpered a few times, then closed her eyes wearily. Jin Xiuzhu touched the child's rough cheek and felt that she had a slight fever.

     



    



     



    



     



    

    It was evident the child wasn't being well taken care of. Compared to the children in the Marquis' mansion, it was like heaven and earth.

     



    



     



    



     



    

    She gently touched the child's face, preparing to put her down so she could continue sleeping. Just then, someone else entered the room. Turning around, she saw it was her second sister, the sister of the original "Jin Xiuzhu".

     



    



     



    



     



    

    Second Sister, Jin Yuzhu, glanced at her with some jealousy. Originally, she had intended to come over and inquire about Jiang Mingchuan's situation. However, as soon as she opened her mouth, she couldn't help but sarcastically say, "You're quite lucky. You've actually encountered such a windfall. According to what I heard from your mother-in-law, that man is still a high-ranking official. You'll be living a life of luxury from now on."

     



    



     



    



     



    

    As she said this, she felt somewhat resentful. How could she have never imagined that the usually dull and hardworking Third Sister would end up marrying so well? In fact, she had hesitated at first. The marriage arrangement was originally for herself, but she had kept an eye out and found out that the Jin family was difficult to get along with. So she told her mother to marry off her younger sister over. After all, the dowry given by the Jin family was substantial, and her mother would definitely be unwilling to refuse.

     



    



     



    



     



    

    She had never regretted it. After all, the Third Sister had been living poorly after marriage. But who would have thought that there would be such a day? Compared to Fu Jianguo, this man couldn't be compared at all, not to mention his appearance, just his capable and decisive manner was far inferior to Fu Jianguo's.

     



    



     



    



     



    

    "However, what you did today was really unpleasant. I'm afraid he'll hold a grudge in his heart. Don't be fooled by his nice words. It might be difficult for him to marry you for real. We don't even know where he's from. If he runs away and disappears, it will be troublesome. In my opinion, it's better to stay in the Fu family. After all, Xiaoyan's surname is Fu."

     



    



     



    



     



    

    Alright, Jin Xiuzhu understood Second Sister's intentions as soon as she heard her words. It turned out she couldn't stand seeing her living a good life.

     



    



     



    



     



    

    She had lived in the inner courtyard for years. The words spoken by the masters in the mansion were always circuitous. It was rare to encounter someone who was so straightforward in expressing their thoughts.

     



    



     



    



     



    

    Jin Xiuzhu wasn't used to her either, so she lightly chuckled, "Second Sister really reminded me. I'll pack up now. Whenever he leaves, I'll leave."

     



    



     



    



     



    

    Jin Yuzhu: "…"

     



    



     



    



     



    

    That's not what she meant.

     



    



     



    



     



    

    Jin Xiuzhu did as she promised. After Jiang Mingchuan finished handling things, he prepared to leave. He had already discussed with the couple in the Fu family that he had other matters to attend to, and he would come to pick up Jin Xiuzhu and her daughter in five days.

     



    



     



    



     



    

    The elderly couple in the Fu family were not too pleased, but their eldest daughter-in-law was willing. After all, Jiang Mingchuan had given them too much. He took out the remaining thirty yuan and five catties of grain tickets from his pocket. Anyway, it was only for five days, and they wouldn't lose much.

     



    



     



    



     



    

    Little did they know that when Jiang Mingchuan was about to leave, Jin Xiuzhu held her child in her arms and carried a small bundle on her back, following him.

     



    



     



    



     



    

    Jiang Mingchuan frowned. He didn't know how to deal with her. Taking a deep breath, he didn't even look at her, his eyes falling on the treetops nearby as he said flatly, "You stay at home first. I'll come to pick you up in a few days. I still have things to take care of."

     



    



     



    



     



    

    Jin Xiuzhu lowered her head, looking like an obedient young wife, but her tone was clear, "My second sister asked me to follow you closely. She said we don't know where you're from. If you run away, there's nowhere to find you."

     



    



     



    



     



    

    Coincidentally, Jin Yuzhu was nearby, watching the scene unfold. Upon hearing this, her smile froze on her face.

     



    



     



    



     



    

    Jiang Mingchuan glanced at her. Although he didn't say anything, his eyes were somewhat cold.

     



    



     



    



     



    

    Everything he had just experienced made him realize that neither the Fu family, his comrade's family, nor this Jin family were easy to deal with.

     



    



     



    



     



    

    He also knew that he had been deceived, but he couldn't just ignore them.

     



    



     



    



     



    

    After some thought, Jiang Mingchuan said, "I'll keep my word. I'll come back in five days. It's inconvenient to take you with me, and the child is still young."

     



    



     



    



     



    

    After speaking, he glanced at her, thinking she would understand his intention, then turned around and strode away.

     



    



     



    



     



    

    Little did he know, after walking a few steps, he heard footsteps behind him. Stopping and looking back, he saw the other person also stopping with a child in their arms, but they refused to look at him.

     



    



     



    



     



    

    "…"

     



    



     



    



     



    

    Jin Xiuzhu lowered her head to look at the child in her arms, thinking to herself that it was because of the child that she had to stick closely by, not knowing what would happen in five days.

     



    



     



    



     



    

    She never believed in a man's promises; she only trusted herself.

     



    



     



    



     



    

    Perhaps sensing Jin Xiuzhu's determination, Jiang Mingchuan remained silent.

     



    



     



    



     



    

    The two walked, one in front and one behind. After walking a distance, Jiang Mingchuan stopped and took the sleeping child from Jin Xiuzhu's arms.

     



    



     



    



     



    

    Mrs. Jin watched their retreating figures and spat to the side, "She's living the good life now."

     



    



     



    



     



    

    Jin Yuzhu remained silent.

     



    



     



    



     



    

    At that moment, regret gnawed at her insides. She suddenly realized that her younger sister, whom she had always looked down upon, seemed to have found a very outstanding man.

     



    



    
      
    

  
    The two of them walked all the way to the county town.



    



     



    



    The road was not easy to traverse and was covered with snow. With each step leaving a footprint, Jin Xiuzhu wears a pair of cotton shoes that quickly became wet, and after a while, her feet were freezing, causing a sharp pain.



    



     



    



    They didn't know how long they had been walking. The originally misty sky had already brightened by the time they arrived at the county town.



    



     



    



    Perhaps because of her good physical condition, Jin Xiuzhu surprisingly didn't feel very tired. In the past, she would have worn her feet out long ago. Over a decade of living in comfort had not only changed her physique but also her mindset. She knew she couldn't complain now, so she remained silent, just following closely behind the man.



    



     



    



    Fortunately, the man seemed to sense something and deliberately slowed down a bit, then turned back to say to her, "Walk in my footprints."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu was slightly stunned, then nodded her head in acknowledgment. Her heart felt warm. This was the first time she had been cared for in this way.



    



     



    



    The former Marquis had treated her well too, but it was like how one treats kittens or puppies, finding them cute, so there was a bit more fondness, but deep down, he looked down on her.



    



     



    



    Of course, it was the same with others. When he was ruthless, even his concubine of twenty years would be killed without hesitation.



    



     



    



    But this man seemed different.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu suppressed her thoughts, how to proceed on the road ahead. Having stayed in the Marquis' mansion for so long, she had already developed a habit of thinking three steps ahead. There was no other way; she had no children and no one to rely on, so she could only be cautious and cautious again. It was precisely this caution that had kept her safe and in favor for over a decade.



    



     



    



    However, all her thoughts dissipated when they reached the county town. Jin Xiuzhu found herself feeling as if she had been transported to a completely unfamiliar place.



    



     



    



    Although she had previously found the clothing and hairstyles of the people here somewhat strange, she hadn't thought much about it, assuming that people in the countryside dressed like this for convenience in their work. Just like when she was poor growing up, her mother would roll up her sleeves and trouser legs when working in the fields, until she entered the Marquis' mansion and learned that it was improper.



    



     



    



    But here, the men and women on the streets were all dressed in similar clothes. The men had close-cropped hair, while the women mostly had two braids or short hair that reached their ears. On the wide streets, occasionally, you could see people riding on two iron wheels.



    



     



    



    But this place doesn't seem very prosperous. The houses on the street are low and dilapidated, scattered sporadically. It couldn't compare to the bustling scene of the Dajing Dynasty, let alone seeing someone wearing gold and silver.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan walked with Jin Xiuzhu towards the county police station. When they reached the entrance of the police station, he said, "Wait for me here for a moment. I'll go in to handle something and come out soon."



    



     



    



    Without explaining too much, he handed the child in his arms to her.



    



     



    



    Although they hadn't spent much time together, Jin Xiuzhu still trusted the man in front of her very much. Her intuition told her that he wouldn't abandon her, so she nodded and took the child from him.



    



     



    



    The child was still asleep, seeming to smell a familiar scent, and subconsciously nuzzled into Jin Xiuzhu's embrace.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan walked into the police station.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu curiously looked around at everything. She saw people coming in and out across the street, eating steamed buns and pastries in their hands, and suddenly felt a bit hungry herself. Above the door across the street were the words "State-owned Restaurant". She didn't recognize the first word, but according to Jin Xiuzhu's memories, she knew that this was where wealthy people ate lavish meals, and the items inside were very expensive.



    



     



    



    However, Jin Xiuzhu was not one to treat herself poorly. Before leaving, she took all the private savings she had accumulated over the years. In total, it was more than seventy yuan, ten kilograms of grain coupons, and five feet of cloth coupons.



    



     



    



    In her eyes, it wasn't much, but for Jin Xiuzhu, it was a lot. It was what she had stolen from people's pockets while they slept every time Fu Jianguo came back.



    



     



    



    Fu Jianguo was naive, and even if he noticed the money missing, he didn't suspect her. Perhaps he had suspected, but he never confronted her about it.



    



     



    



    So when Jiang Mingchuan came out after borrowing money, he saw Jin Xiuzhu holding a child in one hand and eating a steamed bun in the other, and he was speechless.



    



     



    



    He hadn't expected her to still have money on her. He had given all his money to the Fu family and the Jin family. He couldn't even afford the ticket back home and had to borrow from his comrades, planning to pay them back later.



    



     



    



    When Jin Xiuzhu saw him come out, she specially handed him a steamed bun.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan glanced at it. He was indeed hungry. After hesitating for a moment, he took it and began to eat, while also taking the child from her arms. Seeing the child still sleeping, he couldn't help but ask, "Is it okay for her to sleep like this all the time?"



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu misunderstood his meaning and explained, "I saved two buns for her to eat when she wakes up."



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan nodded silently.



    



     



    



    The two fell into silence.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan walked ahead, while Jin Xiuzhu habitually lagged two steps behind. He felt somewhat uncomfortable, thinking that since they were going to live together in the future, there were some things he needed to tell her in advance. So, he spoke seriously, "I'm thirty-one years old this year. My parents passed away early, and I was adopted by my father's comrade-in-arms since childhood. I have been living in the military camp all year round. If you follow me, you can only follow the army. I will try my best to take care of you and the child. As for you... you need to restrain your other thoughts."



    



     



    



    The last sentence carried a bit of weight.



    



     



    



    Upon hearing this, Jin Xiuzhu glanced at him with a guilty conscience and subconsciously coquettishly replied, "I understand."



    



     



    



    She understood that he was concerned about last night's matter.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan frowned at her, not accustomed to others speaking to him like this, but ultimately said nothing.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu didn't even comb her hair when she got up in the morning. Her hair was messy, scattered over her shoulders. She seemed unaware of it. When she saw him looking over, she shyly lowered her head slightly.



    



     



    



    Seeing her behaving obediently, Jiang Mingchuan looked ahead again and continued, "Last year, I adopted the child of a comrade-in-arms, named He Yan. He is a bit introverted and sensitive. His father used to be my squad leader, and he was a good person."



    



     



    



    He paused for a moment before adding, "If you have no objections, we will go back and report our marriage."



    



     



    



    At his age, it was indeed time to get married. He wasn't usually at home, often sending He Yan next door for meals. Although he gave money, he knew it wasn't good for He Yan to continue like this for a long time. He had been adopted since childhood and didn't want the child to suffer like he did.



    



     



    



    So when the wife of the regimental commander introduced him to someone with a child, he agreed after some thought. In his current situation, it was indeed not easy to find someone. Only when both parties had children could they understand each other. He just didn't expect such a thing to happen on this trip.



    



     



    



    He looked at Jin Xiuzhu again, and a hint of surprise appeared on her face. It wasn't because he had a child; at his age, it was common for grandchildren to be born even. She was just surprised that he was kind enough to raise someone else's child, something she couldn't do.



    



     



    



    But when she thought about it, it made sense. After Fu Jianguo died half a year ago, none of their relatives came to visit. Yet he made a special trip over on the first day of the lunar new year, bringing rice and money.



    



     



    



    She smiled, "I love children the most. I will definitely treat him as my own."



    



     



    



    She genuinely meant what she said. In her previous life, she had been longing for a child, but unfortunately, her body was poisoned, and she couldn't conceive.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan nodded, unsure if he believed it or not.



    



     



    



    Leading Jin Xiuzhu towards the bus station, the two were fortunate enough to arrive just as a bus to the city was departing. Jiang Mingchuan skillfully purchased their tickets and then found seats side by side for himself and Jin Xiuzhu.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu had never ridden this type of bus before, and although the environment inside wasn't great, she had experienced hardship before and didn't complain. She simply looked curiously at everything around her. When the bus started moving, she couldn't help but exclaim softly, watching the scenery outside rapidly retreat. She turned her head, her eyes sparkling, and looked at the man beside her.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan suppressed a smile and reminded her sternly to sit properly.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu snorted softly, turned her head back, and continued to gaze outside, finding it much more comfortable than riding in a horse carriage and finding it quite interesting.



    



     



    



    Upon reaching the city, Jin Xiuzhu followed behind Jiang Mingchuan as they got off the bus. The train station was adjacent to the bus station, and Jiang Mingchuan took her to buy two train tickets for the train departing at two in the afternoon. Seeing that it was almost noon, the two of them had a meal at a nearby state-owned restaurant.



    



     



    



    When they got off the bus, Jiang Mingchuan's child in his arms had awakened at some point. He had been worried that the child would cry, but unexpectedly, the child was well-behaved, looking at him with a pair of calm, dark eyes. Through those eyes, it seemed like the child was having a silent conversation with an adult. Jiang Mingchuan furrowed his brows keenly, about to take a closer look, but then he saw the child had already turned his head to look outside.



    



     



    



    He breathed a sigh of relief, feeling like he must have been mistaken.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu was famished. According to her usual diet, a small bowl of bird's nest porridge and a few small dishes would have been enough for breakfast. However, now, she found herself still hungry after devouring a large meat bun.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan ordered two bowls of chicken noodles and a bowl of egg soup, all in large portions. Jin Xiuzhu wasn't picky either, picking up her chopsticks and eating eagerly. Although she ate quickly, her movements were graceful, giving her a delicate appearance.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan glanced sideways and felt that perhaps she wasn't as bad as he had thought.



    



     



    



    Seeing him looking at her, Jin Xiuzhu thought she might have been too rough with her eating. She quickly pretended to wipe her mouth and then flicked her hair, giving him a sweet smile.



    



     



    



    The man paused for a moment, then said, "Hurry up and eat."



    



     



    



    Then he lowered his head and slurped a mouthful into his mouth.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu: "..."



    



     



    



    What a clueless guy.



    



     



    



    Sitting next to him, Fu Yanyan obediently ate her egg soup. Seeing this scene, a slight ripple appeared in her calm eyes.



    



     



    



    After finishing their meal, they went to the train station to wait. At one fifty in the afternoon, the family of three boarded the train.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan knew it was Jin Xiuzhu's first time taking a train and was afraid she wouldn't understand, so he let her carry the luggage and walk ahead.



    



     



    



    As Jin Xiuzhu walked, she looked around curiously. If cars had amazed her, this train was even more shocking. She had never seen such a long, large vehicle that could hold so many people without needing horses to pull it. It only emitted steam, which was simply unbelievable.



    



     



    



    So much so that she didn't notice her hips swaying as she walked.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan, carrying the child, saw this from behind and couldn't help but remind her, "Walk properly, don't sway around, it looks uncomfortable."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu heard his words and turned to look at him, meeting his furrowed brow. Feeling a bit guilty, she quickly straightened up her posture.



    



     



    



    
      In her mind, she cursed him for being such a stubborn fool.
    

  
    Jiang Mingchuan bought two seat tickets. They would arrive at the provincial capital at 4:30 p.m., then transfer at 5:30 p.m., arriving at their destination the next morning at 6:00 a.m. If they were lucky, they might even encounter those who supplied ingredients and could travel back together.



    



     



    



    Once seated, Jin Xiuzhu didn't really want to interact with the man beside her. She remembered how the Marquis had praised her for her graceful and charming walk, but to him, it seemed uncomfortable to watch.



    



     



    



    However, Jiang Mingchuan didn't notice her resentment at all. After sitting down, he handed the child to Jin Xiuzhu and took out a thermos from his luggage to fetch water. When he returned, there was still an old man with a limp following him. He let the old man sit in his seat while he stood in the aisle.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu was seated by the window and upon witnessing this scene, she directly glanced out the window.



    



     



    



    But strangely, she couldn't muster any anger.



    



     



    



    She suddenly remembered something from years ago when she accompanied the Marquis to Xiangyun Mountain to see the snow. On the way, they encountered an old man and his grandson begging for food. Because their begging disrupted the Marquis' mood, he ordered them to be killed.



    



     



    



    At that time, she had just been favored and dared not provoke the Marquis in the slightest. She didn't dare to plead on their behalf, only soothing the Marquis softly to keep him happy. However, the heart-wrenching cries from outside the carriage lingered in her ears for a long time.



    



     



    



    She had initially thought it was the Marquis' cruel nature, but later she learned that the upper-class nobles didn't care about the lives of commoners at all. They were merely ants and playthings, including her.



    



     



    



    Although Jin Xiuzhu found Jiang Mingchuan's kindness somewhat laughable, it inexplicably made her feel relieved. At least in this world full of strangers, she didn't have to fear being abandoned by him.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan knew it was her first time riding a train, so he said to the back of Jin Xiuzhu's head, "If you need to use the restroom, just let me know, I'll take you."



    



     



    



    There were many people standing outside the restroom, men, women, young, and old. It was better to have someone guarding the entrance.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu didn't turn back, just softly uttered a sound of acknowledgement.



    



     



    



    However, she didn't use the restroom until they got off the train. Although she was in a hurry, she couldn't bring herself to relieve herself in front of so many people. In her eyes, this was just a larger version of a carriage, with all sorts of people mixed in.



    



     



    



    After arriving at the provincial capital train station, Jin Xiuzhu took the child to the restroom. She had been worried that the child might wet her clothes halfway, but the child was much more well-behaved than she had expected, neither crying nor causing any trouble.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan went out to buy food. After finishing their meal, he asked Jin Xiuzhu to go to the restroom to freshen up. The restroom at the provincial capital train station was relatively large and clean, with people cleaning it all day long. Next to it was the water room, constantly supplied with water, making it more convenient than on the train.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu took the child and brought a towel and basin to quickly wash up. The towel, toothbrush, toothpaste, and basin were all newly bought by Jiang Mingchuan. There was even a mirror in the restroom. Jin Xiuzhu was startled when she caught sight of herself in the mirror. She hadn't realized she looked so bad now.



    



     



    



    Her dry hair was messy, scattered over her shoulders. Her cheeks were sunken, her skin sallow, giving her a very haggard appearance. Her eyes had almost lost their sparkle, and she was very thin. The loose cotton coat seemed to just hang off her. But upon closer inspection, her features still bore some resemblance to her original self, about sixty or seventy percent, but she looked too thin. It was obvious she hadn't had good days.



    



     



    



    Originally feeling somewhat disappointed, but upon second thought, she considered it as if the Bodhisattva had taken pity on her, giving her a chance to live well. Although this place was poor, there were no concubines or frivolous loss of lives, perhaps not worse off than her previous life.



    



     



    



    With this thought, her mind cleared a bit more, her eyes becoming firmer and filled with a rising fighting spirit, as if she had returned to the days when she used to compete with the birds in the backyard.



    



     



    



    However, when she came out and saw Jiang Mingchuan talking to a young girl, the gleam in her eyes instantly turned to displeasure. But  she restrained herself as usual, not immediately erupting but waiting until the girl left before walking over sourly and asking, "Who is that person?"



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan didn't catch the implication and simply explained, "She's someone from the village, asking me for directions."



    



     



    



    Then he asked back, "Have you finished washing?"



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu didn't reply immediately but furrowed her brows, "With so many people around, why did she only ask you and not others?"



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan only now realized something was amiss and frowned at her.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu lacked confidence but still raised her chin, pretending to be righteous, "You're my man now, the person I've set my eyes on. No one can come and snatch you away."



    



     



    



    She had always been domineering. Even though she had only known Jiang Mingchuan for a day, since he promised to take responsibility for her in the future, he could only treat her well, except for other men, of course.



    



     



    



    Initially, Jiang Mingchuan found her somewhat unreasonable, but upon hearing this, his ears couldn't help but redden.



    



     



    



    He subconsciously looked around, seeing that no one paid attention to their conversation, he relaxed slightly and then said irritably, "Who's talking about snatching? No one is trying to snatch from you."



    



     



    



    After saying that, he took the basin from her hand and walked off briskly, finding a place to sit down.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu snorted and followed him, holding her daughter's hand.



    



     



    



    Unnoticed by anyone, Fu Yanyan watched this scene with a hint of confusion flashing in her dark, quiet eyes.



    



     



    



    They boarded the train at half past seven in the evening.



    



     



    



    By now, the sky was completely dark. People on the train were either asleep or having dinner. Jiang Mingchuan had booked sleeper tickets this time, with one bed in the middle and one bed below facing it. Jin Xiuzhu slept with her child on the lower berth.



    



     



    



    After a day of sitting on the train, the mother and daughter were already exhausted. Jin Xiuzhu didn't care whether the bed was clean or not, she just lay down and fell asleep. Jiang Mingchuan first looked around and saw no problem before climbing onto the opposite bed.



    



     



    



    The train made several stops, and the originally empty carriage gradually filled up.



    



     



    



    In the middle of the night, Jiang Mingchuan suddenly sensed something in the darkness. He abruptly opened his eyes and looked down, only to see a shadowy figure sneaking around at the foot of Jin Xiuzhu's bed, rummaging for something.



    



     



    



    His face instantly turned cold, and he loudly reprimanded, "What are you doing?!"



    



     



    



    The shadow startled, and in a flash as Jiang Mingchuan got up, they turned and ran. In the dim aisle, the person quickly disappeared.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan stopped chasing after a couple of steps, his eyes fixed on the end of the carriage. He then walked to Jin Xiuzhu's bed to check the situation.



    



     



    



    The commotion had woken up the sleeping passengers in the carriage. A young man on the upper bunk frowned and asked, "What's all the noise about? It's the middle of the night, why aren't you sleeping?"



    



     



    



    Another one on the upper bunk, who should be his friend, has a slightly better temper, politely asking, "Is something wrong?"



    



     



    



    Mainly because he noticed Jiang Mingchuan's peculiar temperament, he didn't seem like a reckless person.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan briefly explained, "There was just a thief. Everyone, watch your belongings."



    



     



    



    This statement made everyone in the carriage tense up, and they quickly sat up to check their luggage. Jin Xiuzhu also woke up and hurriedly felt her trouser pockets, feeling relieved only when she found her money was still there.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan said to her, "You sleep on the top, I'll sleep on the bottom."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu guessed that the thief was planning to steal from the person below but was discovered by him, so she didn't refuse and quickly got up from the bed.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan picked up the still-sleeping child and placed her in the middle bunk. Jin Xiuzhu wasn't very good at climbing the ladder and got stuck halfway, not knowing how to go up.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan didn't think much about it; he reached out and grabbed her waist as if carrying a child, and lifted her onto the bed directly.



    



     



    



    He was tall and strong, his arms muscular and powerful. Jin Xiuzhu's weight was light and easy for him to handle. Seeing she was still wearing shoes, he casually took them off and placed them under the bed.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu knelt on the bed, staring blankly for a moment, unable to come back to her senses, especially when she saw him taking off her shoes, she was even more shocked and speechless.



    



     



    



    Even though people in the Marquis' mansion said that the Marquis spoiled her to the heavens, whenever they were together privately, she was always the submissive one. Even when she was angry and wanted the Marquis to coax her, she still maintained her boundaries.



    



     



    



    In the concept she had been instilled with since childhood, men were like gods. After entering the Marquis' mansion, she had come to realize this even more profoundly.



    



     



    



    So she never expected that one day, a man would treat her like this.



    



     



    



    Feeling somewhat bewildered and at a loss.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan didn't think there was anything wrong with what he did. He just instructed, "Get some more sleep, I'll wake you in the morning."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu didn't say anything, just nodded quickly and lay down, using the blanket to cover up the emotions on her face.



    



     



    



    ---



    



     



    



    The next morning, even before Jiang Mingchuan could even wake her up, Jin Xiuzhu was already awake.



    



     



    



    They didn't have much luggage. When the train arrived and stopped at the station, they quickly squeezed their way out of the crowd. The scenery here was completely different from the endless plains of “Jin Xiuzhu's” hometown. Anywhere she looked, all she could see here were snow-covered mountains.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan took Jin Xiuzhu to have breakfast first. He seemed to be familiar with this place and led her to a nearby bus stop. They took a bus to the city and had noodles for breakfast. The city was more bustling, with several layers of tall buildings, which fascinated Jin Xiuzhu.



    



     



    



    After finishing their meal, Jiang Mingchuan took her to the vegetable market. Unfortunately, the vegetable delivery truck had already left. But luckily, there was a car going to the countryside to collect vegetables, which could also take them to the dock.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan and Jin Xiuzhu waited for a while. It didn't take long before two staff members arrived riding tricycles. Jin Xiuzhu sat on the back of one tricycle holding the child, while Jiang Mingchuan rode on another tricycle, allowing the staff to rest.



    



     



    



    The staff chatted warmly with them along the way. Jiang Mingchuan didn't say much, just replying with one or two words each time. Seeing that the atmosphere was a bit awkward, Jin Xiuzhu couldn't help but explain with a smile, "It's my fault. I've been married for several years before having a child, and I only came to follow the army this year."



    



     



    



    Then she pretended to be curious and said, "There are so many mountains here, unlike our hometown. There must be plenty of mountain delicacies here."



    



     



    



    Upon hearing that it was Jin Xiuzhu's first visit, the two staff members started chatting as if they had opened the floodgates, introducing the specialties of the area. Jin Xiuzhu not only flattered but also offered suggestions in between.



    



     



    



    For example, when one staff member mentioned that their elderly at home had poor appetites and refused to go to the hospital, Jin Xiuzhu asked a few questions and then suggested grinding Costus root, removing the cores from dried dates, adding dried ginger, roasted almonds, licorice, and salt together into a powder, and serving it with hot water.



    



     



    



    The person didn't think too much about it, but after hearing this, he silently repeated it to himself a few times, saying he had taken note of it.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan, who was riding ahead, also overheard. He glanced back at Jin Xiuzhu.



    



     



    



    When they arrived at the dock, the two staff members waved goodbye to Jin Xiuzhu reluctantly, feeling really comfortable talking to this young woman. Every word she said touched their hearts.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu was originally quite happy, but when she turned her head and met Jiang Mingchuan's scrutinizing gaze, her heart sank. She didn't know how to explain, so she simply lowered her head as if dead.



    



     



    



    Little did she know that when she lowered her head, she met the calm eyes of the child beside her, and her heart tightened again.



    



     



    



    She couldn't understand why these two, one big and one small, both seemed so terrifying.



    



     

  
    There were several boats docked at the pier. One of them was nearly full. When the boatmen saw them approaching, they quickly called out, "Are you getting on? If you are, we'll leave immediately."



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan led Jin Xiuzhu onto the boat. After paying, the three of them sat down. The boatman then slowly pushed off with his pole. Most of the people sitting around were visiting relatives, chatting with each other in the local dialect, which Jin Xiuzhu couldn't understand.



    



     



    



    When the boat reached the town, the family of three changed to another boat, which was much smaller and could only accommodate four or five people.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan explained to Jin Xiuzhu, "There are many waterways here, that’s why most people travel by boat when going out. It's not very convenient for a trip, so you can tell the people at the military supply and marketing cooperative what you want to buy. They can help you bring things when they restock."



    



     



    



    It didn't matter much to him when he was alone before, but now it was different. He had a family to support.



    



     



    



    Thinking about this, he felt as though an extra burden had been placed on his shoulders, but it also gave him a sense of belonging.



    



     



    



    After the boat had traveled on the water for about half an hour, it stopped at a rudimentary landing area paved with several large slabs of stone. Jiang Mingchuan first carried the child off the boat, then turned around and lifted Jin Xiuzhu down. He pinched her underarms with both hands and gently lifted her down.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu had become accustomed to all of this by now and could face it without changing her expression, but she still felt a bit embarrassed, so she remained silent on the way.



    



     



    



    This side was a mountain road, narrow and winding. But there should have been many people walking on it recently. The snow and yellow mud underfoot were mixed together, creating a muddy mess.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan walked ahead, saying, "We'll be there soon."



    



     



    



    However, even though he said "soon," they had walked quite a distance. By the time they arrived, Jin Xiuzhu's back was covered in a thin layer of sweat.



    



     



    



    The young soldier guarding the gate recognized Jiang Mingchuan. After saluting him, he opened the gate for them to enter.



    



     



    



    From the outside, nothing seemed extraordinary, but once they stepped inside, Jin Xiuzhu realized it was a hidden paradise. It was spacious, with rows of houses neatly arranged like pieces on a chessboard, surrounded by well-kept greenery.



    



     



    



    Everything around, from the grass to the trees, emits orderliness.



    



     



    



    She also noticed a long line of people walking past not far away, chanting "one-two-one," with an impressive momentum.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan led her towards the residential building at the back. The further they went, the more vibrant the atmosphere became. They even saw several women gathered together chatting. When they noticed Jiang Mingchuan and Jin Xiuzhu, they looked at them with curiosity and scrutiny.



    



     



    



    Since Jiang Mingchuan didn't recognize them, he didn't greet them and went straight to his own residence.



    



     



    



    In front of the residential building were two rows of five-story buildings, but they were not yet completed. Only a small number of people had moved in. Behind them were rows of old single-story houses. Jiang Mingchuan's accommodation was one of the older houses, closer to the foot of the mountain.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu felt increasingly disheartened as they walked, until she saw Jiang Mingchuan stop to open the door. She looked at the dilapidated house in front of her and felt a sense of despair. Didn't her elder sister "Jin Xiuzhu" say she would have a good life in the city?



    



     



    



    It doesn't look very good either.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan noticed that Jin Xiuzhu wasn't keeping up and turned his head to glance at her. Sensing her mood, he thought for a moment and explained, "After the family quarters were built two years ago, many families moved in. At that time, I was still living in the dormitory. It was only after I adopted He Yan that I applied for this house. This is the only one left."



    



     



    



    However, he was usually busy, sometimes training for ten days or half a month without returning home. He would leave He Yan next door during those times. He hadn't lived in this house for long, which was why it looked a bit messy.



    



     



    



    He had originally planned to visit his adoptive parents during the Chinese New Year this year, tell them about his intention to get married, and then come back to finalize the wedding date with his sister-in-law. By the latter half of next year, the family quarters should be almost finished, and they could move in directly.



    



     



    



    He just didn't expect this trip to have an accident, and he would also need to apologize to sister-in-law.



    



     



    



    However, since he had promised to marry Jin Xiuzhu, he would definitely fulfill his promise.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan asked Jin Xiuzhu and the child to rest for a while, while he picked up a broom at the door to start cleaning.



    



     



    



    ---



    



     



    



    In the yard of the house next door.



    



     



    



    Qian Yufeng hurriedly entered carrying a basket of vegetables. Seeing her mother-in-law picking vegetables at the door, she said quickly, "Mom, I heard that Captain Jiang has brought a woman and a child back. Look at their appearance, it doesn't seem like an ordinary relationship."



    



     



    



    Her maternal family was from a nearby village, so she often visited them. Vegetables were expensive in winter, so she became even more diligent, almost going home every other day. Her sister-in-law wouldn't say anything, and she would also bring some back to her maternal family when her husband received allowances or something.



    



     



    



    Originally, she felt bored recently. Several of her close military wives had all gone back to their hometowns for the New Year, leaving her with no one to talk to. Unexpectedly, she was stopped on the way back and informed about this matter. Her husband and Jiang Mingchuan were good brothers who often interacted, so everyone came to ask her about it.



    



     



    



    She didn't know what was going on. She hadn't even seen the person yet. Wasn't Jiang Mingchuan introduced to someone by the team leader's wife? She had seen that person twice, and she was really beautiful.



    



     



    



    Aunt Wu frowned upon hearing this, feeling that she was making a fuss. "Don't talk nonsense. Captain Jiang is such an upright person. How could he do something inappropriate? There must be a reason."



    



     



    



    Qian Yufeng didn't care. "What reason could there be? He just brought the person straight home."



    



     



    



    Aunt Wu looked at her suspiciously. If he really brought someone home like that, it was indeed a bit unusual. Who would dare to do such a thing these days? Aren't they afraid of being drowned in spit?



    



     



    



    After some careful thought, she asked cautiously, "Are you sure you didn't see it wrong? Isn’t she the prospective partner he brought? The two of them are quite close. There's nothing wrong with having a meal together at home."



    



     



    



    "Oh, if it really was her, I wouldn't be so surprised. I didn't see it, but Zhang Zhihua and a few others did. They said that the woman had long hair, dark skin, and looked like she came from the countryside. Jiang Mingchuan was even holding a two or three-year-old girl in his arms."



    



     



    



    Aunt Wu remained silent after hearing this. She remembered that Qian Yufeng had returned with news before, saying that Jiang Mingchuan's prospective partner had skin as white as tofu, spoke gently, with a bobbed haircut, and didn't look like someone who had been married or had children. She had scolded her at the time, saying she lacked discretion in her speech, and if someone overheard, it wouldn't end well.



    



     



    



    Qian Yufeng didn't think much about it. She just felt uneasy. "Wasn't it agreed that he would come back in half a month? He's returned now. Shouldn't we return half of the money?” And the rice and oil she had taken back to her parents' home.



    



     



    



    Before Jiang Mingchuan left, he had left He Yan at their house and gave them a lot of things, very generously.



    



     



    



    Aunt Wu's face darkened upon hearing this. "Don't keep your eyes fixed on such trivial matters. Captain Jiang has never shortchanged our family. And there's our Xiao Jun. Back then, when he nearly drowned while playing by the river, it was Captain Jiang who saw and saved him. All things considered, he's still a benefactor to our family."



    



     



    



    Qian Yufeng dared not retort and remained silent, lowering her head.



    



     



    



    Aunt Wu, seeing her like this, became angry. "What others say is their business. Don't meddle in it. At least, don't interfere with Captain Jiang's affairs. You should have some conscience as a person."



    



     



    



    Qian Yufeng murmured softly in rebuttal, "I didn't say anything."



    



     



    



    Aunt Wu didn't believe a word of it. When her son wanted to marry her, she wasn't very happy. She talked too much and was always prying into other people's business, she had jinxed their family's blessings by constantly gossiping.



    



     



    



    Qian Yufeng was a little afraid of her mother-in-law and tried to salvage the situation. "I'm just worried that the child, He Yan, might suffer. Captain Jiang's previous prospect was so good, always smiling at everyone, making people like her. I don't know about this one..."



    



     



    



    Seeing her mother-in-law glaring at her, her voice became quieter and quieter, not understanding where she had gone wrong.



    



     



    



    Aunt Wu didn't want to talk to her anymore, waved her hand, and told her to hurry up and leave. Just seeing her made her annoyed.



    



     



    



    What kind of brain did she have? Just because someone smiles, they're considered good people?



    



     



    



    Qian Yufeng, feeling embarrassed, carried the basket of vegetables and went to the nearby small kitchen. As soon as she entered, she saw a six or seven-year-old boy wiping the stove with a cloth, standing on tiptoe.



    



     



    



    Her face instantly became awkward. She forced a smile and said, "Xiao Yan is here too. Where's Xiao Jun? Why didn't you go out to play with him?"



    



     



    



    He Yan turned to look at her, shook his head, and obediently said, "Xiao Jun went out with the others. I don't like playing."



    



     



    



    Aunt Wu outside heard this and sighed inwardly. It wasn't that he didn't like to play; it was that this child was too sensible. Clearly, he was two years younger than their Xiao Jun, but he already knew how to help with chores and tasks.



    



     



    



    Qian Yufeng didn't think too much about it. Seeing the boy being well-behaved, she couldn't help but smile and teasingly said, "You're going to have a stepmother in the future. Are you happy about that?"



    



     



    



    After saying that, she deliberately teased him further, "Your stepmother will have a baby with your dad, then your dad won't love you anymore."



    



     



    



    Upon hearing this, the old lady outside turned dark with anger and scolded loudly towards the kitchen, "Why are you saying these things to him? You don't even know what's going on. You're just gossiping here."



    



     



    



    She felt that Qian Yufeng had a pig's brain, blurting out whatever came to her mind.



    



     



    



    Qian Yufeng shrunk her shoulders in fear, knowing she had said something wrong again, she quickly tried to make amends with the boy, "Your auntie is just talking nonsense. Don't mind her."



    



     



    



    He Yan shook his head and squeezed out a smile, "I know."



    



     



    



    Qian Yufeng breathed a sigh of relief, quickly put down the basket, picked up the water bucket, and headed outside.



    



     



    



    Outside, Aunt Wu couldn't be bothered to look at her. She called into the kitchen, "Xiao Yan, don't listen to your auntie's nonsense. Your dad is good, even if he gets married, he won't stop caring you."



    



     



    



    Qian Yufeng pumped water by the well, agreeing as she pumped, "That's right, your dad loves you very much."



    



     



    



    Aunt Wu relaxed a bit and pulled a stern face, saying to her, "Make a couple more dishes for lunch, I'll bring them over later with the children."



    



     



    



    Qian Yufeng quickly agreed.



    



     



    



    In the kitchen, He Yan lowered his head, his eyes slightly red. He actually understood everything. His biological father had died, his biological mother didn't want him, his uncle and aunt wouldn't feed him. If Uncle Jiang didn't like him anymore, then no one would like him. He was somewhat afraid that Uncle Jiang would marry someone else.



    



     



    



    ---



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan cleaned the house inside and out, it looked somewhat cleaner now, then he went out to buy some daily necessities. On the way, he also got some food from the cafeteria and brought it back, "I have something to do, I'll bring you dinner when I come back. Take your time eating."



    



     



    



    Without saying much, he put down the things and left.



    



     



    



    The house was a bit dark, so Jin Xiuzhu moved a stool and brought the food container to the door to eat.



    



     



    



    She took a bite, then fed the child another bite.



    



     



    



    The child was also well-behaved, opening her mouth obediently to be fed, not crying or fussing.



    



     



    



    Halfway through their meal, Aunt Wu brought He Yan over, holding two bowls of dishes in her hands.



    



     



    



    Seeing the mother and daughter squatting at the door eating, Aunt Wu was slightly taken aback but quickly smiled and introduced, "I live next door to you. My son is called Wu Erzhu. He and Captain Jiang are comrades. When I heard some noise over here, I came to take a look and specially cooked two dishes for you to bring over."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu stood up. Upon hearing that Aunt Wu knew Jiang Mingchuan, a smile appeared on her face. "You're too kind. Please come in and have a seat."



    



     



    



    Originally, she had thought of calling someone to serve tea and water, but she quickly suppressed the idea and went to fetch a stool herself.



    



     



    



    "No, no need. There are still things to do at home. I don't want to trouble you. I just brought the dishes for you. I was afraid you wouldn't have anything to eat at noon."



    



     



    



    As she spoke, she placed the dishes on the stool. When she approached, He Yan tightly clutched Aunt Wu's clothes and followed closely behind.



    



     



    



    Fu Yanyan, who was standing by the stool, noticed him and instinctively took a step back, lowering her head and biting her lip hard.



    



     



    



    Although Jin Xiuzhu was polite, she wouldn't truly refuse. Not only did she accept the dishes, but she also deliberately wiped the stools with a cloth and placed them at the door for Aunt Wu to sit. She said helplessly, "We've just arrived, and there's no hot water at home. I apologize for the poor hospitality."



    



     



    



    Aunt Wu's face softened with a few more smiles. She waved her hand busily, "It's okay, it's okay. You two go ahead and eat. The main reason is that this child heard some noise over here and hurried to see his father."



    



     



    



    As she spoke, she pushed He Yan out. He Yan glanced at Jin Xiuzhu and quickly lowered his head.



    



     



    



    Aunt Wu still had some pity for this child, so she took the risk of offending others and brought He Yan over to find out more about the situation.



    



     



    



    To be honest, she didn't really have high hopes for the person Jiang Mingchuan had previously shown interest in. It's not that the person was bad or anything, after all, she hadn't really seen the person in person, just heard others talk about her.



    



     



    



    But everyone said that the woman was good, and they said that after her husband died, her in-laws mistreated her, how pitiful she was. But she managed to secure a job at her husband's textile factory among all those unpleasant relatives, became a regular employee, and now somehow got connected with the brigade leader's wife, wanting to introduce the promising young Jiang Mingchuan to her. It just didn't seem like something an innocent person would do.



    



     



    



    Upon hearing this, Jin Xiuzhu looked at He Yan with a smile on her face. "On the way here, Mingchuan told me that this child is sensible and well-behaved, and asked me to take good care of him in the future."



    



     



    



    Then she looked at Aunt Wu and continued, "Seeing that Aunt Wu is so kind-hearted, I'll say a few more words. My child and I are also unfortunate souls. If it weren't for Captain Jiang, we, mother and daughter, wouldn't know how to live in the future. We might trouble Aunt Wu to take care of us more in the future."



    



     



    



    In just a few words, a lot of implications were conveyed. What He Yan heard was that this aunt and her sister were saved by Uncle Jiang just like him, and he inexplicably felt relieved, as if he had found a comrade-in-arms.



    



     



    



    As for Aunt Wu, she could tell from these words that this mother and daughter would become relatives with Jiang Mingchuan and He Yan in the future. But she didn't feel any displeasure upon hearing these words; instead, she felt like they were treating her as family.



    



     



    



    In other words, the daughter-in-law's guess was indeed correct. But seeing that Jin Xiuzhu had already mentioned this much, she couldn't probe further. All she could do was go along with the conversation. "Your family of four is also destined. Mingchuan and Xiao Yan are both good children. Your days will definitely get better and better."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu smiled and nodded. "Thank you for your kind words."



    



     



    



    After dinner, when they bid farewell to the guests, Jin Xiuzhu let the two children play while she went to the kitchen to wash the dishes.



    



     



    



    Once Jin Xiuzhu left, He Yan relaxed a bit. He looked at the silent Fu Yanyan, thinking she was timid. After some consideration, he took the initiative to speak like a grown-up. "Hello, little sister. My name is He Yan. You can call me brother from now on."



    



     



    



    The silent Fu Yanyan tightened her grip on her own hands. She hadn't expected to meet him so soon, her nominal brother.



    



     

  
    Fu Yanyan didn't know how everything had unfolded. From the moment she jumped off the rooftop of the teaching building, she hadn't thought about living anymore. She was in too much pain and just wanted to be free.



    



     



    



    She had thought dying would be clean and neat, but she never imagined that after death, she would involuntarily follow Jin Xiuzhu. That woman truly didn't love her; she only shed a few tears and was quickly comforted by her lover.



    



     



    



    However, Fu Yanyan didn't feel angry either. After all, she had long been utterly disappointed in Jin Xiuzhu. So, she numbly watched as Jin Xiuzhu was betrayed and abandoned step by step by her lover, burdened with enormous debts, and finally walked down a path of no return.



    



     



    



    As for "Dad" Jiang, he never married the "aunt" Jin Xiuzhu spoke of. After divorcing Jin Xiuzhu, he lived alone with He Yan. Unfortunately, good people don't live long and he died in an accident.



    



     



    



    As for He Yan, the nominal older brother, Fu Yanyan actually hated him at first.



    



     



    



    In the previous life, Jin Xiuzhu had suddenly come from the countryside to the military compound and started living a good life. Feeling inferior and timid, she knew she had resorted to unsavory means to achieve everything she had now.



    



     



    



    Therefore, she couldn't lift her head in front of Dad Jiang. She tried to please him, and she was particularly tolerant and biased toward Dad Jiang's adopted son, He Yan. Regardless of food or drink, as long as He Yan liked it, she would accommodate him. Whenever there was a conflict with He Yan, it was always her fault, as if only by doing so could she appear fair and be seen as a good stepmother.



    



     



    



    At that time, He Yan would just stand by and laugh, as if mocking her for being less important in Jin Xiuzhu's heart despite being her biological mother.



    



     



    



    Even worse, she knew sometimes he intentionally wanted to see her embarrassed.



    



     



    



    Those humiliations and disappointments were deeply engraved in her mind, so when Jin Xiuzhu and Dad Jiang parted ways later, she even felt relieved.



    



     



    



    But luck did not favor her. Jin Xiuzhu took her daughter south to start a small business. After a period of peaceful living, when the business began to flourish, Jin Xiuzhu sent her daughter to a boarding school and neglected her.



    



     



    



    She found herself another man and spent all her money on him. Meanwhile, her daughter had to eat the worst food at school, and because of overdue miscellaneous fees, she was bullied by teachers and classmates, leading to depression.



    



     



    



    So when He Yan came to the south secretly to see her, and found out she was being bullied and stood up for her by getting into fights, Fu Yanyan at that time didn't appreciate it. She would rather be bullied than have him help her, and even deliberately said, "Isn't this what you wanted?"



    



     



    



    At that moment, He Yan stood opposite her, towering over her by a head, but at that moment, he seemed as low as dust. He looked at her with red eyes, said nothing, and left. But since then, no one dared to openly bully her, at most, they just avoided talking to her.



    



     



    



    But He Yan didn't know that some wounds weren't just physical.



    



     



    



    She still remembered, on the eve of the college entrance examination, after a day of mental preparation, she cautiously told Jin Xiuzhu about the twenty yuan registration fee and living expenses for school.



    



     



    



    She had thought of many ways to deal with it, even thought that if Jin Xiuzhu disagreed, she would tell her that she would pay her back in the future. But she never expected to be showered with a stream of insults before she could even finish a sentence, calling her a jinx, blaming her for her biological father's death, for ruining her marriage, and now, for constantly coming home and affecting her business…



    



     



    



    At that moment, she suddenly felt that life in this world was meaningless.



    



     



    



    Later, she saw He Yan limping in and out of the hospital, covered in dust and looking pitiful, his dream of joining the army from childhood unfulfilled.



    



     



    



    Meanwhile, Jin Xiuzhu lay in the hospital bed, kept alive by intravenous nutrition, supported by He Yan's hard work.



    



     



    



    In the end, Fu Yanyan saw an old lady in the same hospital room eyeing the jade pendant on her neck. In the middle of the night, the old lady tried to steal it, causing it to fall and shatter on the ground.



    



     



    



    At that moment, Fu Yanyan suddenly remembered that she had bought the pendant with all the money she had at the time because Jin Xiuzhu had complained she couldn't sleep well recently. That money was given to her secretly by her stepfather when Jin Xiuzhu divorced him.



    



     



    



    At the moment the jade pendant shattered, she seemed to hear Jin Xiuzhu tremblingly call out her name.



    



     



    



    But all she saw was a blinding white light, and then she lost all consciousness.



    



     



    



    When she woke up again, it was the morning they left. She saw Jin Xiuzhu again, but the Jin Xiuzhu she saw now seemed a bit different from the one she knew.



    



     



    



    The Jin Xiuzhu in her memory was paranoid, strong-willed, and vain, hoping to prove herself different in everyone's eyes. She was like that with Dad Jiang, with the neighbors in the courtyard, and with her later lovers. But the more she crazily tried to grasp onto something, the more she seemed to lose everything.



    



     



    



    But this Jin Xiuzhu now, she could smile, could gently wipe her mouth, treating herself like the countless times she had longed for her mother to treat her.



    



     



    



    Even though she had let go of everything, she couldn't help but harbor a forbidden hope.



    



     



    



    Fu Yanyan looked at the still-child He Yan, feeling extremely complicated.



    



     



    



    He must have regretted it later, right? Taking care of the bedridden Jin Xiuzhu, afraid that she would die and leave him alone. What was he thinking at that time? Was he thinking that if he had been kinder to himself and Jin Xiuzhu, their family might have been different?



    



     



    



    —



    



     



    



    When it got dark, Jiang Mingchuan brought back two bowls of food. He originally thought that the house hadn't been cleaned up today, so he would go get He Yan from next door tomorrow. However, when he returned home and saw that He Yan was already back, he was stunned for a moment, realizing that the food might not be enough.



    



     



    



    He Yan also saw the food in his hands and sensibly spoke up in a low voice, "Dad, I'm not hungry. I ate a lot at Grandma Wu's house at noon."



    



     



    



    Hearing this, Fu Yanyan's heart tightened. She knew that Jin Xiuzhu would speak up next.



    



     



    



    Sure enough, she heard Jin Xiuzhu speak confidently, "Go get another portion. I still want to eat that sweet meat from noon."



    



     



    



    Fu Yanyan paused for a moment, then turned her head to look at Jin Xiuzhu somewhat incredulously.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu didn't notice anything wrong and earnestly said to Jiang Mingchuan, "Fu Jianguo's mother didn't give us enough food. Both me and the child are starving. You can't treat us like this."



    



     



    



    "..."



    



     



    



    What else could Jiang Mingchuan say? He could only turn around and go out to buy more food.



    



     



    



    Beside him, He Yan opened his mouth, ready to say something, but ultimately didn't dare to. After all, this was suggested by his aunt. He was afraid she wouldn't like it if he said something.



    



     



    



    With the braised pork gone, Jiang Mingchuan bought braised pork with radish instead. He brought two bowls of dishes to the table. Seeing there were no public chopsticks, Jin Xiuzhu took the initiative to divide the food, giving each person a small bowl filled to the brim.



    



     



    



    When Jin Xiuzhu was dividing the meat, Jiang Mingchuan kindly spoke up, "Give my portion to the two children. They're still growing and need to eat more."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu was speechless. He was acting like a good person, but what she said was, "There's enough for everyone. Why shouldn't you eat what you bought?"



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan didn't say anything, but he felt warm inside.



    



     



    



    The two children kept their heads down silently. They only picked up their chopsticks after seeing Jiang Mingchuan and Jin Xiuzhu start eating.



    



     



    



    Throughout the meal, not a word was spoken. Jin Xiuzhu was used to eating quietly and sleeping silently, while Jiang Mingchuan was a man of few words. But inexplicably, He Yan felt a sense of reassurance from this. Compared to the lively meals at the Wu family's, he preferred this quiet atmosphere.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu didn't like eating the skin,  feeling it was unclean. After finishing her meal, there were a few pieces of skin with fat left in her bowl. Jiang Mingchuan noticed but didn't say anything. He just picked them up and ate them.



    



     



    



    Seeing this, Jin Xiuzhu blushed. It was the first time someone had eaten her leftovers.



    



     



    



    There was a strange feeling in her heart, but she didn't dislike it.



    



     



    



    After dinner, Jin Xiuzhu efficiently cleaned up the dishes and chopsticks.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan didn't just sit around either. He sat down by the stove and boiled some hot water, then tidied up the kitchen.



    



     



    



    —



    



     



    



    In the evening, the family of four finished their simple hygiene routines and went to bed.



    



     



    



    There were two rooms in the house, but only one was cleaned up. Previously, when Jiang Mingchuan and He Yan slept at home, they slept together.



    



     



    



    Luckily, Jiang Mingchuan had widened the bed beforehand, so the four of them lying on it weren't too crowded.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan and Jin Xiuzhu lay on their sides facing each other, separated by two children. They both felt a bit awkward, considering they had only known each other for a few days.



    



     



    



    However, both children slept soundly, and soon the rhythmic sound of their breathing filled the air.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan then closed his eyes as well.



    



     



    



    Only Jin Xiuzhu found it difficult to fall asleep. Everything in front of her felt like a dream.



    



     



    



    Just a few days ago, she was a prisoner at the bottom of society, and now she suddenly had a new husband and two children.



    



     



    



    But soon, she found it impossible to sleep. The man's deafening snoring came from nearby, disturbing her peace of mind.



    



     



    



    The noise woke up Fu Yanyan, who shifted her body slightly.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu noticed and shot an annoyed glance at the man opposite her, raising her hand to cover the child's ears. Angrily, she muttered, "Sounds like a cow mooing."



    



     



    



    Fu Yanyan suddenly froze. She hadn't heard clearly what Jin Xiuzhu said, but she felt the warmth emanating from her ears, and it took her a while to realize it was real.



    



     



    



    There was an inexplicable sourness in her heart.



    



     



    



    The next morning, Jiang Mingchuan went next door to the Wu family early in the morning to fetch water with a bucket. Their house didn't have a well, so they had to get water from their neighbors.



    



     



    



    After making six or seven trips back and forth, filling the water tank, he stood at the doorway for a while and noticed that the mother and daughter inside still hadn't woken up. However, their son was very sensible, already in the kitchen boiling water and preparing breakfast.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan returned to the kitchen and took the spatula from his son's hand, starting to cook the vegetables.



    



     



    



    He noticed his son, He Yan, sitting quietly under the stove, watching the fire.



    



     



    



    
      Father and son didn't speak for a while, both feeling that something was off.
    

  
    The meal was cooked, and the mother and daughter woke up.



    



     



    



    Breakfast consisted of radishes, cabbage, and porridge.



    



     



    



    The vegetables were brought over by Aunt Wu in the morning, thinking they might not have anything to eat at home, so she brought some over. She originally wanted to invite them to eat at her house, but Jiang Mingchuan didn't agree. Just him and He Yan were fine, but now there were two more mouths, and he felt it would be troublesome.



    



     



    



    The family of four ate quietly.



    



     



    



    Halfway through the meal, Jin Xiuzhu couldn't help but gently pat the back of the girl beside her. "When sitting, keep your back straight, don't hunch your shoulders. Hold the bowl with one hand, chew slowly, and swallow quietly without making any noise."



    



     



    



    Hearing this, Fu Yanyan turned her head to look at Jin Xiuzhu. In her memory, Jin Xiuzhu had never taught her anything.



    



     



    



    But she still followed Jin Xiuzhu's instructions.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu glanced at her with satisfaction, scooped some vegetables into her bowl, and said gently, "It's okay at home, but if you're a guest in someone else's house, don't always take the dishes you like. Limit yourself to three servings per dish, and don't let others see your preferences..."



    



     



    



    These were the rules she had learned in the Marquis's mansion. In her opinion, one should learn from the good things and change the bad ones.



    



     



    



    Although she didn't like many of the rules in the Marquis's mansion, she had indeed benefited a lot from many aspects.



    



     



    



    He Yan sitting beside her, also heard it. Subconsciously, he glanced at Jiang Mingchuan, sitting across from him. He was sensitive by nature and wasn't sure if this aunt was implying something about him.



    



     



    



    Because he tended to make noise when eating.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan glanced at Jin Xiuzhu and said to He Yan, "Your aunt is not wrong. You should learn as well."



    



     



    



    It's always better to have someone to teach than to have no one to care. A household still needed a woman. He usually never paid attention to these things.



    



     



    



    He Yan softly agreed.



    



     



    



    After the meal, when Jiang Mingchuan was about to leave, he took out something wrapped in a red cloth from his pocket and told Jin Xiuzhu, "I heard from the neighbor's wife while fetching water just now that there's a bus to the county town in the morning. If you want to go, you can go with them. We can get some things we need at home and buy clothes for the two kids." He paused for a moment and added, "Also, get yourself some clothes too."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu didn't bother with pleasantries. She took the red cloth and opened it. Inside were some bills and tickets, scattered and adding up to less than two hundred yuan. A hint of disdain flickered in her eyes. In this world, it might be a lot for many people, but for her, who was used to spending money lavishly, it was too little.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan felt a bit embarrassed. "I haven't saved much money before. I'll try to save more in the future."



    



     



    



    After all, with a big family to support, things were indeed different from before.



    



     



    



    After some thought, he decided to call his foster parents in the capital to let them know that he wouldn't send money back home in the future.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu didn't know what he was thinking. She silently calculated how to get through the days ahead.



    



     



    



    After washing the dishes, Jin Xiuzhu took the two children next door. Qian Yufeng next door was still thinking about whether to go to the Jiangs' house to inquire, but unexpectedly, they came over instead.



    



     



    



    Seeing Jin Xiuzhu, she warmly greeted her, "Come in and sit down, sister. I'll just change my shoes and then we can go out."



    



     



    



    Aunt Wu, seeing Jin Xiuzhu with the two children, kindly offered, "Do you want to leave the children at my place? They're so young; it might not be convenient for them to go with you. Daya and I can take care of them at home."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu didn't think much about it and looked at He Yan and Fu Yanyan. "What do you think? Should we go to the county town or leave you at home?"



    



     



    



    Fu Yanyan remained silent but leaned closer to her. He Yan noticed and whispered, "I'll go with my Aunt."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu then said, "Let's go together. These two kids are well-behaved, and there's nothing inconvenient about bringing them along."



    



     



    



    She never had the chance to go out and play as a child. Later, in the Marquis's mansion, she was confined to the small courtyard all day. Every time she went out, it would make her happy for a long time.



    



     



    



    Mrs. Wu wasn't displeased with the rejection. She was just a bit surprised that this young daughter-in-law would let the children decide for themselves and that in just one day, He Yan had begun to warm up to her.



    



     



    



    Although He Yan had been living with her family for nearly half a year and was indeed sensible, there wasn't much closeness between them. She could understand it, though. She had heard from Captain Jiang that He Yan's father had died when he was four years old.



    



     



    



    His mother remarried, taking half of the subsidy, and He Yan lived with his grandmother at his uncle's house. When Captain Jiang went to see him, he found the little boy standing on a stool, skillfully cooking, looking as thin as a skeleton. At his uncle's house, he could only eat after the rest of the family had finished, had nowhere to sleep, and spent the nights alone in the yard, without even a shed.



    



     



    



    When Captain Jiang proposed to take He Yan away, the whole family was unwilling.



    



     



    



    "Go ahead, accompany Yufeng and explore. She's familiar with the county town."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu crisply agreed.



    



     



    



    Qian Yufeng took her to the gate, where a green car was waiting. It was somewhat similar to the carriage Jin Xiuzhu had ridden before, but much larger and without any horses pulling it.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu and Qian Yufeng lifted the two children into the back of the car, then climbed up themselves.



    



     



    



    There were other people inside, but Qian Yufeng wasn't very familiar with them. She greeted one of the women and then took Jin Xiuzhu to sit in a corner. She said to her, "We'll arrive at the county town around nine o'clock. The car will return at eleven o'clock, so we don't have much time to shop. If you want to buy something, tell me now, and I'll take you to see it directly later."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu didn't stand on ceremony, "I want to buy clothes and seasonings. Both me and the children don't have any clothes to wear."



    



     



    



    Qian Yufeng nodded, "You can directly buy the seasonings from the supply and marketing cooperative. The county town's cooperative is large and has everything. As for clothes, let's go to the department store, but the ready-to-wear clothes there are expensive. Our family usually just buys fabric and makes them ourselves."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu agreed with a nod, "Okay."



    



     



    



    The car drove along the mountain road, swaying uncomfortably. Fortunately, it was faster than taking a boat.



    



     



    



    The driver deliberately dropped them off at the entrance of the supply and marketing cooperative. After getting off, Qian Yufeng took Jin Xiuzhu and rushed inside. Since the Spring Festival had just passed, there were many people visiting relatives, so they had to hurry to buy things.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu instructed He Yan to wait with his sister at the door while she went in to make purchases. "No running around. I'll buy you some candy later."



    



     



    



    He Yan held Fu Yanyan's hand and nodded obediently. "Auntie, my sister and I will wait for you here."



    



     



    



    Without a second thought, Fu Yanyan shook off his hand.



    



     



    



    He Yan wasn't angry, thinking his sister was still not familiar with him.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu followed Qian Yufeng as they squeezed into the crowded throngs of people. Qian Yufeng was experienced, leading Jin Xiuzhu deftly through the crowd until they reached the innermost part. Qian Yufeng didn't buy anything for herself, but she helped Jin Xiuzhu buy sugar, soy sauce, vinegar...



    



     



    



    Qian Yufeng had assumed Jin Xiuzhu, coming from the countryside, would be frugal, but she was surprised to find that Jin Xiuzhu was more extravagant in her shopping than city wives. However, being extravagant was better than being stingy; Jin Xiuzhu wasn't one to take advantage of others.



    



     



    



    After finishing their shopping there, they headed to the department store. Jin Xiuzhu came out and explained to the two children, "There's nothing tasty inside. Let's go home, and I'll make something for you."



    



     



    



    These were words commonly used by adults to coax children, and neither of the two children nor Qian Yufeng took it seriously.



    



     



    



    Although there were many people in the department store, it was spacious inside, and they didn't have to squeeze. The first floor sold relatively inexpensive items like fabrics, shoes, fruits, candies, pastries, etc., so they headed to the second floor first.



    



     



    



    There were fewer people on the second floor, but the items were relatively more expensive — watches, radios, ready-to-wear clothes, eyeglasses, etc.



    



     



    



    There were a few people at the entrance of the watch store, but no one was looking at the radios. Jin Xiuzhu didn't even know what it was. The store looked empty, and Jin Xiuzhu only learned from Qian Yufeng that the two small black gadgets on display in the store could tune in to radio news, but she didn't really understand the specifics.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu looked puzzled, and Qian Yufeng couldn't explain clearly either. So she just pulled Jin Xiuzhu to the watch counter and pointed at the watches inside, saying, "Ask your man to buy you one of these. Nowadays, they give these as wedding gifts."



    



     



    



    She said with a sour face, "When I got married, Lao Wu gave my family a bag of rice. The battalion commander, on the other hand, bought a sewing machine for his wife. The more I think about it, the more I feel like I got the short end of the stick."



    



     



    



    "Sewing machine?"



    



     



    



    "Yeah, it's a great thing. You don't need to sew clothes by hand anymore. Just press your foot a few times, and it's done quickly and neatly."



    



     



    



    Curiosity flickered across Jin Xiuzhu's face.



    



     



    



    Fu Yanyan, who was standing nearby, heard these words and looked at Jin Xiuzhu with some concern, afraid that she might feel inferior. However, she seemed to have misunderstood. The current Jin Xiuzhu was very calm and said, "I don't have money. It's too expensive. We'll talk about it when we have money in the future."



    



     



    



    Qian Yufeng expressed her understanding, "Okay, now let's go look at some clothes."



    



     



    



    At the counter of the ready-made clothing store, the staff inside saw them coming, glanced at them, then directly turned their heads away, as if they hadn't seen them.



    



     



    



    Qian Yufeng felt a little unsure and asked, "Do you want to look some more?"



    



     



    



    She only dared to show some face in front of Jin Xiuzhu. In front of these city people, she still felt a bit inferior.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu glanced at the clothes hanging on the wall inside, feeling that the styles were simple. She could even make them with her eyes closed, and the fabric wasn't very good either. In the past, she wouldn't have spared them a second glance.



    



     



    



    She directly pulled Qian Yufeng away, "Let's go downstairs and buy some fabric. I'll make them myself."



    



     



    



    Qian Yufeng was surprised, "You can make clothes?"



    



     



    



    "A little."



    



     



    



    Qian Yufeng smiled, "If you don't know, you can ask my mother-in-law. She knows how. All the clothes in our family are made by her hands. When she was young, she served as a maid for a landlord and learned needlework from an old nanny for a few years."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu nodded, and the group went downstairs. There were several counters selling fabric downstairs, all of which could be touched.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu spent all her fabric coupons and planned to make two sets of clothes for each member of the family of four. Qian Yufeng, who was beside her, was speechless. How could she spend money like this? Seeing Jin Xiuzhu still wanting to buy cotton, she quickly stopped her, "I'll buy the cotton for you from the village. It's much cheaper. Don't spend money randomly."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu could only reluctantly put down the fabric.



    



     



    



    In the end, the four of them returned home with full loads.



    



     



    



    By the time they got back, it was already noon, and Jiang Mingchuan had already come back and prepared lunch.



    



     



    



    Seeing Jin Xiuzhu bring back so much fabric, he opened his mouth, but in the end, he didn't say anything. He just asked, "I've already submitted the marriage report. Once it's approved, we'll get our marriage certificate. How about having two tables in the canteen for the celebration? What do you think?"



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu didn't know the customs here, so she just nodded. "I'll leave it up to you."



    



     



    



    She didn't pay much attention to these things. No matter how lively and grand the wedding was, many ended up in a miserable state. She had long understood a principle: no matter who she married, she had to keep her heart to herself for life to go smoothly. Men and children couldn't be relied upon.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan nodded, remembering something. "The captain invited us to dinner at his house tonight, so we don't have to cook tonight."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu had long anticipated this moment, so she wasn't surprised. "Alright, do we need to bring anything?"



    



     



    



    "No need. The captain isn't like that."



    



     



    



    "What do you mean, 'like that'? Isn't that basic courtesy?"



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu ignored him, grateful that she had prepared in advance.



    



     



    



    After Jiang Mingchuan finished eating, he left. Jin Xiuzhu began to busily prepare. There weren't many ingredients at home, only the flour and beans Jiang Mingchuan brought back last night.



    



     



    



    Although Jin Xiuzhu wanted to make her favorite fried abalone-shaped pastries, it required milk, which they didn't have. So, she had to make "golden cake" instead. Golden cake was the term used in the Marquis' mansion. Mrs. Liu in the kitchen said it was called "bean cake" in her hometown.



    



     



    



    When Jin Xiuzhu was a maid in the Marquis' mansion, she dreamed every day of earning enough money to buy her freedom and start a small business outside. So, she tried to please the skilled old maids in the mansion, following them to learn some skills.



    



     



    



    Because she served in the eldest son's courtyard at that time, they were willing to teach her a little. Later, when she became the Marquis' person, she secretly learned how to read and manage accounts from the old maids. She knew that those noble-born ladies in the mansion looked down on her behind her back, but so what? She wasn't inferior to them. Even the Marquis praised her exceptional intelligence, but unfortunately, she was born a woman.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu took out the soaked beans from the morning, added some water, and boiled them in a pot. While doing this, she and He Yan took all the stools and chairs from inside and placed them outside to dry. They also fetched a basin of water and cleaned both inside and outside the house.



    



     



    



    By around two in the afternoon, she had cooled the cooked beans slightly and put them in soup bowls. Using a spatula, she stirred them into a fine bean paste. After preparing it, she put the bean paste in a pot, added white sugar, and kept stirring over low heat until it became a thick paste. Then, she scooped it up and put it on plates to cool.



    



     



    



    Now that the weather was getting cooler, there was no need to specially chill it. After waiting for about half an hour, it solidified into a paste.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu originally intended to give this to someone as a gift, so she soaked plenty of beans. She put a plate onto the cutting board and then sliced the frozen paste into small strips, arranging the nice-looking ones neatly on the plate, while the less appealing scraps were placed in two bowls for the children.



    



     



    



    In the end, three plates were arranged nicely.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu covered one of the plates with a golden cake using a bowl and instructed He Yan, "Take your sister and deliver this to your Aunt Qian's house. Also, ask her if she has any clean jackets to lend me for the night. I'll return them to her tomorrow."



    



     



    



    He Yan held the golden cake in his mouth, reluctant to swallow it. He listened attentively to Jin Xiuzhu's words, then nodded vigorously, "Okay."



    



     



    



    Then he carefully carried the plate out, walking slowly, afraid of dropping it.



    



     



    



    Fu Yanyan followed behind him.



    



     



    



    The two children soon returned. Not only did He Yan hold a large green cotton jacket, but Fu Yanyan also wore a clean little jacket. Before Jin Xiuzhu could ask, He Yan hurriedly explained, "Grandma Wu gave it. It's the jacket Xiao Jun wore when he was a child."



    



     



    



    He Yan blushed. Xiao Jun is at his home now. After taking a bite, he exclaimed how delicious it was and praised his new aunt for being so talented. He had never eaten anything so delicious before, which made He Yan feel very proud.



    



     



    



    For the first time, he didn't feel inferior in front of Xiao Jun. Now he also has parents. His mother could make delicious bean cakes, and he was no longer a pitiful child without a mother.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu nodded in satisfaction and handed them two bowls, saying, "Take these to eat. But don't eat too much at once, as it's a cold snack after all."



    



     



    



    Fu Yanyan looked at her, belatedly realizing that she had been asked to come along just to ensure she also got a clean outfit.



    



     



    



    But she didn't understand why Jin Xiuzhu didn't ask for two jackets at the same time.



    



     



    



    The two little ones walked out holding their bowls, their faces showing disbelief. He Yan hadn't expected such a large bowl to be his own, while Fu Yanyan hadn't expected Jin Xiuzhu to cook. In her memory, Jin Xiuzhu had never done such things; she always said it was a waste of money.



    



     



    



    As the evening approached and the sky darkened, Jiang Mingchuan returned.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu had already changed her clothes and had even washed herself and the two children. She was neat and tidy. Seeing Jiang Mingchuan return, she hung a small basket containing a plate of bean cakes on her wrist and asked him, "Are we leaving now?"



    



     



    



    She knew that people in this place were quite particular about certain things, so she had told the two children that this was called bean paste to avoid gossip.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan suddenly saw Jin Xiuzhu, clean and neatly dressed, and couldn't help but pause for a moment before saying, "Let's go."



    



     



    



    Seeing the basket on her wrist, he asked in confusion, "What's that?"



    



     



    



    "I made some food myself. It's not anything valuable. I just thought it wouldn't be good to go empty-handed."



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan nodded, "Hmm," in response.



    



     



    



    The family of four headed towards the family building ahead. Captain Wang's family lived on the fourth floor. When they reached the fourth floor, the door at the staircase was open, and it seemed lively inside, as if many people were there.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu looked at Jiang Mingchuan. She had thought from his tone that they were only inviting their family, but it seemed not.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan also seemed a bit surprised. There was a hint of astonishment on his face, but he quickly regained his composure and said to her, "Let's go in. If my sister-in-law says anything later, just smile."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu felt that he underestimated her. She wasn't someone to be trifled with.



    



     



    



    Little did they know that as soon as they entered, a voice greeted them cheerfully, "Hey, aren't these Qian Yufeng's clothes?"



    



     

  
    As Jin Xiuzhu stepped into the room, her footsteps halted. She followed the sound and looked up, meeting the gaze of a middle-aged woman with short hair. The woman had a round face, thin eyebrows, and many fine lines around her eyes when she smiled.



    



    



    



    She didn't look at Jin Xiuzhu but turned to the woman next to her and asked, "I didn't make a mistake, did I? Last time, Qian Yufeng wore this outfit, saying it was made by her mother-in-law, and showed off for a long time."



    



    



    



    The living room wasn't large, with a square table in the middle. Several men were gathered around drinking tea, while women sat at the doorway chatting, holding melon seeds and casually throwing the shells on the ground, making it messy and inconvenient to walk.



    



    



    



    The woman being questioned had a long, thin face. She smiled awkwardly upon hearing the question and, seeing everyone looking at her, she quickly said, "I'm not very sure."



    



    



    



    She hated it inwardly, and didn't want to offend anyone.



    



    



    



    Liu Hongyue acted as if she hadn't heard and pretended to look surprised, "How could it be? You were there that day too."



    



    



    



    Her expression was extremely exaggerated.



    



    



    



    Just as Jin Xiuzhu was about to speak, Jiang Mingchuan, who had been walking behind her, suddenly stepped forward, shielding her with his whole body. Liu Hongyue was about to say something else, but seeing this scene, she felt a little uneasy. She had only dared to do this after hearing some gossip.



    



    



    



    Sitting some distance away from Liu Hongyue, a woman greeted Jiang Mingchuan, "Captain Jiang is here too. Is this the little sister? Come in quickly, it's cold outside."



    



    



    



    The men sitting around the table heard the commotion and gradually stood up.



    



    



    



    "You've just arrived now?"



    



    



    



    "Did the little sister come too? Come in and have some hot water."



    



    



    



    "Two children, right? Not bad, not bad."



    



    



    



    The atmosphere in the living room instantly became lively.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan took the initiative to put his arm around Jin Xiuzhu's waist and greeted the people, "We were delayed on the way."



    



    



    



    Then he introduced Jin Xiuzhu and Fu Yanyan, "This is Jin Xiuzhu, and this is my daughter, Yanyan."



    



    



    



    Then he began to introduce the others, "This is Captain Wu, this is Captain Yang..."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu and Fu Yanyan took turns calling people.



    



    



    



    Wang Ling, who was busy in the kitchen, ran out to see. As she wiped her hands on her apron, she warmly said, "Finally, you're here. Just wait a moment; two more dishes will be ready soon. What's the matter with Lao Yan? He went out a while ago and still hasn't come back?"



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan introduced Jin Xiuzhu again.



    



    



    



    "This is Captain Yan's wife; you can call her Sister-in-law. This is Jin Xiuzhu, my wife."



    



    



    



    When Wang Ling heard the word "wife," her extended hand paused for a moment, but she still warmly said, "Hello, hello, nice to meet you. It's my first time meeting you, sorry for the poor reception."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu noticed but didn't show any strangeness on her face. She switched the basket on her right wrist to her left hand, reached out, and shook hands, a smile on her face. "Hello."



    



    



    



    Wang Ling noticed the basket in her hand and smiled a bit more.



    



    



    



    With so many people coming over today, Jin Xiuzhu was the first one to bring something. Even though she had some grievances against this couple in her heart, her mood had improved a bit.



    



    



    



    "Come on in and have a rest. We'll have dinner as soon as Lao Yan comes back. I'll go back to the kitchen. You guys chat first, make yourselves at home."



    



    



    



    With that, she hurried back to the kitchen.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan continued to introduce Jin Xiuzhu. He introduced everyone once, except for the round-faced woman who spoke first. Finally, he greeted the wife of Political Commissar Zhu, Fang Min, "It's her first time here, and she's not very familiar. Please take care of her, Sister-in-law."



    



    



    



    The woman was the one who initially invited them in. She was quite young, but her manner made people feel comfortable, and she smiled gently, "Don't worry, I won't let her feel uncomfortable."



    



    



    



    Only then did Jiang Mingchuan walk over to the group of men. Before leaving, he brought a stool for Jin Xiuzhu and asked her to sit next to Fang Min.



    



    



    



    It was the first time Jin Xiuzhu had been cared for like this, without needing to handle it herself. She remembered the days in the Marquis' mansion when she could only endure the bullying silently.



    



    



    



    Later, when she gained power, she also learned to bully others with power, selling them if necessary, and sending them to temples, ensuring they had no chance to retaliate.



    



    



    



    Across from her was the round-faced woman who had just mocked her. The woman's expression was a bit ugly now, probably because she resented Jiang Mingchuan's deliberate disregard.



    



    



    



    This experience of being supported and protected made Jin Xiuzhu feel very good, but she wasn't exactly a saint either. With a constrained expression, she looked at the other party and explained, "My man before was also a soldier, but he sacrificed himself in the first half of last year. I gave birth to a daughter, but we weren't treated well at my in-laws'. If Captain Jiang hadn't come specially to visit us, my daughter and I wouldn't have known what our future would be like..."



    



    



    



    As she spoke, she lowered her head, wiped her slightly red eyes with her sleeve, and choked out, "Captain Jiang said he would take care of me and my child in the future. I didn't ask for anything, I just took my child and followed him. These clothes are indeed Mrs. Wu's.



    



    



    



    I was afraid that if I came here to eat wearing shabby clothes, I would embarrass Captain Jiang. So, I made some food to take over to Mrs. Wu's house, saying I wanted to borrow her clothes to wear for one night and would return them tomorrow. Mrs. Wu is a good person. When she saw that the child didn't have any clothes to wear, she deliberately found a good outfit and put it on the child."



    



    



    



    With tears streaming down her face like beads, she praised Jiang Mingchuan, Qian Yufeng, and herself in just a few sentences. Even if she was poor, she hadn't borrowed things for nothing.



    



    



    



    In contrast, it became even more apparent that the other party seemed unreasonable and petty.



    



    



    



    The two children stood behind Jin Xiuzhu. He Yan was still young and couldn't hide his thoughts. Seeing Jin Xiuzhu crying pitifully, he immediately glared at Liu Hongyue opposite him with a hostile look.



    



    



    



    Only Fu Yanyan widened her eyes in surprise, looking at Liu Hongyue being surrounded by other people's hostile gazes on the opposite side, then at Jin Xiuzhu. Suddenly, she felt that the woman in front of her seemed a bit unfamiliar because, in her memory, Jin Xiuzhu had never shown any weakness.



    



    



    



    Fang Min sighed and patted Jin Xiuzhu's back. "It's okay, it's okay. The good days are still ahead, right? Captain Jiang is a good person, and the two children are also obedient. Don't cry, don't cry."



    



    



    



    "Yeah, what's wrong with borrowing clothes to wear? All of my child's clothes were given by relatives. Which family is so well-off?"



    



    



    



    "Don't worry. Next time, borrow my clothes. Whoever dares to gossip, I'll shut her mouth."



    



    



    



    This remark made Jin Xiuzhu chuckle. Seeing her laugh, everyone became lively again and started chatting. However, the conversation revolved around Jin Xiuzhu. Liu Hongyue tried to interject a few times, but no one agreed with her. Especially a few people beside her, whether intentionally or unintentionally, gradually moved their chairs closer to Jin Xiuzhu, making her expression even more unpleasant.



    



    



    



    However, the topic didn't last long. Soon, Captain Yan and Political Commissar Zhu came back. Several women stood up, and because there were quite a few people, Captain Yan simply went out and borrowed another table from the next door and brought it back.



    



    



    



    The women were divided into two groups, some sweeping the floor, some going to the kitchen to help with the dishes. Jin Xiuzhu was afraid of breaking the food and attracting attention, so she only moved chairs outside. As she moved, she ended up standing next to Jiang Mingchuan.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan heard what Jin Xiuzhu had just said. Although he was somewhat moved, he also knew that she was very calculating. However, he couldn't bring himself to be angry. He even felt a hint of envy in his heart. In the past, when he encountered such a situation, he would only silently endure without complaint.



    



    



    



    At dinner, the men sat at one table, and the women and children sat at another.



    



    



    



    The child didn't sit at the table, instead holding a bowl while standing on the side. If they wanted to eat something, they would tell their mother. Some lively children even ran to their father's table, pointing at what they wanted to eat.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu lifted Fu Yanyan onto her lap. Fu Yanyan scooped food for herself with a spoon. While eating, she remembered what Jin Xiuzhu had taught her last night: chew slowly and keep your back straight. Subconsciously, she followed these instructions. He Yan did the same. He obediently stood beside them, eating whatever Jin Xiuzhu served. The two children were quiet and well-behaved, in stark contrast to the other children nearby, who were clamoring for meat.



    



    



    



    He Yan was okay with it; neither of them were his real family, so it was natural to feel restrained in public. But for such a young girl to be so obedient and sensible was indeed quite unexpected to the observant people present.



    



    



    



    Fang Min, who was sitting beside Jin Xiuzhu, turned her head several times. She felt that the mother and daughter's manner of eating was very elegant and refined, which made people feel comfortable. Although she didn't have children yet, if she were to have one, she hoped they would be as well-behaved.



    



    



    



    After finishing their meal, the people in the room chatted for a while longer. When Wang Ling finished washing the dishes and came out, people began to leave one by one.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu and Jiang Mingchuan stayed behind. When most people had left, they bid farewell as well. Jin Xiuzhu pretended to have just remembered something and picked up a basket from the corner.



    



    



    



    She then smiled as she took out some plates from it. "This is our first time meeting, and I wasn't sure what to bring. We don't have anything special at home, so I made some food myself. I hope you don't mind."



    



    



    



    She lifted the cover, revealing neatly stacked bean cakes inside the plates. They were a beautiful golden color, looking very enticing under the soft light.



    



    



    



    Both Wang Ling and Captain Yan showed a hint of surprise on their faces. They had lived for most of their lives but had never seen such food.



    



    



    



    Captain Yan spoke without hesitation, "This looks like good stuff. Take it home and enjoy it yourselves."



    



    



    



    The child standing behind him stretched out his head. When he heard this, he tugged on his father's clothes. "Dad."



    



    



    



    He wanted him to take back his words, but seeing his father ignore him, he looked at his mother.



    



    



    



    Captain Yan felt a bit embarrassed.



    



    



    



    Wang Ling didn't want to embarrass her husband, so she had to go along with it. "Yeah, take it home and enjoy it. We still have food at home. Inviting you here for dinner is just to get to know each other. We're all one family in the military, so there's no need for such formalities."



    



    



    



    "Sister-in-law is being polite. This is also a token of appreciation from me and Captain Jiang for taking care of us. We are grateful to you and Captain Yan for looking after us. It's nothing valuable, just something we made ourselves without spending any money. If you don't want it, it would make me a little sad."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu said this, and Wang Ling couldn't say anything else. She had to smile and go to the kitchen to get a plate to transfer the food.



    



    



    



    As they saw the guests off, Wang Ling's smile never faded. When she and Captain Yan turned around, they saw their son's mouth already stuffed full, mumbling with food in his mouth, ""It's so delicious, Mom, come and eat too."



    



    



    



    Wang Ling gave him a criticizing glance. "You're all grown up, but you're still not as sensible as other kids."



    



    



    



    She had also noticed during dinner that the two children from Captain Jiang's family were more sensible than one another.



    



    



    



    Yan Xing snorted disapprovingly a couple of times, expressing his discontent.



    



    



    



    Taking a piece of food, Captain Yan couldn't help but say, "Let’s not talk about our son. What about you? I clearly only invited the Jiang family, so why did you call others too?"



    



    



    



    Wang Ling felt a bit guilty and found an excuse for herself. "I just wanted it to be lively with more people."



    



    



    



    But Yan Xing directly pierced through her intentions. "That's not it. You clearly told Aunt Qin and Aunt Liu that you wanted to see what kind of person Jiang Mingchuan liked. ‘He doesn’t even like Miss Zhao. Is he marrying a heavenly immortal?’ You invited so many people, and you think people won't know your true intentions."



    



    



    



    Her son repeated word-for-word what she had said before, leaving Wang Ling speechless. She couldn't keep up her facade and glared at him angrily. "Have you finished with your homework? Huh?"



    



    



    



    Yan Xing pouted.



    



    



    



    Captain Yan's expression darkened. He said impatiently, "You! They wanted to make you something delicious, and you were plotting against them. Jiang Mingchuan has only just met Zhao Yun, and they haven't even begun anything. Besides, it's their own business. What right do you have to interfere? Are you only happy if they lose face? Jiang Mingchuan's parents were heroes in the war, and Jin Xiuzhu's husband was also a martyr. Even if Zhao Yun is great, does that justify you playing tricks on them?"



    



    



    



    Wang Ling was rendered speechless by his words. She hadn't thought so much. She was just upset that a couple she had finally set her sights on had been intercepted suddenly. And with someone instigating her, she joined in the mischief.



    



    



    



    Actually, her impression of Jin Xiuzhu tonight was still good. She wasn't talkative and had good manners. But now that she was being scolded by her husband, she felt embarrassed.



    



    



    



    "Before, you said Jiang Mingchuan and Zhao Yun were a good match. Why blame me now? I haven't done anything wrong. Everyone seemed happy eating. Why are you scolding me? I've been busy in the kitchen all day, have you helped at all? After dinner, I didn't see you helping to clean up. How dare you criticize me?"



    



    



    



    “…”



    



    



    



    While the two were arguing, Yan Xing had nearly finished eating the bean cakes. With only two pieces left, he hurriedly ran back to his room.



    



    



    



    *****



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu and Jiang Mingchuan hurried back home to wash up. Jin Xiuzhu finished washing first and sat on the bed, sorting out the fabric she had bought during the day. She had bought a sewing kit when she bought the fabric today. She measured with her hand while cutting with scissors quickly and steadily.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan came out after showering, and he saw her bowing her head, carefully sketching something. The soft candlelight illuminated her face, giving her a gentle appearance.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu measured her daughter's arms and quickly tucked her hands under the quilt, patting her little face gently. "Go to sleep."



    



    



    



    The little girl looked at her intently, her eyes suddenly moistening. Afraid of being seen, she quickly closed her eyes.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu didn't notice. Holding needle and thread, she quickly sewed a rough outline. The style was similar to those she had seen in the department store today. After finishing her daughter's, she began outlining He Yan's. She planned to sketch out a design first, then ask Qian Yufeng to buy cotton tomorrow to make them.



    



    



    



    He Yan obediently stretched out his hand for her to measure.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan dried his hair and sat on the bed. Jin Xiuzhu glanced at him, thought for a moment, and said in a gentle voice, "Thank you for tonight. When I heard those words as soon as I entered the door, I really didn't know what to do. But when you stood in front of me and protected me, I felt reassured. No one has ever been so kind to me."



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan was momentarily stunned. He hadn't expected her to remember such a small thing. For a moment, he didn't know how to react.



    



    



    



    But it felt like a hot current had been injected into his heart, making him feel warm all over.



    



    



    



    No one had ever said such things to him before.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu continued with a smile, "Let's not talk about the past. From now on, I'll treat you as my real man. Let's live a good life together. No one should look down on us. What do you say?"



    



    



    



    After finishing, she looked at him with bright eyes, with a hint of admiration and affection in them.



    



    



    



    She had always known that men loved to be treated like heroes. If you put him on a pedestal and gave him adoring looks, no man could resist it.



    



    



    



    Sure enough, even the usually calm Jiang Mingchuan couldn't handle it. He had originally planned to live with Jin Xiuzhu with mutual respect. Jin Xiuzhu was the wife of his comrade, he could marry her, but he couldn't do disrespectful things. But now, hearing these words, his heart suddenly wavered. After just a few days of getting along, he gradually began to feel a sense of home.



    



    



    



    Whether it was because her voice was so pleasant or because the candlelight in the room was too dim, he inexplicably nodded.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu smiled.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan was a little afraid to look at her. He quickly lay down and closed his eyes, his mind in turmoil.



    



    



    



    Having achieved her goal, Jin Xiuzhu blew out the nearby kerosene lamp and lay down to sleep.



    



    



    



    A good night's sleep.



    



    



    



    The next morning, when Jiang Mingchuan and He Yan got up, Jin Xiuzhu and Fu Yanyan skillfully turned over and continued sleeping.



    



    



    



    Father and son looked at their backs, paused for a moment, and finally didn't say anything. They lowered their footsteps and quietly went out.



    



    



    



    



    



    Author's Note:



    



    
      Jin Xiuzhu: Men are so easy to coax.


    

    
      Fu Yanyan: I've learned another trick.


    

    
      He Yan: Auntie worked so hard. She stayed up late last night to make clothes for us.


    

    
      Jiang Mingchuan: I can't shake the feeling that something is off.
    

  
    In the morning, Jin Xiuzhu took the two children next door to return the clothes.



    



     



    



    At the Wu family next door, Qian Yufeng was squatting on the ground, scrubbing clothes. Since there was a well in the courtyard, she couldn't be bothered to go outside to wash and just did it in the yard.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu hadn't washed clothes these past few days; it was always Jiang Mingchuan who took the bucket out before dawn. She just needed to wash them and hang them up after meals.



    



     



    



    Seeing them coming over, Qian Yufeng called out inside, "Quick, bring a stool for Aunt Jin to sit on."



    



     



    



    There was a response from inside the house, and then a girl of about eleven or twelve came out with a stool and placed it in front of Jin Xiuzhu.



    



     



    



    After seeing this, Qian Yufeng couldn't help but comment, "I told you to bring one, and you really brought one? What about your younger brother and sister? You don't even think to call them."



    



     



    



    The girl mumbled in response and then went back inside to bring out two more small stools before leaving.



    



     



    



    Qian Yufeng looked helpless as she turned to Jin Xiuzhu. "I don't know who she takes after. The older she gets, the more reserved she becomes. You can't get a word out of her."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu pretended to roll her eyes at her, "You're just showing off. Such a pretty girl, nothing like what you described. Besides, it's so nice when girls are obedient and sweet. It's charming and endearing. Do you only like those bold and outspoken types?"



    



     



    



    Upon hearing this, Qian Yufeng also thought it made sense and smiled at Jin Xiuzhu, "You're making all her flaws sound like virtues."



    



     



    



    Then she shouted inside the house again, "Quick, bring out the quilts to air out while there's sun today."



    



     



    



    But this time, her tone was much gentler.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu also smiled, "I'm just speaking the truth."



    



     



    



    She sat down on the stool, with one big and one small child beside her. Fu Yanyan kept her head down. Jin Xiuzhu remembered being scolded like that before. She hadn't expected herself to praise others in this way.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu went straight to the topic of cotton, "Did you ask about the cotton for me? I want to buy two cotton quilts. The children are getting older, so we should prepare rooms for them."



    



     



    



    "I did. I went to my mother's house yesterday afternoon. If you want some, I'll have my mom buy some for you. They also make cotton quilts at the commune. The quilts I brought with me when I got married were all bought there. Let me know how many jin you need, and I'll go back there this afternoon."



    



     



    



    "That would be great." Jin Xiuzhu didn't know much about this, so she asked about the size of the quilts at Qian Yufeng's house and finally decided on one quilt weighing five jin and another weighing six jin.



    



     



    



    After discussing this matter, Jin Xiuzhu showed a hint of hesitation on her face, and finally recounted in detail what happened during dinner last night.



    



     



    



    "I don't know what's going on? Logically, it's my first time coming here, and I don't even know her, so why does she seem to have a grudge against me? I dare to talk to you about this because I feel that my sister-in-law is kind-hearted. After all, I'm going to settle down here in the future, and I'm afraid of offending someone."



    



     



    



    Upon hearing this, Qian Yufeng's face lit up with interest. She hadn't expected last night to be so eventful.



    



     



    



    She wanted to spill everything to Jin Xiuzhu right away, but after some thought, she hesitated. If her mother-in-law found out, she would definitely scold her.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu sensed her hesitation and smiled, "Whatever you say, Sister-in-law, I'm grateful. I'll dare to talk to you about anything in the future."



    



     



    



    This statement was quite persuasive, and Qian Yufeng immediately said mysteriously, "Don't say it was me who told you."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu nodded vigorously.



    



     



    



    "I only dare to tell you this while my mother-in-law isn't home. I know about that, Liu Hongyue. She always tries to get close to Wang Ling. Wang Ling works at the textile factory in the city as a workshop director, and she also wants to get in."



    



     



    



    "But what does that have to do with me?"



    



     



    



    "It has nothing to do with you, but it has something to do with your man."



    



     



    



    Saying this, she looked at Jin Xiuzhu. Seeing that Jin Xiuzhu's expression was normal, she asked in a low voice, "Do you know about your man's matchmaking last year?"



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu was taken aback for a moment, then vaguely remembered. Jiang Mingchuan went to Fu Jianguo's house for dinner last year, and "Jin Xiuzhu" didn't show up on the table. She overheard the conversation between Fu Jianguo's mother and sister in the kitchen, learning that her mother-in-law harbored such thoughts.



    



     



    



    At that time, her sister-in-law even said, "Hasn't he already looked at someone?" But Jin Xiuzhu's mother-in-law said, "He hasn't married yet, what's there to be afraid of? As long as you marry him, you'll also be a city person in the future…"



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu almost guessed what was going on. It should be related to that person and Wang Ling.



    



     



    



    Sure enough, Qian Yufeng continued, "The person your man was introduced to last year was introduced by Wang Ling. She also works at the textile factory and has a three or four-year-old daughter who looks beautiful."



    



     



    



    After saying this, she regretted it a bit. She looked at Jin Xiuzhu and suppressed the rest of her words, fearing that Jin Xiuzhu would feel uncomfortable hearing them. She quickly added, "Actually, you're pretty good-looking too. Your eyes are big and bright, and you look lively."



    



     



    



    Although Qian Yufeng thought that woman was good, she felt closer to Jin Xiuzhu during these past few days. Her heart was leaning towards her now.



    



     



    



    Seeing her hesitating, Jin Xiuzhu felt a little uneasy. It was the first time someone had praised her like this, but she knows she's not good-looking right now.



    



     



    



    Beside her, Fu Yanyan clenched her fists tightly. She didn't expect to hear about that mother and daughter's affair so soon.



    



     



    



    "Ah, speaking of it, the other party is also a pitiful person. Her husband died last year or the year before, and her in-laws bully her and her daughter. Fortunately, she's capable. She took over her husband's job and became a formal employee of the textile factory, living in the city with her daughter."



    



     



    



    "Wang Ling is okay. She's just face-conscious. Even if she's unhappy, she won't specifically make things difficult for you. Liu Hongyue must be wanting to impress Wang Ling."



    



     



    



    Qian Yufeng pursed her lips, "When she first came here, she looked down on me for being from the countryside. So what if I'm from the countryside? If I want to go home, I go home. Who wouldn't envy me when they hear about it?"



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu nodded in agreement, "That's true."



    



     



    



    "Oh, how about the political commissar's wife?"



    



     



    



    "You mean Fang Min? I'm not too sure. She's not close to anyone."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu nodded. She felt that the woman was quite easy to get along with last night.



    



     



    



    After chatting for a while, Jin Xiuzhu took the two children home.



    



     



    



    They walked in silence along the way, occasionally lifting her rough hands to look at them, then sighing deeply. Back in the day, she was famous for her beauty throughout the capital city. She had seen Lin Weizhi, one of the Twin Beauties of the capital, who was not even half as beautiful as her, but just because of her good background, she was worshiped by everyone.



    



     



    



    One time, during the Bathing Buddha Festival, both of them appeared in front of the Blessing Tree on the mountain of the Wanfo Temple. Many young and handsome men mistook her for Lin Weizhi, which was quite ridiculous.



    



     



    



    These past few days, she hadn't looked in the mirror, so she ignored her appearance. She almost forgot how dark and ugly she was now.



    



     



    



    Finally, she seemed to remember something and suddenly turned to He Yan behind her, "I remember seeing many plum blossoms yesterday on the way back. Go and pick some for me. No, pick as many as you can."



    



     



    



    He Yan looked at Jin Xiuzhu with confusion on his face but nodded anyway. "Okay."



    



     



    



    When Jin Xiuzhu returned home, she didn't bother with the clothes anymore. Instead, she went to the kitchen and packed up everything she could use.



    



     



    



    Back in the day, she knew that her most valuable asset was her appearance, so she took great care to preserve it. She used secret formulas for skincare that were favored by concubines in the palace. It was also by chance that she saved an old maid who had made a mistake in the mansion.



    



     



    



    The maid's sister served in the palace, and when the concubine was in childbirth, she was harmed. To save her life, she later left the palace and sought refuge with her sister. The two sisters lived in a small house outside and later became Jin Xiuzhu's trusted helpers.



    



     



    



    The famous Yuji Cream, beloved by the noblewomen of the capital city, was under her name. She conducted these businesses very discreetly. Marquis Hou only knew that she had set up some businesses outside, but he didn't know how big her business was. If the Hou Mansion hadn't been raided too quickly, Jin Xiuzhu probably would have found a way to escape.



    



     



    



    He Yan returned with Wu Xiaojun. The two of them carried arms full of plum blossoms. Wu Xiaojun had been playing with someone else initially, but when he saw He Yan, he actively joined in to help, he remembered that Jin Xiuzhu's food was delicious.



    



     



    



    It was the first time He Yan felt the feeling of being flattered by Wu Xiaojun, and he felt a little happy in his heart, working even harder.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu was generous, promising to cook delicious food for them tomorrow.



    



     



    



    Wu Xiaojun left contentedly.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu then began directing He Yan to boil water for her, even pulling Fu Yanyan to come and pick plum blossoms. The family of three happily busied themselves in the kitchen.



    



     



    



    When Jiang Mingchuan returned home at noon, he found the house filled with a delightful aroma. Jin Xiuzhu and her daughter both had their heads wrapped in cloth, their faces shining with oil.



    



     



    



    He looked at his son standing at the door, and He Yan explained dryly, "I'm not really sure. Auntie said it's good for the hair this way."



    



     



    



    He didn't dare to mention that Auntie had used a lot of sesame oil and two eggs.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan nodded.



    



     



    



    In the afternoon, Jiang Mingchuan didn't go out. He told Jin Xiuzhu that the leadership had approved it. Mainly because Jin Xiuzhu had previously been a military spouse, her background information was easily verified. And for him, being unmarried at his age was also rare in the military. The leaders were happy to see them together.



    



     



    



    "If you agree, we'll get the marriage certificate tomorrow, and the day after tomorrow, we'll arrange for a meal in the cafeteria and invite our comrades and leaders. We'll consider it our wedding celebration."



    



     



    



    Thinking about the money in her hands, Jin Xiuzhu asked, "What's the plan?"



    



     



    



    "What?"



    



     



    



    "How many people in total?"



    



     



    



    "About twenty or thirty, with about fifty in total, including children and family members."



    



     



    



    "Then arrange for three tables. Have you decided on the dishes?"



    



     



    



    "..."



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan remained silent. He didn't understand these matters and thought that telling the kitchen chef would suffice.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu made a decision directly, "Order eight dishes per table. I don't have many meat coupons on hand. Can you arrange to get some meat coupons?"



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan looked at her. "Sure. Anything else?"



    



     



    



    "It's best to decide on the dishes with the kitchen chef. Half should be vegetables, and the other half should be a mix of meat and vegetables. After scheduling the time, inform the guests attending the banquet." Then she asked, "Do the guests bring gifts?"



    



     



    



    "Yes, usually two or five yuan, and some give eggs."



    



     



    



    "Then buy some melon seeds and candies tomorrow when you go out. Each person can take a handful when they leave. Our family doesn't have much money, and He Yan should be going to school."



    



     



    



    He Yan, who was nearby, overheard and couldn't help but look at Jin Xiuzhu.



    



     



    



    He thought his aunt wouldn't care about such matters.



    



     



    



    In fact, every time he saw Wu Xiaojun go to school, he felt envious.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan uttered an "okay," but he still explained, "There's still half a year before he starts school."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu disagreed, "He can be sent to school to adapt first. It's better early than late, especially since he's already seven or eight years old."



    



     



    



    In the Dajing Dynasty, starting education at three years old was considered late.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan fell silent. Jin Xiuzhu added, "Anyway, his studies should not be delayed."



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan glanced at her more than once, feeling somewhat surprised. He was surprised not only by her decisive handling of things but also by her thoughts.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu waved her hand, "Forget it. You don't need to worry about these matters. I'll take care of them myself. You just focus on earning money to support the family."



    



     



    



    This place was different from the Dajing Dynasty. They couldn't do business on their own to earn money, otherwise, they wouldn't be living such a tight life.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan: "..."



    



     



    



    The next day, the family of four went to the county office to get their marriage certificate. They first went to the photo studio to take pictures. Jin Xiuzhu didn't know what it was about and couldn't help but look around curiously. When the people at the photo studio asked her to sit down, she complied.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan sat beside her, and the two of them leaned in as instructed, closing their eyes in surprise when the light flashed.



    



     



    



    They took another picture.



    



     



    



    After finishing, Jiang Mingchuan called over He Yan and Fu Yanyan, who were standing nearby, and took a family portrait.



    



     



    



    At the moment the picture was taken, Fu Yanyan felt like she had traveled through time. She remembered this family portrait. She didn't remember when it was taken in her previous life, but she had always treasured this photo, taking it out to look at whenever she felt hopeless, feeling like there was still hope.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan paid an extra yuan for express service, and the photos were quickly developed.



    



     



    



    This was the first time Jin Xiuzhu and He Yan had taken photos, and both of them were curious, especially Jin Xiuzhu. She had never thought there was such a wonderful thing that could imprint people exactly onto paper, much more real than drawings.



    



     



    



    However, it also made her look uglier.



    



     



    



    Sitting next to Jiang Mingchuan, she felt like a big black dog.



    



     



    



    At that moment, she keenly realized how ugly she was now, whereas before, she was the one who found fault with others.



    



     



    



    She gritted her teeth and decided to go back and use up the remaining half bottle of sesame oil.



    



     



    



    When they arrived at the Marriage Registration Office, it was quite late, and they had to wait in line at the entrance for a while.



    



     



    



    The family of four stood out conspicuously; while others were mostly couples, they were the only family of four, especially with Jiang Mingchuan dressed in military uniform.



    



     



    



    After getting the certificate, Jiang Mingchuan took them to the supply and marketing cooperative and the meat processing factory. According to Jin Xiuzhu's instructions, he bought melon seeds, candies, and meat. They exchanged meat vouchers with friends — not much, just two pounds of elbow pockets and two pig trotters, which were cheaper because there wasn't much meat on them.



    



     



    



    Seeing this, Jin Xiuzhu suggested, "Buy one more trotter. I'll cook braised trotters for you this afternoon."



    



     



    



    Upon hearing this, He Yan and Fu Yanyan's mouths watered, and they looked at Jiang Mingchuan at the same time.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan hesitated; the meat vouchers weren't enough.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu directly said to the staff, "Cut some meat off and exchange it for trotters."



    



     



    



    Then she turned to Jiang Mingchuan, "With so many people coming tomorrow, the two children won't get to eat much. It's not fair to sacrifice ourselves for others' benefit."



    



     



    



    The staff member looked at Jin Xiuzhu, then at Jiang Mingchuan, and followed Jin Xiuzhu's instructions.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan didn't say anything until they were far away. "We're treating them to dinner. Why worry so much? Besides, they're all good colleagues and leaders."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu used to enjoy dealing with this kind of person who suffered in silence, but if they were on the same side, she couldn't quite like them. Still, she coaxed him, "How could that be? There's already plenty of meat. We should treat ourselves well too, don't you think?"



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan looked at her suspiciously. "That's not what you said just now."



    



     



    



    He recalled her saying not to give others an advantage.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu feigned innocence. "Then you must have misheard me."



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan always knew she wasn't as honest as she appeared. Wanting to correct her mindset, he couldn't help but continue, "The military is a big collective. Here, we're like one family..."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu felt a headache coming on from listening to him. Annoyed, she cut him off, "Then don't eat."



    



     



    



    She wouldn't let herself be wronged. With that, she walked off briskly.



    



     



    



    "..."



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan watched her quickly retreating figure and then turned to look at the two children beside him, rubbing his nose. "Why's she so temperamental all of a sudden?"



    



     



    



    Wasn't she usually so reasonable?



    



     



    



    Fu Yanyan blinked. Was this considered temperamental? In their past lives, both of you were even more temperamental. When you argued, you wouldn't speak to each other for a month or two.



    



     



    



    In the evening, Jin Xiuzhu served up the braised pork trotters she had prepared. The reddish-purple meat emitted a tempting aroma, making the two children drool. Even Fu Yanyan, who was more mature, couldn't resist the allure of the fragrance, struggling to swallow her saliva.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu divided the meat and broth for the two children and then served herself a portion, leaving a portion untouched in her plate.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan kept his head down, eating only from his own bowl without looking up, even when he was almost finished.



    



     



    



    The two children glanced at him frequently.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu didn't indulge him, teasing, "If you don't eat, I'll serve the meat to the two children instead."



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan mumbled, "You serve. I don't feel like eating."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu couldn't help but smile teasingly, then put some meat into his bowl. She then placed some meat into his bowl. "Alright, eat. You're all grown up, yet you're sulking like this, always letting yourself get taken advantage of."



    



     



    



    After saying that, she got up to clear the dishes and went to the kitchen.



    



     



    



    When everyone had left, Jiang Mingchuan finally looked up, a slight smile appearing on his lips. Inadvertently meeting the curious eyes of the two children, he quickly suppressed the smile and said stubbornly, "Your mom made me eat."



    



     



    



    He Yan stared blankly while nodding foolishly.



    



     



    



    
      Only Fu Yanyan wanted to laugh upon hearing that, but mostly she felt a pang in her heart. If only they had been like this in the past life.
    

  
    Jiang Mingchuan scheduled the banquet for noon. Originally, he planned to hold it in the cafeteria, but considering the clash with mealtime, it would be inconvenient with people coming and going. Therefore, he decided to host it at home.



    



     



    



    Fortunately, the sun was shining brightly today, so eating outside wouldn't feel cold.



    



     



    



    Early in the morning, he and He Yan swept the courtyard and the snow at the gate until it was spotless. Then, they went to the cafeteria to bring back the pre-ordered vegetables. Aunt Wu and Qian Yufeng from next door came early to help. Wu Erzhu brought two people to carry tables, chairs, and tableware, all borrowed.



    



     



    



    Around nine in the morning, the head chef from the cafeteria arrived with a basket of seasonings and busied himself in the kitchen.



    



     



    



    After Jin Xiuzhu had tidied up herself and the two children in the room, she also came out to help.



    



     



    



    She knew that things were different here from the Dajing Dynasty, where there weren't so many formalities, so she adapted quickly.



    



     



    



    Aunt Wu said she was the new bride today and didn't need to burden herself so much, so she pulled her aside to pick some vegetables together.



    



     



    



    Aunt Wu spoke gently, "Mingchuan is a good boy. Although he's twenty-eight now, there are many things he doesn't understand, and no one has taught him. He always likes to sacrifice himself for others."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu turned to look at her.



    



     



    



    Aunt Wu seemed to recall something and sighed, "This child likes to keep everything to himself, even when he's wronged. I don't know if he's told you, but both his parents died in the war. His father was from the same village as me. When he was young, his family was poor. After everyone in the family starved to death, he went out to beg for food and never came back.



    



     



    



    Later, we found out he had joined the army. His mother's family used to be wealthy merchants. I heard they owned a street in X Province. She studied abroad in Country Y when she was young and then returned to work in a hospital run by foreigners. She secretly passed on information and saved many people. Both of them were great heroes, but unfortunately, neither of them survived."



    



     



    



    "What happened next?"



    



     



    



    "At that time, Mingchuan should have been around the same age as He Yan is now. After we were liberated, he was adopted by his father's comrade-in-arms."



    



     



    



    At this point, Aunt Wu's expression turned somewhat cold, "Some things are hard to say, but this child has always been good. Like his parents, smart and capable. Actually, he knows a lot of things in his heart, but he just doesn't say them out loud."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu understood. Jiang Mingchuan's foster parents probably hadn't treated him well.



    



     



    



    Suddenly, Aunt Wu remembered something. "Oh, he also has a younger sister."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu turned her head to look at her. Aunt Wu's eyes softened a bit. "I haven't seen that child. When their mother passed away, she was just born. Her mother probably sensed something and found a family for her in advance. She's in S Province now. Mingchuan visits her every year. You'll know more later. I heard she's in university now, a very bright girl."



    



     



    



    "That's good," Jin Xiuzhu smiled.



    



     



    



    Aunt Wu also smiled. "Yes, things are good now. Wait a couple more years, and you two can have another child. This house will be even livelier."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu's eyes lit up. Yes, she could have her own child in this lifetime.



    



     



    



    She not only felt no shame but was also very excited, eager to have a child now.



    



     



    



    Aunt Wu sensed Jin Xiuzhu's eagerness and couldn't help but chuckle, thinking she was very fond of Jiang Mingchuan. Well, it's good for the two of them to be harmonious. Their days will only get better.



    



     



    



    Before noon arrived, people started to arrive one after another. Some were in military uniforms, while others brought their families. Soon, the yard was filled with people.



    



     



    



    After everyone had arrived, the food was served without much ceremony. They sat down and ate. Jiang Mingchuan had just pulled the head chef to the main table when he was teased by someone.



    



     



    



    He had to stand up, and Jin Xiuzhu quickly stood up too, which caused laughter among the guests.



    



     



    



    Initially, Jin Xiuzhu, who was quite composed, couldn't help but blush.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan pressed his hand down. "Don't laugh. She's not familiar with this. Let me say a few words. First, let me introduce everyone. This is Jin Xiuzhu. From today onwards, she's my, Jiang Mingchuan's, wife. And these are our two children, Xiaoyan and Yanyan. I'm very happy that everyone could come to our banquet. I won't say anything formal. I just hope everyone enjoys the food and drink today, and may good luck be with us in the future. Here's a toast to everyone. Thank you."



    



     



    



    With that, he raised his tea cup and finished it in one gulp.



    



     



    



    "Cheers!"



    



     



    



    Someone cheered, and then everyone applauded enthusiastically.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan sat back down with Jin Xiuzhu, and she refilled his cup with tea.



    



     



    



    Captain Yan, who was sitting at the head of the table, stood up voluntarily and smiled, "Today is a good day. Let me say a few words too. First of all, I'm very happy to see this new couple. Jiang has been here for three years. He's a very outstanding young man, and Jin is also very excellent. It's fate that brought you two together..."



    



     



    



    Seeing that he was about to go on endlessly, Wang Ling, who was sitting next to him, couldn't help but tug at his clothes.



    



     



    



    Colonel Yan ungraciously pulled back his own clothes and lowered his head toward Wang Ling. "I'm not done yet."



    



     



    



    Then he continued, "On behalf of everyone, I congratulate you, the new couple. I hope you two can move forward hand in hand and be of one heart. I also hope that in the years to come, no matter what difficulties you encounter, you will remember this moment and stay firm..."



    



     



    



    Awkwardly, Wang Ling smiled.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu couldn't help but smile.



    



     



    



    After Captain Yan finished speaking, everyone started eating.



    



     



    



    After eating for a while, Jiang Mingchuan got up with Jin Xiuzhu to offer tea to each person. Jin Xiuzhu had already thought about what she wanted to say in her mind, but she didn't need to speak at all. Whenever someone wanted to ask her something, Jiang Mingchuan would intercept and handle it for her. She only needed to smile.



    



     



    



    After offering the tea, they returned to their seats to eat. Although there were only eight dishes, each dish filled a large plate. Midway through the meal, the rice in the pot was replenished, and each person was given a large bowl of rice.



    



     



    



    They continued eating until half past one in the afternoon, and people slowly started leaving. Jin Xiuzhu took out the melon seeds and candies she bought yesterday and asked Jiang Mingchuan to take them to the entrance of the yard to give each departing guest a handful.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan did as asked.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu turned back to tidy up the bowls and chopsticks. Aunt Wu and Qian Yufeng were still helping while the head chef had finished cleaning up and was preparing to leave.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu quickly asked him to wait and then went inside to bring out the longfeng golden cake she had specially made this morning. She didn't make many longfeng golden cakes, as she didn't intend to give them to too many people.



    



     



    



    "This is a snack I made myself. I couldn't bear the thought of making you go out of your way today. Mingchuan told me that you always take good care of him. You must accept this token of appreciation."



    



     



    



    Chef Zhang smiled and rubbed his chin, "What's the big deal? I just like this kid, Jiang."



    



     



    



    JJin Xiuzhu unceremoniously stuffed a plate of pastries into the basket held by his apprentice.



    



     



    



    The apprentice looked at his master, unsure if he should accept.



    



     



    



    Chef Zhang laughed, "Take it, it's your sister-in-law's good intentions."



    



     



    



    The apprentice didn't refuse, his mouth widening into a grin. He knew that when he got back, his master would definitely share half with him.



    



     



    



    Qian Yufeng, not far away, saw this scene, her eyes gleaming. Aunt Wu beside her gave her a stern look and whispered, "Put away your scheming."



    



     



    



    Qian Yufeng shrunk her neck. Couldn't she even think about it quietly in her mind?



    



     



    



    But Jin Xiuzhu didn't disappoint her. When their family was leaving, she also took out a plate of longfeng golden cakes and gave them to her. Qian Yufeng had wanted to be polite, but her son had already reached out and grabbed a piece, putting it in his mouth happily, "Auntie, it's so delicious."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu smiled, "If you like it, eat more. Auntie will make some for you next time."



    



     



    



    Wu Xiaojun hadn't even had a chance to be happy when his grandmother interrupted him, "Don't spoil him. This child will become too arrogant."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu chuckled at the remark.



    



     



    



    In the afternoon, after finishing up, Jin Xiuzhu was in the house, trimming the unfinished fabric while tending to the fire. Jiang Mingchuan had brought back a brazier from outside, filled it with charcoal, and placed two sweet potatoes inside. It didn't take long for the aroma to spread.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan was also at home. He had cleaned up another small room. He felt that He Yan was getting older, and it wasn't good for them to keep sleeping on the same bed every day. Originally, they planned to let their daughter continue to sleep with them for another two years before separating, but unexpectedly, the little guy insisted on sleeping alone.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu and Jiang Mingchuan had never raised children before and didn't understand much about it, so they went along with their wishes.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan brought the bunk bed from his previous dormitory, sawed it in half from the middle, smoothed it out, and placed it in the small room, one on each side, with a curtain hung in the middle to separate them.



    



     



    



    He had someone bring over everything that hadn't been moved from the dormitory before, including several old quilts, which were neatly laid on the small beds.



    



     



    



    He remembered what Jin Xiuzhu had said about He Yan going to school, so Jiang Mingchuan went out again and brought in an old table. After cleaning it up, he placed it in the small room.



    



     



    



    But he still wasn't entirely satisfied. He fetched a pile of newspapers and pasted them on the walls.



    



     



    



    The two children held the roasted sweet potatoes, eating while watching him set up. He Yan looked at his own little bed, couldn't help but keep reaching out to touch it, and asked Fu Yanyan, "Sister, which one do you want?"



    



     



    



    Fu Yanyan couldn't be bothered to answer him, "Whatever."



    



     



    



    He Yan didn't get upset either, "Then I'll take the one near the door. It's colder by the entrance, and it might get chilly."



    



     



    



    Fu Yanyan glanced at him and remained silent.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu also came over out of curiosity, "Is it okay for two children to sleep in the same room?"



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan didn't catch her meaning and thought she was worried because the children were still young. "It's fine. I slept alone when I was very young. You’ll get used to it."



    



     



    



    He Yan quickly added, "I'll take care of my sister."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu didn't say anything further.



    



     



    



    When no one was around, He Yan whispered to Fu Yanyan, "Don't worry, sister. Big brother will protect you. We won't sleep with Mom and Dad anymore because Mom and Dad are going to have a little brother for us."



    



     



    



    He only dared to call out "dad" and "mom" when no one else was around.



    



     



    



    Fu Yanyan: "..."



    



     



    



    He actually knows quite a lot.



    



     



    



    However, the four of them still slept together on one bed at night. Jin Xiuzhu felt that the quilt was a bit thin. They would wait until the new quilt was ready before sleeping in separate rooms.



    



     



    



    The day before the Lantern Festival, He Yan went to school. There was no school in the army, so he had to go to the village to attend classes.



    



     



    



    He Yan was considered a transfer student, but the whole family valued his education. Jin Xiuzhu even went next door to ask if they needed to prepare anything. In Dajing Dynasty, they needed to prepare a gift for the teacher.



    



     



    



    Qian Yufeng said that all he needed was a school bag and a lunchbox.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu spent the whole afternoon sewing a school bag, and then used the enamel lunchbox provided by the army. The whole family got up early on the first day, and Wu Xiaojun even came over to pick him up.



    



     



    



    Wearing a new padded jacket, He Yan left energetically.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu reminded him at the door, "Pay attention in class and teach me and your sister when you come back."



    



     



    



    He Yan nodded vigorously.



    



     



    



    In the evening, when Jiang Mingchuan came back, he saw his son teaching Jin Xiuzhu and his daughter for real. Jin Xiuzhu was learning very seriously, even pointing at the words behind the book. He Yan shook his head, saying he didn't know; the teacher hadn't taught that part yet.



    



     



    



    The textbooks were newly issued today but looks old. They are obviously used by previous students.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan asked him how his first day at school went.



    



     



    



    He Yan looked hesitant, "I started half a semester later than them, so there are some things I can't keep up with."



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan asked, "What things?"



    



     



    



    He Yan looked up at him, "Pinyin and counting. They can count up to one hundred and recognize pinyin."



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan said, "Let's have dinner first. I'll teach you later."



    



     



    



    After dinner, Jiang Mingchuan took out pen and paper and wrote down pinyin and numbers, teaching them one by one. He Yan sat beside him, reading attentively.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu lowered her head to work on the clothes, occasionally peeking up and softly murmuring to herself.



    



     



    



    Under the gentle light, everyone's faces seemed to glow.



    



     



    



    Fu Yanyan was lying on the table, one hand propping up her chin and the other holding the little tiger plush toy Jin Xiuzhu made for her. Occasionally, she glanced up, and her calm eyes sparkled a bit more.



    



     



    



    As the night grew late and the two children fell asleep, Jin Xiuzhu and Jiang Mingchuan returned to their room and lay down on the bed. It was the first time they shared a bed.



    



     



    



    Both seemed a bit nervous, unable to hear each other's breathing.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu pulled the blanket up high, her heart thumping rapidly. Her mind couldn't help but conjure up many scenarios, and as she thought more and more, her whole body heated up. She stared wide-eyed at the dark ceiling, quietly waiting for something.



    



     



    



    But after waiting for a long time, she didn't feel any movement from beside her. Jin Xiuzhu bit her lip, then turned her head to look beside her. She saw the man lying there motionless, like a piece of wood.



    



     



    



    With thoughts of having her own child, she hesitated for a moment before reaching out to him. As her hand touched him, the man's body stiffened instantly, becoming tense.



    



     



    



    Seeing that he still didn't move, Jin Xiuzhu simply shifted her entire body closer to him, then leaned on him and kissed his burning ear.



    



     



    



    Author’s Note:



    



    
      Jin Xiuzhu: I want a child.


    

    
      Jiang Mingchuan: Who can handle this?


    

    
      He Yan: Little brother, little sister, come quickly.


    

    Fu Yanyan: The pressure is overwhelming.



    



    
      The female lead still has some feudal thoughts at the moment but will change later on.
    

  
    It was still dark in the early morning when Jiang Mingchuan woke up. He didn't know what time it was and hesitated whether to get up or not.



    



     



    



    As soon as he moved slightly, he heard a dissatisfied grunt from beside him. He froze, and all the memories came rushing back to him.



    



     



    



    The warmth of the two bodies pressed together made it hard for him to breathe.



    



     



    



    He didn't dare to move, and in the quiet room, he could only hear the shallow breathing of the other person.



    



     



    



    After an unknown amount of time passed, it seemed like the other person was too tired of maintaining a certain sleeping position. They turned over, facing away from him, which finally gave him some breathing space.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan lifted his arm to cover his eyes, and his mind was filled with chaotic thoughts until he finally remembered what happened last night.



    



     



    



    His face flushed, and he quickly suppressed the restlessness in his heart. He got up from the bed and quietly put on his clothes.



    



     



    



    By the time Jin Xiuzhu woke up, Jiang Mingchuan had already left. Breakfast was simmering in the pot. He Yan had finished eating and gone to school, leaving only their younger daughter playing alone by the stove, who glanced up when she woke up.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu got up slowly, supporting her waist with her hand, and let out a soft "hiss."



    



     



    



    For some reason, her face flushed, and she cursed under her breath, "Pretentious."



    



     



    



    She couldn't help but click her tongue inwardly. Was this what a real man was like?



    



     



    



    She used to see newlywed brides walking awkwardly after their wedding night, and others would joke about it. Now she realizes it was because the old Marquis wasn't up to scratch.



    



     



    



    Catching her daughter's curious gaze, Jin Xiuzhu felt slightly uncomfortable and changed the subject, asking, "Have you eaten?"



    



     



    



    Fu Yanyan nodded obediently, then lowered her head to continue playing with her tiger doll.



    



     



    



    She wasn't a child anymore, so she naturally understood Jin Xiuzhu's strangeness, but she couldn't help but frown. She remembered that in her past life, Dad Jiang and Jin Xiuzhu always slept in separate rooms. Why was it different this time?



    



     



    



    Could it be because of her rebirth? Or…



    



     



    



    She suddenly remembered the days when she followed Jin Xiuzhu as a ghost. Once, she overheard two young girls in the hospital corridor discussing time travel and parallel universes. She knew that many people in the future liked to read time-travel novels, and one of the girls firmly believed in parallel dimensions.



    



     



    



    Could it be that she hadn't returned to the past but rather crossed over to a parallel timeline?



    



     



    



    That would explain why she felt that Jin Xiuzhu was different in some ways from her previous life.



    



     



    



    Wouldn't that mean that everyone's fate in this life might also become different?



    



     



    



    Inexplicably, Fu Yanyan felt an urge to do something.



    



     



    



    Depression had tormented her for many years. Even though she knew she had returned to the past, she couldn't muster any enthusiasm. She lived each day in a daze, watching everything happening around her like an outsider.



    



     



    



    But at this moment, she didn't want to continue like this anymore.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu didn't know what her daughter was thinking. Today was the Lantern Festival. After finishing lunch in the morning, she took Fu Yanyan next door to ask how the Wu family was celebrating.



    



     



    



    Aunt Wu was also at home today. Qian Yufeng was preparing to take glutinous rice to her mother's house to grind. When she saw Jin Xiuzhu coming over, she mentioned that they were making tangyuan at home and asked if she wanted to go to the village together.



    



     



    



    Since Jin Xiuzhu had nothing else to do today, she decided to go with her. She also brought some glutinous rice and sesame seeds from home. These were bought by Jiang Mingchuan from outside yesterday when they prepared for the banquet, along with the vegetables.



    



     



    



    Fu Yanyan was too young to walk, so she stayed at the Wu family's place and asked Aunt Wu to help take care of her. "Mommy will be back at noon. Be good and play with Grandma Wu and Daya."



    



     



    



    Fu Yanyan nodded.



    



     



    



    As they left, Qian Yufeng praised the child for being sensible.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu smiled and said, "Indeed, she's sensible. She hardly gives me any trouble."



    



     



    



    Once they were far away, Fu Yanyan couldn't hear what they were saying anymore. She thought to herself, do all parents in the world like to praise other people's children as good and say their own children are bad?



    



     



    



    In her previous life, Jin Xiuzhu was like this, and Auntie Qian was also like this.



    



     



    



    Aunt Wu, being old, soon dozed off by the brazier. Seeing this, Daya moved closer to Fu Yanyan and asked softly, "I heard your brother started going to school too?"



    



     



    



    Fu Yanyan turned her head to look at her, slowly realizing that she was talking about He Yan.



    



     



    



    She didn't have much of an impression of Daya. Her memories were mostly of later times when they lived in the apartment building. At that time, the two families didn't live together, and Jin Xiuzhu didn't like to interact with Aunt Qian much.



    



     



    



    But there were many girls, like Daya who didn't go to school. The reason she could go to school was because of Dad Jiang and also because Jin Xiuzhu liked to compare herself with others.



    



     



    



    In her previous life, she didn't feel happy.



    



     



    



    The only thing she remembered about Daya was when Jin Xiuzhu and Dad Jiang were about to divorce. One evening, when she was doing her homework, Dad Jiang suddenly found her alone and gave her some money in secret.



    



     



    



    He told her that Daya had passed away and warned her to choose a good person to marry in the future. If she was mistreated, she could use the money to find him, and he would support her. Dad Jiang's eyes were red that night, and he said a lot to her.



    



     



    



    But at that time, Fu Yanyan didn't understand. She also resented Dad Jiang for not treating Mom well.



    



     



    



    Later… Many nights later, she regretted why she didn't say a few more words to Dad Jiang at that time or look at him a little more. He was the only person in the world who was good to her.



    



     



    



    Fu Yanyan looked at Daya and suddenly said, "Yeah, because my brother wanted to go to school. He told Mom and Dad, so they sent him to school."



    



     



    



    Daya was stunned when she heard this, and then an envious look appeared on her face. "Your Mom and Dad are really good."



    



     



    



    Fu Yanyan turned her head back to the brazier and said calmly, "You can do it too. If you want to go to school, just tell your Mom and Dad. It's really fun to go to school, and you can learn a lot of new things."



    



     



    



    Daya didn't say anything. Her dad didn't take care of things at home, and her mom and grandma thought it was useless for girls to study. They think that running around all day couldn't help with housework, especially since they had to rely on her dad to support her uncle's family back home.



    



     



    



    "Uncle was born to Grandma, but Uncle got sick and lay in bed all year round. Auntie had to take care of him and their two children. Dad had to send back most of his monthly salary to support them."



    



     



    



    She didn't know why she was telling these things to her three-year-old little sister; she just felt upset.



    



     



    



    "That's something for adults to handle. You shouldn't sacrifice yourself," Fu Yanyan hesitated to say, echoing what Jin Xiuzhu had told He Yan a few days ago. He Yan was worried about burdening the family with his schooling expenses.



    



     



    



    Daye fell into silence.



    



     



    



    Neither of them spoke again until noon when Jin Xiuzhu and the others returned, bringing back the lively atmosphere to the house.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu came back carrying a basket of things, bid farewell with a smile, then took Fu Yanyan home.



    



     



    



    Upon arriving home, they took out everything from the basket one by one. Besides the glutinous rice flour and black sesame flour, there were also fresh vegetables and some dried mushrooms, even a piece of cured meat. "These are all good things. I'll cook them for you tonight," Jin Xiuzhu said.



    



     



    



    Fu Yanyan felt a sudden softness in her heart as she looked at Jin Xiuzhu's bright eyes.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan was a bit busy today and wouldn't be back for lunch.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu didn't want to inconvenience herself and the children, so she fried some vegetables with a small piece of cured meat and stewed two eggs.



    



     



    



    Fu Yanyan: "..."



    



     



    



    Forget it, it's better not to dwell on it. There was no need to be too particular about whether she was treated fairly.



    



     



    



    The two of them, one big and one small, finished their fragrant meal.



    



     



    



    In the afternoon, Jin Xiuzhu started making tangyuan with Fu Yanyan. When they ran out of filling, Jin Xiuzhu rolled the glutinous rice flour into small balls.



    



     



    



    When He Yan came back from school, he saw his sister squatting in the kitchen eating something delicious—small, white balls coated in red syrup, stretching out strings when bitten. He immediately ran over excitedly and asked, "Sister, what delicious treat are you eating?"



    



     



    



    He Yan, who had been to school for two days, was noticeably more cheerful than before.



    



     



    



    Seeing his longing eyes, Fu Yanyan had no choice but to hand him one of the small balls.



    



     



    



    He Yan didn't hesitate to accept it, putting the small ball into his mouth and closing his eyes in delight.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu emerged from beneath the stove and clapped her hands. "There's one more for you. Hurry up and do your homework. You can have it when your dad comes back."



    



     



    



    "Okay."



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan came back when the sky had already turned dark.



    



     



    



    He was soaked through, and Jin Xiuzhu, seeing him like this, hurriedly brought a basin of hot water to help him clean up. "How did you end up like this?"



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan, seeing her discomfort, explained, "Just took the troops out for training today, nothing serious."



    



     



    



    With an indifferent expression, he wiped his face with a towel and then directly took off his jacket, sitting down to eat in just his undershirt.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu didn't know what to say to him, so she went to the room to fetch a coat for him to put on.



    



     



    



    Afraid of revealing his own discomfort to her, Jiang Mingchuan lowered his head and ate his sweet dumplings, feeling warm inside.



    



     



    



    The two children beside him were eating voraciously, their mouths stained black.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu chuckled at the sight. It wasn't anything fancy, but the feeling of being together as a family was more precious than gold.



    



     



    



    Compared to the glory and wealth of her past life, she actually preferred her current lifestyle.



    



     



    



    When she lifted her head and met Jiang Mingchuan's uneasy gaze, Jin Xiuzhu smiled and pursed her lips.



    



     



    



    After dinner, Jiang Mingchuan went to the kitchen to wash the dishes while Jin Xiuzhu prepared hot water for the children to wash up. Then she heard him say, "Chef Zhang asked me at noon how you made those pastries and if you could teach him."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu paused for a moment, turning to look at him. "What did you reply?"



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan wasn't sure what she meant, but he answered truthfully, "I just said I'm not really sure about these things and that I'd ask you when I got back."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu hmphed softly, "You're not entirely clueless."



    



     



    



    Then she instructed him, "Tell him it's a family recipe passed down through generations and can't be shared casually outside. If he wants to try it, I can give him some next time I make it."



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan glanced at her suspiciously, not quite believing in any so-called family recipe. He had seen the Jin family that day, and if there were such things, it didn't seem like Jin Xiuzhu would be in charge of them.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu didn't care what he thought. She had already started thinking about other things.



    



     



    



    In the evening, as soon as Jiang Mingchuan lay down, the person beside him immediately climbed on top of him, not bothering to pretend at all.



    



     



    



    "..."



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan stared at the ceiling with wide eyes, feeling the kisses all over his body. Finally, unable to bear it, he turned over and responded.



    



     



    



    Afterwards, Jin Xiuzhu placed a pillow under her hips.



    



     



    



    Confused, Jiang Mingchuan looked at her. Jin Xiuzhu kindly explained, "I heard from the elders that this makes it easier to conceive."



    



     



    



    She added cheerfully, "You need to work hard. Let's aim to have a baby by the end of the year."



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan hesitated before asking, "Do you want a child?"



    



     



    



    Without hesitation, Jin Xiuzhu replied, "Of course, two children are still too few. Let's try to have several more, preferably seven or eight. It'll be lively by then."



    



     



    



    "..."



    



     



    



    Looking at her hopeful eyes, Jiang Mingchuan opened his mouth but ultimately didn't say anything.



    



     



    



    Listening to the even breathing beside him, he closed his eyes with some worry.



    



     



    



    Seven or eight… He didn't think he could afford to raise them all.



    



     



    



    ***



    



     



    



    The next day at noon, Jiang Mingchuan returned with Chef Zhang.



    



     



    



    Chef Zhang carried a basket, from which he took out two dishes. He ate while talking to Jin Xiuzhu, "Don't be fooled by my years of experience as a chef. When I first started, I couldn't cook a single dish. I learned everything from my predecessors. But I only learned the basics. My teacher told me that chefs used to have an inheritance. When I asked Mingchuan about you, I didn't mean anything else.



    



     



    



    I'm a straightforward person. I just thought that the pastry was delicious and wanted to learn how to make it to serve everyone as breakfast in the future. I didn't think too much about it. Please don't think badly of me."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu just smiled and said, "You are someone Mingchuan trusts, so I naturally see you as family. But this kind of family tradition is difficult for me. When the elders taught me, they specifically told me not to pass it on. Although the elders are no longer here, I dare not disobey."



    



     



    



    "But Mingchuan often says that the army is a big collective, and sometimes we shouldn't be too concerned about personal gains and losses. Your idea is also for everyone's good. Our family shouldn't be too selfish. If I did it myself, it wouldn't be a problem."



    



     



    



    Chef Zhang laughed upon hearing this.



    



     



    



    Even Jiang Mingchuan could discern her little scheme, looking at her with some helplessness.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu extended her hand and began counting with her fingers delicately, "Actually, I can also make dishes like Crispy Abalone Roll, Ju Shengnu, Jian Fengxiao, Jujube and Yam Cake, and Tofu Skin Buns. Besides these, I can also make some dishes like Milk-Fermented Fish, Sour Bamboo Shoot and Chicken Skin Soup, Oven-roasted Duck, and many more."



    



     



    



    Afraid they might misunderstand, she added, "I only know the recipes by heart and haven't had the chance to actually cook them. But once I start, I should pick it up quickly."



    



     



    



    "..."



    



     



    



    After finishing the meal, Jiang Mingchuan escorted Chef Zhang out. Once they were outside, Chef Zhang couldn't help but laugh, "Your wife is much smarter than you."



    



     



    



    Not only smart but also thick-skinned.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan didn't deny it. Back in the house, he couldn't help but ask, "Do you want to help out in the cafeteria?"



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu nodded, "We don't have much money at home. We can't rely on just you."



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan listened without speaking. He divided his money into several parts every month: one part was sent to his sister, another to his foster parents, and another to the families of fallen comrades. Now, the portion for the Fu family was saved, and the wife of another comrade had found a job. "I still need to send money to my brother. My adoptive parents had another son after me, and I'm worried about his well-being. I've already written to my adoptive mother about this, they will understand."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu quickly comforted him, "Don't worry too much, I just feel like you're working too hard alone. What you're doing is right. When we're a bit better off in the future, we can always supplement the money."



    



     



    



    But she didn't really think so. Hearing what Aunt Wu had said before, Jiang Mingchuan's adoptive father owed his achievements to the glory of his parents. Now, Jiang Mingchuan had made it this far on his own, yet his own biological son was clearly prioritized.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan frowned, "You can't go to the cafeteria. If you do, it won't look good among the other military wives."



    



     



    



    It's not just her who wants to go.



    



     



    



    "Why wouldn't it look good? I'm not freeloading; I rely on my own skills. If others want to push me out, then so be it."



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan realized that she didn't care at all about what others thought.



    



     



    



    Seeing him silent, Jin Xiuzhu thought he disagreed. She reached out to touch his hand and even scratched his palm, asking softly, "You'll support me, right?"



    



     



    



    “...”



    



     



    



    Author’s Note:



    



    
      Jiang Mingchuan: My wife really wants to seduce me.
    

  
    Whether Jiang Mingchuan would help or not, Jin Xiuzhu didn't know, but she had already spoken her mind. He wouldn't drag her down, for sure.



    



     



    



    Over the next few days, Jin Xiuzhu waited quietly. Without receiving any news from Chef Zhang, she heard some commotion from the neighboring house.



    



     



    



    Although Jin Xiuzhu was curious, she didn't want to inquire openly. It was He Yan who told her during breakfast one morning that the eldest sister wanted to go to school, but Aunt Qian and Granny Wu disagreed. The eldest sister cried at home, saying they were biased towards her brother. Aunt Qian got so angry that she took a stick and hit her.



    



     



    



    He Yan had been eating well lately, with some flesh on his face, and his chin was a bit rounder. He furrowed his brows and said, "The eldest sister has always wanted to study. I've seen her holding Xiao Jun's books several times, asking him how to read the words. Xiao Jun got impatient and scolded her once, and she was upset for a long time."



    



     



    



    Back when he lived at the Wu's house, he felt sorry for the eldest sister. But he also pitied himself. He didn't dare to say anything back then; he just thought that if he went to school in the future, he would come back to teach the eldest sister. But now he didn't live at Granny Wu's house anymore, so he couldn't do that.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu nodded. Whether it was in the Dajing Dynasty or here, girls always had a harder time.



    



     



    



    When she was young, her family sold her and her second sister together to a buyer just to support her brother. Her second sister died on the way, and the buyer, fearing a loss, kept her to sell her to a brothel. It was the Second Lady of the Hou Mansion who took a liking to her, bought her, and cunningly sent her to the heir's residence.



    



     



    



    She instructed, "We should mind our own business. If anyone asks, just say you don't know."



    



     



    



    He Yan obediently nodded, then asked, "What if Xiaojun talks to me about it?"



    



     



    



    Wu Xiaojun had a big mouth and always liked to talk about his family affairs.



    



     



    



    "It depends on what he says. If he complains about his family, you tell him he's overthinking it. You can say his family is good, his parents work hard, his grandma is kind-hearted, and his sister is sensible. Just explain that every family has its own difficulties, and he needs to understand them.



    



     



    



    If he talks down about himself, praise him for being thoughtful and filial. When speaking outside, always be cautious. Try to say good things to others. Honest advice may be hard to accept, and not everyone will appreciate it. Besides, you can't be sure you'll always be good friends. If you end up falling out one day, your harsh words will become your indictment. Of course, you shouldn't always praise others either. That would seem a bit insincere. You need to find the right balance."



    



     



    



    He Yan nodded vigorously. No one had ever taught him these things before.



    



     



    



    He felt a bit uneasy. In the past, when Wu Xiaojun complained about someone, he would just agree to keep him as a friend.



    



     



    



    Fu Yanyan next to him, tightly held the chopsticks. Jin Xiuzhu used to deny everyone she spoke about, criticizing their various shortcomings. It seemed like that was the only way to make herself seem great.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan had always been like this too, but he didn't think as much as Jin Xiuzhu did. It was just his nature.



    



     



    



    Glancing at Jin Xiuzhu, he found that there were many things about her that surprised him.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu didn't think these words would have much of an impact on the two children. This was just a small aspect of her way of survival. Now, He Yan and Fu Yanyan were her children, so it was normal for her to teach them these things.



    



     



    



    She not only demanded these things from the two children but also practiced them herself.



    



     



    



    In the morning, Qian Yufeng came to their house with red eyes. Jin Xiuzhu brought out freshly made pastries, cut into small pieces and placed them on a plate.



    



     



    



    Qian Yufeng tasted one. It was salty, made with shredded radish and pickled vegetables, but it was delicious. She couldn't help but eat two more.



    



     



    



    After finishing, she looked at Jin Xiuzhu somewhat embarrassedly. "Sister, you have a talent for cooking. You always make delicious food. My son at home always begs me to make some, but I don't know how to make these things."



    



     



    



    Talking about this, she sighed, "Neither of my two children is thoughtful or considerate. I used to think the eldest was quiet and obedient, but now she's not obedient anymore.



    



    
      


    

    
      


    

    She's clamoring to go to school, saying I'm biased. Biased towards what? She doesn't realize how good she has it. If she goes to the brigade to take a look, which family is as comfortable as ours? Eating well, dressing warmly, and not having to work in the fields."



    



     



    



    "What's the use of girls going to school? In the end, they'll just get married and have children. Isn't that a waste of money? Look at who, after getting married, still runs back to her parents' house every day? Don't laugh at me. I just want to save some money."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu comforted her, "It's all the same. I also want to save money, but both of my children are too thin. I just think since we don't have much money at home, there's no point in scrimping and saving. It's better to eat and drink well and keep them healthy."



    



     



    



    Qian Yufeng shook her head, "You don't understand. Our family is different from yours. Most of my husband's monthly wages are sent back to his hometown. It makes me angry just thinking about it. I used to think I'd have a good life by marrying him, but who knew there would be so many problems.



    



    
      


    

    
      


    

    My dead father-in-law had a first wife, who gave birth to his older brother. A few years ago, while working in the fields, he fell and hit his head on a stone, and he ended up paralyzed. We've sent money back home twice, but his good sister-in-law stopped working altogether to take care of the paralyzed man and her children, just living off the land.



    



     



    



    Let me tell you, even if she ate meat every other day, she wouldn't spend more than fifty bucks. I told my husband about it, and he said his brother still needs medicine. What medicine? He's paralyzed and can't move. What kind of medicine does he need? I used to hope his brother would recover, but now it seems impossible."



    



     



    



    "If my husband brought all the money home, would I not send my eldest daughter to school? She also has a younger brother. In a few years, he'll be getting married. I need to save money for Xiaojun to get married. It's not easy for me either."



    



     



    



    As she spoke, her eyes welled up again, cursing her own misfortune.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu looked at her with a heartache, gently patting her back as she coaxed, "I didn't expect my sister-in-law to have so much on her mind. Don't blame Daya. She's done better than many children. Otherwise, she wouldn't have waited until now to cause a scene.



    



     



    



    Actually, it's good to speak out about things. Think about it, you always say she's reserved, but now she's telling you her thoughts on her own. That's progress. In the future, when she goes to her in-laws, you won't have to worry about her being mistreated."



    



     



    



    Pausing for a moment, she continued reassuringly, "And, after hearing your words, I feel like there might be some aspects of Xiaojun's uncle's family worth pondering. Xiao Jun's dad and grandma may know something, but they're reluctant to say anything due to family ties. It's indeed difficult for you as the daughter-in-law caught in the middle, but Daya's outburst might actually be an opportunity."



    



     



    



    Hearing this, Qian Yufeng, who was originally anxious and distressed, gradually calmed down, feeling that there was some truth to it. As she listened to the rest of Jin Xiuzhu's words, her eyes lit up. "What do you mean? Please continue."



    



     



    



    "You can tell from how Daya is taken care of, how she eats and dresses, that Xiaojun's dad and grandma still care for her deeply."



    



     



    



    Qian Yufeng nodded vigorously. "That's right. When she was young, her dad would always carry her as soon as he got home, and her grandma wouldn't let her do heavy work."



    



     



    



    "No matter how good outsiders may be, they can't compare to one's own family. Sister-in-law, go back and comfort Daya. Think back to when we were daughters. It's not that we didn't care about our younger siblings, but we just wanted to make sure our parents loved us.



    



     



    



    But when you become a parent, you don't think about these things as much. Sometimes, no matter how well you do, it's not as good as a kind word. Children are still young and only see the surface; they don't understand what's in your heart."



    



     



    



    This struck a chord with Qian Yufeng, making her feel that her eldest daughter didn't understand how much she cared for her.



    



     



    



    Reflecting on Jin Xiuzhu's words, the more she thought about it, the more reasonable it seemed. Indeed, as an outsider, no matter how much she said or did, it couldn't compare to a child's simple words.



    



     



    



    But she was an outsider, and the child's uncle was even more of an outsider.



    



     



    



    Having understood this, Qian Yufeng couldn't sit still anymore. She got up and prepared to leave. She needed to go home and have a good talk with her daughter.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu deliberately took two pastries and handed them to her as she left.



    



     



    



    Back in the house, Fu Yanyan looked at her and suddenly asked, "Does Mom really think Aunt Qian loves Eldest Sister?"



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu instinctively replied, "Why do you ask?"



    



     



    



    "Because if Aunt Qian really loves the Elder Sister, she wouldn't come to you to complain."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu was momentarily stunned, then smiled. She didn't think there was anything wrong with her three-year-old daughter saying that; some children were just precocious.



    



     



    



    After giving it some serious thought, she carefully replied, "Love can be felt. If you suspect that someone doesn't love you, then they don't. Mom said those words only because Aunt Qian wanted to hear them."



    



     



    



    Fu Yanyan lowered her head and remained silent. Did that mean, in her past life, Jin Xiuzhu didn't love her at all?



    



     



    



    Seeing her daughter feeling down, Jin Xiuzhu comforted her, "But you don't need to feel sad for your Eldest Sister. Sometimes, realizing that your parents don't love you is actually a good thing."



    



     



    



    Fu Yanyan looked up at her again.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu smiled and said, "It will save you a lot of trouble. Interactions between people are often mixed with many things. So, in the future, no matter who you encounter, if they don't like you, you don't have to like them either. You don't need to please or accommodate them. Just be yourself. In this world, there are thousands of people, and there will always be those who dislike or like you for no reason."



    



     



    



    Fu Yanyan never expected to hear such words from Jin Xiuzhu one day, but she had to admit that these words were like a pair of hands, slowly pushing open the long-sealed door in her heart.



    



     



    



    The light from outside shone in for a moment.



    



     



    



    ***



    



     



    



    In the afternoon, when Jiang Mingchuan came back, Jin Xiuzhu happily said to him, "I think our Yanyan might be a genius."



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan shoved a piece of firewood into the stove hole and chuckled, "Why do you say that?"



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu then told Jiang Mingchuan about what happened in the morning. She wasn't afraid that Jiang Mingchuan would think she was being malicious; after all, he already knew everything about her. "She's only three years old, but she understood all the ins and outs of the situation and bluntly stated the facts. She's very clever."



    



     



    



    Although Jiang Mingchuan was also surprised that Yanyan could say such things, he was more concerned about Jin Xiuzhu's risky thoughts. "You can't teach children like this. She's only three years old. How can you say such things to her? What if she develops the wrong ideas in the future?"



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu gave him a look, "I'm speaking the truth. How could that lead her astray? Should I teach her to be kind, understanding, endure grievances, and swallow everything? That's what would lead her down the wrong path. Children from ordinary families need to be a bit more cunning. Just wait and see, if Daya doesn't change her stubborn nature, the days ahead will be tough."



    



     



    



    Knowing that he couldn't reason with her, Jiang Mingchuan had to speak to their daughter alone after dinner. He told her that some things her mother said could be listened to, but some things shouldn't be taken too seriously. "The most important thing in life is to be kind and sincere. There are always more good people in the world. You're still a child. Don't overcomplicate things."



    



     



    



    Fu Yanyan looked up at him and suddenly said, "But Dad isn't sincere either."



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan chuckled, "How is Dad not sincere?"



    



     



    



    Fu Yanyan said, "I overheard it. Dad lent money to Uncle Wu before, but Uncle Wu said he couldn't pay it back temporarily. Dad said it's okay, but Mom doesn't know."



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan's expression froze.



    



     



    



    Subconsciously, Jiang Mingchuan turned his head to look around, relieved when he saw no one was there.



    



     



    



    A hint of amusement flickered in Fu Yanyan's eyes.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan felt a bit embarrassed. "We need to consider the situation. You're still young and don't need to think too much. Overthinking will only hurt yourself, so don't burden yourself too much."



    



     



    



    Fu Yanyan fell silent, feeling a bit sentimental.



    



     



    



    Whether in her past life or now, Dad Jiang always had her best interests at heart.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan left, and not long after, voices could be heard coming from the kitchen.



    



     



    



    He Yan, who was writing beside her, couldn't help but poke his head over and ask his sister when Dad had left, "What are you guys talking about? Why can't I understand?"



    



     



    



    Fu Yanyan's smile disappeared from her face, and she glanced at him indifferently. "Idiot."



    



     



    



    He Yan looked aggrieved. "Why are you cursing?"



    



     



    



    He felt like his sister had two different personas, one for outsiders and one for family.



    



     



    



    Author's Note:



    



    Jin Xiuzhu: You lent money to someone and then didn't want it back?



    



    Jiang Mingchuan: Honey, let me explain...



    



    Fu Yanyan: Brother said it.



    



    He Yan (in disbelief): I said it?



    



    
      Fu Yanyan: See, he admitted it himself.
    

  
    In the kitchen, Jiang Mingchuan talked to Jin Xiuzhu about her job.



    



     



    



    "Chef Zhang said he helped you apply for a breakfast chef job. You'll start by helping with breakfast, and if you do well, you can switch to lunch or dinner later."



    



     



    



    "The salary is the same as other workers', twenty yuan a month, with five catties of grain tickets and half a tael of sesame oil each month. Other benefits will be given out at the end of the year. But you need to get up early. You have to start working in the kitchen at three in the morning every day until nine in the morning, and then come back to prepare for the next morning from nine to ten at night."



    



     



    



    In terms of salary and benefits, it was comparable to urban workers. The only downside was the early mornings and late nights.



    



     



    



    But for Jin Xiuzhu, these were not a problem at all. When she was a maid before, she often stayed up all night, especially in the deep winter. Even wearing padded jackets, she felt like she was freezing to death.



    



     



    



    Besides, even the ladies of the Hou Mansion had to get up early every day to dress up and pay respects to the old lady. Compared to now, it was around three or four o'clock in the morning.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu nodded unconcernedly. "That's fine. I have nothing to do at home anyway."



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan gave her a suspicious look. He heard from his daughter that she slept until almost noon every day.



    



     



    



    At night, Jin Xiuzhu wanted to snuggle up to Jiang Mingchuan, but he held her hands and feet down helplessly, whispering, "Do you still want to get up early tomorrow morning?"



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu felt conflicted when she heard this, hesitating, "Then can we hurry?"



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan: "..."



    



     



    



    Seeing him not moving, Jin Xiuzhu took the opportunity to reach out and touch his chest.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan's face turned red. He had never met such a shameless woman before.



    



     



    



    Seeing Jin Xiuzhu about to climb onto him again, he hugged her tightly and firmly held her in his arms, saying, "Listen to me, go to sleep."



    



     



    



    The man's voice was deep, and when he spoke, his warm breath brushed against Jin Xiuzhu's scalp, making her feel ticklish.



    



     



    



    Her face was pressed against the man's chest, and she couldn't tell if it was his high body temperature or her flushed cheeks, but she felt warm.



    



     



    



    This kind of being held tightly in someone's arms was something Jin Xiuzhu experienced for the first time, giving her a sense of satisfaction as if she had embraced the whole world.



    



     



    



    And at this moment, this small, quiet cocoon was her whole world.



    



     



    



    A night of good sleep.



    



     



    



    ***



    



     



    



    In the early morning, Jin Xiuzhu opened her eyes right on time.



    



     



    



    She lay on her side in bed, with the man holding her from behind.



    



     



    



    She sighed softly in her heart, thinking that men were all the same. Even if they married reluctantly, didn't they all sleep soundly while holding their wives?



    



     



    



    Nevertheless, she still moved gently when getting up. Wrapping herself in a thick cotton coat, she went to the kitchen and washed her face with the water from the thermos. Then she tied up her hair and left.



    



     



    



    Outside, it was pitch black, but luckily the moon above illuminated the path.



    



     



    



    When Jin Xiuzhu arrived at the canteen, lights were already on inside. The canteen was brightly lit with electric lights. Chef Zhang was not there, but the four cooks preparing breakfast in the kitchen were busy with their tasks. They probably had been informed by Chef Zhang in advance. Seeing Jin Xiuzhu approaching, they weren't surprised but rather curious.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu had originally wondered if she would encounter any difficulties. After all, based on her past experiences, wherever she went, she had to pay her respects to the bosses.



    



     



    



    But to her surprise, these four cooks were particularly polite to her. One tall cook even stopped his work and asked, "Master Jin, do you need anything else? We can help you prepare."



    



     



    



    Hearing the title "Master Jin," Jin Xiuzhu nodded in satisfaction and glanced around the kitchen. Seeing the soaked glutinous rice and prepared red dates, she didn't hesitate to roll up her sleeves and say, "I need red beans and osmanthus. Do you have them here?"



    



     



    



    "We have red beans, but no osmanthus."



    



     



    



    "In that case, just the red beans."



    



     



    



    The man nodded and turned to help fetch them.



    



     



    



    Meanwhile, Jin Xiuzhu went to check the soaked glutinous rice.



    



     



    



    At 8 o'clock in the morning, after the morning exercise, the soldiers entered the canteen in perfect formation. Each person took a tray at the entrance and then lined up to collect their food from the window.



    



     



    



    Normally, they would get an egg, a steamed bun, a vegetable bun, and a bowl of hot porridge. But today, it was different. The steamed bun was replaced with a red rice ball topped with red beans and dates, emitting a delicious aroma. It looked appetizing at first sight.



    



     



    



    As they started eating, the first thing everyone did was to pick up the rice ball with their chopsticks. As soon as it touched their lips, they tasted the sweetness, which was so delicious that it made them want to swallow their tongues.



    



     



    



    Some found it so delicious that they couldn't bear to finish it in one go, deliberately saving half to eat later.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan didn't cook breakfast in the morning. He brought his two children directly to the canteen to eat. He exchanged three breakfast tickets. Both Fu Yanyan and He Yan had tried longfeng golden cakes before, so they didn't eat as quickly as the first time. They delicately used spoons to eat, behaving politely.



    



     



    



    After finishing, Jiang Mingchuan took Fu Yanyan to the kitchen and handed her over to Jin Xiuzhu.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu's face flushed from the steam in the kitchen. Recently, with good food and drink, she had also gained some flesh, and her skin had become much fairer and her hair shiny and black. She noticed some differences in herself but couldn't pinpoint exactly what had changed.



    



     



    



    She pinched off some crumbs of longfeng golden cake stuck to the gauze in the steamer and fed them to her daughter. Then, she said to Jiang Mingchuan, "You don't need to buy an extra portion for Yanyan tomorrow. This is enough for her to eat."



    



     



    



    Yanyan: "..."



    



     



    



    Yanyan didn't really want to eat, but Jin Xiuzhu coaxed, "Be good, Mom made this especially for you."



    



     



    



    He Yan glanced at his sister with envy.



    



     



    



    Yanyan couldn't be bothered to pay attention to him.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan said helplessly, "Don't tease the child. You go ahead with your work. I'll take Xiao Yan to the door."



    



     



    



    After finishing her work, Jin Xiuzhu took her daughter home. As she passed by the Wu family's house, she was stopped by Qian Yufeng, who seemed to be deliberately waiting at the door.



    



     



    



    Qian Yufeng scrutinized Jin Xiuzhu up and down with a sour expression. "You're really unkind. I tell you everything, but you, you didn't even mention working in the canteen to me. I had to ask your Captain Jiang to find out. Is it good to work in the canteen? I heard there are a lot of subsidies every month. Some military wives wanted to go before, but they couldn't. You must have some ability."



    



     



    



    Indeed, Jin Xiuzhu had some ability. She had managed to win over Captain Jiang and now found a job.



    



     



    



    Qian Yufeng refused to admit she was being sour. She was just angry that Jin Xiuzhu had kept it from her, not treating her like a friend.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu had anticipated this reaction. Instead of coaxing, she deliberately frowned. "Sister-in-law, hearing you say that makes me uncomfortable. I only found out last night myself, and I left at three in the morning today. I didn't have a chance to tell you. If you think like this, then you truly see me as an outsider. I've been sincere to you since I came here. Whenever I cook something delicious, I always think of you first. It's you who always assumes the worst of me."



    



     



    



    After saying that, without even looking at her, she directly took her daughter's hand and headed home.



    



     



    



    Hearing this, Qian Yufeng felt guilty and hurriedly stepped forward to grab her, "Hey, hey, hey, what's wrong with you? I didn't say anything. Why are you getting angry? Alright, alright, it's my fault. Come on in, have a seat, and drink some hot water. You must be exhausted after working all morning."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu gave her a disdainful glance. "Who dares to get angry with you? Otherwise, you'll say I don't know what's good for me again."



    



     



    



    "Oh my, you have such a temper. Only Captain Jiang can handle you."



    



     



    



    Saying that, she didn't hesitate to pull her inside. "My mother-in-law went visiting neighbors. We just had a quarrel in the morning, and I don't feel like coaxing her. Let her go if she wants to go out. Come on in quickly."



    



     



    



    Standing beside them, Fu Yanyan watched as Jin Xiuzhu effortlessly smooth things over with just a few words, even making the other person console her.



    



     



    



    If it were her, she probably would have apologized as soon as she heard those words.



    



     



    



    She suddenly realized that the Jin Xiuzhu in this world was really different.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu asked her, "Did you quarrel with your mother-in-law?"



    



     



    



    "Me? I don't have the guts for that. It was the eldest. I followed your advice from yesterday. When I got home, I said a few kind words to my eldest daughter and then told her I wanted her to go to school. Mom is very supportive, but we don't have the money. If she really wants to go, she should argue with her Dad and Grandma. Arguing with them will make a difference. Tell them not to always favor Uncle's family and to take care of her too."



    



     



    



    ""Who would've thought this kid would be so capable? She had a real argument with her dad and grandma this morning. I must say, I found it quite satisfying to listen to. Now I've come to my senses. Instead of spending so much money supporting Uncle's family, it's better to let our eldest girl go to school," said He Yan.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu nodded, "Indeed, that's the right idea."



    



     



    



    Only Fu Yanyan could empathize with Daya's feelings. She used to fight against her whole family alone, but now, with her mom's support, she naturally had boundless courage.



    



     



    



    Because she felt that her mom loved her.



    



     



    



    In the afternoon, He Yan came back later than usual.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu didn't pay much attention. She often heard Qian Yufeng complain that Xiaojun was always kept back by the teacher to memorize lessons, sometimes coming back when it was already dark. She thought He Yan might be the same.



    



     



    



    It was during dinner that their daughter suddenly said, "Big brother was bullied."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu and Jiang Mingchuan both froze for a moment, instinctively looking at He Yan.



    



     



    



    He Yan looked up as if startled and hurriedly explained awkwardly, "No, no. I wasn't bullied."



    



     



    



    Fu Yanyan looked at him disdainfully, pursed her lips, and said, "Your shoes were wet when you came back, and your backpack was dirty."



    



     



    



    "Well... that's because I accidentally fell down," he stammered.



    



     



    



    "But you have scratch marks on your neck."



    



     



    



    He Yan didn't say anything. He lowered his head as if he had done something wrong, not daring to look at Jin Xiuzhu and Jiang Mingchuan.



    



     



    



    The light in the house was dim, and He Yan was wearing a coat, so neither Jin Xiuzhu nor Jiang Mingchuan noticed. Jin Xiuzhu's face turned cold as she reached out to pull down He Yan's collar, revealing three blood marks on his neck, one of which had even broken the skin.



    



     



    



    She furrowed her brows tightly. "What happened?"



    



     



    



    He Yan thought she was angry. When he used to fight with the kids in the village, his mother would take off his pants and beat him with a stick if he lost, scolding him for being worthless and embarrassing her.



    



     



    



    He whispered, "It doesn't hurt at all."



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan wasn't too concerned, thinking it was just boys fooling around. "Putting some medicine on it later will be fine."



    



     



    



    Hearing this, Fu Yanyan didn't say anything.



    



     



    



    Only Jin Xiuzhu raised her eyebrows. "What are you saying? Being scratched like this and saying it's nothing? Now it's just being scratched, next time it could be getting hit on the head. Don't you know about that uncle in the Wu family? He hit his head on a rock and was paralyzed. He lay in bed for years without being able to move."



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan fell silent. He knew he couldn't argue with Jin Xiuzhu at this moment.



    



     



    



    Fu Yanyan glanced at her father, then at Jin Xiuzhu, wisely lowering her head to eat.



    



     



    



    Only He Yan was frightened out of his wits, afraid that he might end up paralyzed in bed unable to move. He quickly explained everything in detail. It turned out that this morning, some little bullies from the second grade, for reasons unknown, heard someone say that He Yan's mom was now working in the cafeteria



    



     



    



    They demanded He Yan bring them some snacks. When He Yan refused, they intercepted him after school and wouldn't let him leave.



    



     



    



    Those kids were especially naughty. After class, they deliberately stood in front of the restroom door, making other kids squeeze past them if they wanted to use the restroom, or else they wouldn't allow them to go.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan frowned, realizing the severity of the situation.



    



     



    



    Just as Jin Xiuzhu was about to teach him how to fight back, Jiang Mingchuan seemed to anticipate what she was going to say and said directly, "Tomorrow, find out where those kids live, and Dad will visit their homes over the weekend. Next time you encounter such a situation, tell us."



    



     



    



    He Yan didn't expect his dad to be so busy yet still willing to stand up for him. Actually, he wasn't the only one being bullied.



    



     



    



    He obediently nodded, feeling a bit happy inside.



    



     



    



    After finishing their meal, Jiang Mingchuan and Jin Xiuzhu went to the kitchen to wash the dishes. Suddenly, in the living room, Fu Yanyan asked out of the blue, "Did you pee your pants?"



    



     



    



    He Yan's reaction was a bit slow as he hesitated and shook his head, "No."



    



     



    



    Fu Yanyan looked at him suspiciously and chuckled.



    



     



    



    He Yan blushed. He really didn't pee his pants, but he had been too scared to move all afternoon, sitting on his seat all afternoon without daring to move.



    



     



    



    In the kitchen.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan was bent over washing dishes while Jin Xiuzhu was tidying up the stove nearby. She suddenly turned her head and asked him, "Do you really not trust me deep down?"



    



     



    



    Author's Note:



    



    Fu Yanyan: Uh-oh, looks like a fight is brewing.



    



    He Yan: What should I do… What should I do...



    



    Jin Xiuzhu: Men need to be disciplined.



    



    
      Jiang Mingchuan: Am I in trouble?
    

  
    Jiang Mingchuan was slightly stunned, subconsciously turning his head to look at her. "What's wrong?"



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu lowered her head, not meeting his gaze. The long eyelashes cast a shadow over her eyes, hiding her emotions. Her voice was calm as she said, "Did you just think I was going to come up with some bad idea again, so you deliberately interrupted and said you'd go visit those kids' homes on Sunday?"



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan's hand paused.



    



     



    



    "Actually, what I wanted to say was to let Xiaoyan talk to the teacher about it tomorrow. If that doesn't work, I'll take him to those kids' parents after school tomorrow. You may have misunderstood me. I'm not as bad as you think."



    



     



    



    "I didn't mean..."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu smiled lightly, whispering, "Although you didn't say anything, I can sense that you seem to have some inexplicable hostility and prejudice against me. Of course, it's not your fault. I used shady methods to stick to you at the beginning. You're a very good person. Not only did you endure it, but you also took us away from our hometown and even agreed to marry me to give us a home."



    



     



    



    "Different from your honesty and kindness, many of my ideas may have been a bit unconventional. After all, if I hadn't been that way, I wouldn't have grown up like this. No matter how I treat others, I am sincerely committed to you and the children."



    



     



    



    "Although I was once Fu Jianguo's wife, in all the years I was married to him, I didn't actually see him much. Every time he came back, we barely exchanged a few words. He spent most of his time with his mother and sister. I'm much more unfamiliar with him than you are."



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan couldn't find the words to respond. He wanted to explain that he didn't actually miss her as much as she might think, but upon introspection, he suddenly felt uncertain.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu continued, "Marrying you is the luckiest thing that has ever happened to me. You cook, wash dishes, sweep the floor, fetch water in the morning, and even do the laundry and take care of the children. You've shown me what a real husband is like. I thought as long as we lived happily together, things would only get better. But I also understand that deep-seated resentments don't disappear overnight."



    



     



    



    After finishing, she turned her head toward him with a smile. "I'm not blaming you or complaining. I just want to tell you that you're a very good and outstanding person. You don't need to sacrifice yourself to take care of me and the children's emotions. If there's anything you don't like or are unhappy about, you can speak up, and we can solve it together. You're not only the backbone of this family but also our closest person."



    



     



    



    Hearing this, Jiang Mingchuan felt like his heart was suddenly being squeezed.



    



     



    



    He had always been alone, and it was only last year when he brought He Yan here that he started to feel like a father. But he didn't know how to be a father. He thought just providing food and drink was enough. Now that they were living together as a family, he tried his best to be good to them, and he enjoyed the warmth that this family brought.



    



     



    



    Sometimes, however, he would feel a bit lost.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu's words exposed all the thoughts he had hidden in his heart. It turned out that he had not fully accepted them yet, and he even harbored a subtle bias against Jin Xiuzhu that he hadn't even noticed.



    



     



    



    Because Jin Xiuzhu's personality was significantly different from what he had been taught since childhood. People around him always told him that his parents were great heroes, possessing the best qualities. His foster parents were also exceptionally good people. So, he had always looked up to them. But Jin Xiuzhu was different. She was selfish, cunning, observant, and manipulative.



    



     



    



    On one hand, he couldn't help but be attracted to her, but on the other hand, he warned himself about her flaws.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan's silence made Jin Xiuzhu smile. She gently coaxed him with a soft voice, saying, "I hope you won't be so hard on yourself. I know I have many flaws, but if you don't say anything, I won't be able to change. The gap between us will only grow. I hope you can tell me your thoughts, just like I'm telling you now. I don't like it when you keep everything to yourself, and I don't like it when you dismiss the children's issues as trivial. If we don't ask carefully tonight, will Xiaoyan suffer even more?"



    



     



    



    She reached out to tug at his clothes. "You must have been very unhappy when you were young, probably suffered even more than Xiaoyan."



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan's throat tightened. After a moment of silence, he gently patted Jin Xiuzhu's hand and then said in a hoarse voice, "I'll wash the dishes first."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu just made a sound of agreement, leaving him alone to think things through.



    



     



    



    As she walked out of the kitchen, she immediately caught the curious eyes of her two children. The kitchen and the living room were separated by only one wall, so they could hear everything said inside clearly.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu playfully winked at her two children.



    



     



    



    The two children immediately breathed a sigh of relief.



    



     



    



    What surprised Fu Yanyan the most was that she had never realized how much her dad had hidden inside. She had always thought that his difficult relationship with "Jin Xiuzhu" was due to their incompatible personalities.



    



     



    



    At night, Jiang Mingchuan and Jin Xiuzhu lay in bed and talked a lot. At first, Jiang Mingchuan was reluctant to speak, so Jin Xiuzhu asked him what the happiest moment of his childhood was. She said hers was during the Chinese New Year when she could eat a piece of meat.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan smiled and, after thinking for a moment, said it was every May 4th when many of his parents' friends would come over, often talking about his parents. It was only later that he found out that it was the anniversary of his mother's sacrifice.



    



     



    



    Then Jiang Mingchuan began to talk to Jin Xiuzhu about other things. He mentioned that his foster parents had a son who was two years younger than him.



    



     



    



    When he was young, the son often complained about their parents favoring Jiang Mingchuan. In truth, he could feel that he was an outsider…



    



     



    



    Words that he would never usually say, tonight, for some reason, he suddenly began to share them with Jin Xiuzhu.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu held him in her arms, gently patting his back.



    



     



    



    Eventually, he fell asleep unknowingly.



    



     



    



    The next day, when Jiang Mingchuan woke up, the person next to him was already gone. Looking at the empty bed, he felt a momentary sense of loss.



    



     



    



    He remembered Jin Xiuzhu's whisper last night, saying he was the best husband in the world and that she would love him forever.



    



     



    



    His face couldn't help but flush, wondering how she could say such cheesy words.



    



     



    



    He didn't know what love was, but he knew that he had never regretted marrying Jin Xiuzhu.



    



     



    



    In the morning, when Fu Yanyan saw Jiang Mingchuan's sweet expression, she twitched her mouth. Last night, she overheard the conversation between the two in the kitchen. She thought they were going to argue, but unexpectedly, they fell silent. She thought they were giving each other the silent treatment, preparing herself mentally for the possibility that they wouldn't speak for days.



    



     



    



    Meeting Jiang Mingchuan's gentle eyes, Fu Yanyan awkwardly lowered her head. She felt that this kind of "Dad" was a bit strange.



    



     



    



    He Yan didn't know how to hide his emotions and foolishly asked, "Dad, didn't you two quarrel?"



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan's smile froze on his face. "What do you mean?"



    



     



    



    "Sister said you had a quarrel and told me to behave in the morning, but now you seem to be in a good mood, not like you're angry. Mom must have comforted you."



    



     



    



    He Yan looked expectantly for praise.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan's smile faded. He looked at his daughter. "We didn't quarrel. Your mom and I have always been good."



    



     



    



    "Oh." He Yan nodded obediently.



    



     



    



    Feeling betrayed, Fu Yanyan sneaked a glance at the side where He Yan was sitting, then pretended to pick up the little tiger plush toy. Unexpectedly, when she turned her head, she met Jiang Mingchuan's scrutinizing gaze, which startled her. Subconsciously, she stuck out her tongue at him.



    



     



    



    After doing so, she froze for a moment, surprised that she had acted so childishly.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan couldn't help but find it amusing. She really was still a child at heart.



    



     



    



    In the morning, after Jin Xiuzhu finished her work, she took the children home. On the way, Fu Yanyan couldn't resist asking about last night.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu didn't try to deceive her like a child. She explained everything straightforwardly. She even taught her, "There's an art to arguing. Yelling and fighting are the least effective methods. They only result in hurting yourself and losing face. And saying hurtful things in the heat of the moment that lead to a prolonged silence between two people is a waste of time and emotions."



    



     



    



    "You need to understand that every action has consequences. When we want a good outcome, we have to steer the situation in that direction. Your father is the kind of gentle and kind-hearted person who would rather suffer himself than take advantage of others. He also likes to keep things to himself, even when he's hurt. When you argue with someone like him, you have to first point out his flaws and then use emotions to bind him."



    



     



    



    As she said this, Jin Xiuzhu's face showed no emotion. She spoke in a calm, almost indifferent tone, "You'll encounter many, many people in the future—some you care about, some you dislike. But remember, don't be soft-hearted. Being soft-hearted is often like stabbing yourself with a knife."



    



     



    



    "You may not understand now, but just remember it. You'll understand in the future."



    



     



    



    Fu Yanyan squeezed Jin Xiuzhu's hand tightly. She somewhat understood why Jiang Dad was worried that Jin Xiuzhu might lead her astray, because Jin Xiuzhu's mindset was different from the prevailing environment. She could see the weaknesses in human nature and would exploit them without hesitation.



    



     



    



    But she didn't understand. Unable to help herself, she looked up and asked, "Does Mom really have no feelings for Dad at all?"



    



     



    



    Then she couldn't help but add, "Dad looked very happy this morning."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu was stunned for a moment and didn't say anything more.



    



     



    



    ***



    



     



    



    On Sunday, Jiang Mingchuan took He Yan out early in the morning and didn't return until noon.



    



     



    



    When he returned, He Yan had a relaxed smile on his face. When he reached the entrance of the courtyard, he cheerfully shouted, "Little sister, I'm back!"



    



     



    



    Fu Yanyan, expressionless, came out of the kitchen, glanced at him lightly, then called out, "Dad," to Jiang Mingchuan behind him.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan patted her head and went straight to the kitchen.



    



     



    



    He Yan didn't mind being ignored. He even planned to follow Dad and pat his sister's head. But as soon as he raised his hand, Fu Yanyan loudly exclaimed towards the kitchen, "Dad, big brother hit me!"



    



     



    



    He Yan: "..."



    



     



    



    Immediately, Jiang Mingchuan's voice came from the kitchen, "Don't hit your sister."



    



     



    



    Then Jin Xiuzhu's voice followed, "You can play, but you can't bully your sister."



    



     



    



    He Yan looked aggrieved and turned to look at her. Fu Yanyan shrugged and went straight to the kitchen.



    



     



    



    But as soon as he entered the kitchen, he saw Dad leaning affectionately on Jin Xiuzhu's shoulder, saying something that made her smile happily.



    



     



    



    As if sensing something, Dad quickly stood up straight, earnestly wiped the stove with a rag, and cleared his throat to change the subject, "These days, the army has divided up some land for personal use. Each family can receive a plot. Do you want to go take a look?"



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu nodded in agreement, pretending to be interested, "We'll see when the time comes."



    



     



    



    Fu Yanyan quickly turned around and went back to the living room, but He Yan suddenly made a gesture to speak quietly, but his voice was loud enough for everyone to hear, "I saw it; they just kissed."



    



     



    



    In the kitchen, the two who were talking suddenly fell silent, sinking into silence.



    



     



    



    Yanyan: "..."



    



     



    



    This idiot is beyond help.



    



     



    



    Author's Note:



    



    Jin Xiuzhu: I love you so much... just kidding.



    



    Jiang Mingchuan: My wife loves me so much.



    



    He Yan: Mom and Dad are actually kissing… Do I really want to have younger siblings?



    



    
      Yan Yan: I'll just quietly watch your performance.
    

  
    The time for allocating self-cultivated land arrived quickly. Upon receiving the notification, Jin Xiuzhu took her daughter and went over.



    



     



    



    The location wasn't far, just behind the family housing area near the foot of the mountain. When Jin Xiuzhu arrived, many people were already there. Qian Yufeng and Aunt Wu were also present, with Qian Yufeng waving to her.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu walked over with her daughter. The temperature had risen quite a bit in March and April, especially with the recent sunny days. Many people only wore light jackets when they came out.



    



     



    



    Qian Yufeng greeted them cheerfully, "Each household can receive two plots of land. Later, we'll choose one together for mutual supervision."



    



     



    



    Then she added, "The leadership is wise. With our own land, we can save a lot of money in the future. Don't think vegetables are cheap. Over the course of a year, it adds up to quite a sum."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu nodded, but her thoughts differed from Qian Yufeng's. She wouldn't be farming, and now that  she could earn money on her own, buying vegetables was more convenient for her.



    



     



    



    However, she still felt it was better not to miss out. Instead of growing vegetables, she wanted to plant some fruit trees so she could make some preserves to eat.



    



     



    



    She expressed her concern, "What if someone steals them?"



    



     



    



    With so much in one place, what if someone passing by picks up a few?



    



     



    



    Qian Yufeng lowered her voice, "It's hard to say. There are plenty of light-fingered people around."



    



     



    



    Aunt Wu chimed in, "At the beginning, there will definitely be thefts. Let's just plant a little casually. If theft becomes frequent, someone will step in to manage it, and then it’ll be better."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu thought it made sense, "Auntie is indeed wise."



    



     



    



    Aunt Wu waved her hand dismissively, "What wisdom? Just lived long enough, that's all."



    



     



    



    They chatted while standing for a while, and once everyone had arrived, two young comrades in military uniforms came out and started organizing the queue for distribution.



    



     



    



    Aunt Wu asked Qian Yufeng to go and collect while she stood aside, waiting.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu walked up behind Qian Yufeng. As the two lined up, Qian Yufeng suddenly mentioned her family's situation, "Daya went to school yesterday. Her dad discussed things with the folks back home and said they'll send twenty yuan every month from now on to support themselves. We have to live too.



    



     



    



    The folks back home called, initially crying about how poor they are. Her dad and grandma were a bit soft-hearted at first, but I pulled them back. It's not that I'm heartless, I'm just really fed up with this kind of life. And guess what?



    



     



    



    Once they saw we were determined, they started cursing our whole family, accusing us of being heartless and not caring about our brothers' lives. If you ask me, I don't think we should give them even the twenty yuan. Why support a bunch of ungrateful people?"



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu knew about this. Yesterday, Xiao Yan came back from school and said that Daya came to school today and sat behind him, paying close attention in class.



    



     



    



    But Wu Xiaojun was a bit excessive. When Daya called him, he ran away, feeling embarrassed to have an older sister who was a year below him.



    



     



    



    For other people's affairs, Jin Xiuzhu refrained from commenting and only advised He Yan not to gossip about it outside.



    



     



    



    He Yan was much more sensible now. Influenced by Jin Xiuzhu, he knew which topics were appropriate to discuss and which were not.



    



     



    



    As for Qian Yufeng, Jin Xiuzhu felt the same. Even though she thought the Wu family matter wasn't handled well and would have severed ties cleanly if it were her, she said, "Captain Wu and Auntie are both good people. Good people will be rewarded. Your family's fortune is still ahead. Every family has one or two troublesome relatives. Don't be too upset. It's not worth getting angry over it. Just like you said, instead of spending money on outsiders, it's better to send Daya to school. Things are much better now, right?"



    



     



    



    Upon hearing this, Qian Yufeng's expression softened. "That's true. It doesn't cost much for our Daya to go to school, and we can still save some money ourselves."



    



     



    



    Indeed, it didn't cost much. Besides the five yuan tuition fee and some stationery expenses at the beginning of the school year, there weren't many other expenses. Jin Xiuzhu thought of Xiao Yan, who ate at home both morning and night, even bringing his lunch from home.



    



     



    



    She wondered why they hadn't sent Daya to school earlier.



    



     



    



    Compared to having a son, Jin Xiuzhu would rather have another daughter in the future. Sons rarely have a close relationship with their mothers, but daughters are different; they are more affectionate.



    



     



    



    Qian Yufeng remembered something else and said hurriedly, "Oh, has your husband tell you? In the second half of the year, around July or August, we'll be able to move to the apartment buildings."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu looked at her curiously. "So soon? He didn't tell me."



    



     



    



    "Your husband is tight-lipped. It's normal if he didn't say anything. By then, our two families might not live together anymore. I heard we'll have to draw lots; it all depends on luck."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu sensed something amiss and asked her, "What's wrong? Is the apartment not good?"



    



     



    



    "It's not that. The apartment has electricity, so it's very bright at night, just like during the day. And there's running water in the kitchen. You know what running water is, right? Just turn a knob, and the water comes out. It's amazing, but it all costs money."



    



     



    



    "The only concern is that if we end up on the first floor or the top floor. I've inquired about it. The first floor is particularly damp, and the lighting isn't good, while the top floor is cold in winter and hot in summer. The best option is the third floor."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu noted this in her mind, nodding. "If you hadn't said, I wouldn't have known these details. It's great that you have such good connections, sister-in-law."



    



     



    



    Qian Yufeng was pleased with her praise. "I like chatting with people in my spare time. Speaking of which, I recently heard something interesting..."



    



     



    



    She paused abruptly, looking somewhat regretful as she glanced at Jin Xiuzhu, seeming to blame herself for being too talkative.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu understood. This interesting thing must be related to their family.  She gave Qian Yufeng a look, half-serious, half-teasing. "With our relationship, there shouldn't be anything you can't tell me. Besides, even if you don't say now, I would have found out sooner or later. Don't worry, I won't mind. I'm planning to make some new snacks this afternoon, and I thought of bringing some over to you."



    



     



    



    At the mention of food, Qian Yufeng immediately dismissed her hesitations and, glancing around, whispered, "Remember the woman I mentioned to you before, the one your man used to be interested in?"



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu nodded, recalling instantly. The woman seemed to be in a situation similar to hers, also raising a daughter, but she was a factory worker. In this world, workers hold high status.



    



     



    



    Qian Yufeng continued, "I heard recently that she's now being set up with Captain Yang. You might not know Captain Yang. He's another company commander's subordinate. He looks okay, with a square face, but he's not as handsome as your husband."



    



     



    



    "I've heard people talking about Captain Yang several times. He's alright, except he has a tough mother. I heard his first wife was driven to death by his mother, and the second one divorced him after just a year of marriage. Many leaders tried to persuade them to reconcile, but it didn't work. After the divorce, he never remarried, and nobody dared to introduce him to anyone else. I don't know who was so wicked to introduce him to her. Let me tell you, marrying isn't just about the man; it's also about his mother. Even if the man is good, if his mother is unreasonable, life will be difficult."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu nodded in agreement, thinking about her own sensible mother-in-law and how exhausting it would be to deal with a troublesome one.



    



     



    



    Fu Yanyan squatted aside, watching the ants, and pursed her lips when she heard that. It was the same in her past life. Every time that woman felt wronged, she would seek help from Dad Jiang, and he, being soft-hearted, would help her.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu would then suspect something between them. Combined with gossip from others, it escalated to the point where Jin Xiuzhu stopped talking to Dad Jiang anymore.



    



     



    



    That woman's child would cry and say to her, "It's all because of your mom. Uncle Jiang was originally my dad."



    



     



    



    That woman's child was beautiful and smart. The kids at school liked to gather around her and help her curse herself. They accused her and Jin Xiuzhu of being thieves, stealing someone else's happiness.



    



     



    



    At that time, she felt panic, fear, self-blame, and sadness. She also felt sorry for the other party because "Jin Xiuzhu" told her that if it wasn't for her, she wouldn't have done what she did back then.



    



     



    



    It was all her fault.



    



     



    



    So when she later heard that Jin Xiuzhu wanted to divorce Dad Jiang, she was happy. She was returning Dad Jiang to them. She wasn't a thief.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu, upon hearing this, showed a hint of surprise on her face, which quickly disappeared. Then she smiled at Qian Yufeng and said, "Sister-in-law still sees things clearly. I won't comment on this matter, but I sincerely hope she can live happily."



    



     



    



    Qian Yufeng admired Jin Xiuzhu the most for this. No matter what she heard, she wouldn't talk nonsense, just like her mother-in-law. She could keep things to herself, and most importantly, she had a good heart.



    



     



    



    ***



    



     



    



    After returning home with the allotted land, it was almost noon. Jiang Mingchuan had already come back, cut and stir-fried the vegetables that Jin Xiuzhu had washed in the morning, cooked rice, and stewed a bowl of egg soup.



    



     



    



    Their daughter didn't like eating hard-boiled eggs, so he made her a bowl of egg soup every day to supplement her nutrition.



    



     



    



    When Jin Xiuzhu came back, she saw a large package on the table and asked Jiang Mingchuan in the kitchen, "What's on the table?"



    



     



    



    "It's from the capital. I haven't opened it yet."



    



     



    



    Upon hearing this, Jin Xiuzhu knew it was sent by his foster parents. She said, "I'll open it."



    



     



    



    "Okay."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu opened the package, which looked quite full from the outside. However, upon opening it, there wasn't much inside. On top was a letter, and beneath it were two large pancakes and some steamed buns wrapped in cloth. Below that were several old books and a notebook. The first book was titled "My Father."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu raised an eyebrow and then opened the envelope to read the brief message: "Got it."



    



     



    



    From what she knew, the last time Jiang Mingchuan wrote to them was to inform them of their marriage and that he couldn't send money back recently.



    



     



    



    Just by looking at the words, she could imagine the indifference of the sender.



    



     



    



    Looking at these items, one couldn’t help but inevitably speculate. While the world might be a bit impoverished, Jiang Mingchuan's foster parents had respectable jobs and a decent living standard, so they wouldn't just send a few steamed buns and two pancakes to their own child.



    



     



    



    It was rather insulting.



    



     



    



    However, to outsiders, it did look like a big package, and Jin Xiuzhu smiled, finding it somewhat amusing.



    



     



    



    Only Fu Yanyan seemed unsurprised. She knew that the people from the capital had always been so cold towards Dad Jiang, yet they always acted very caringly towards him outside.



    



     



    



    Every time "Jin Xiuzhu" and Dad Jiang argued, she would mock Dad Jiang about it, and seeing Dad Jiang's silent and uncomfortable appearance would make her feel very pleased.



    



     



    



    Fu Yanyan looked at Jin Xiuzhu and noticed that although Jin Xiuzhu was smiling, there seemed to be a mocking undertone, as if she had seen through the other party's tricks.



    



     



    



    Meeting her daughter's gaze, Jin Xiuzhu whispered, "Learn from this."



    



     



    



    Then she took the letter and went to the kitchen.



    



     



    



    Not long after, Fu Yanyan heard Jin Xiuzhu's gentle voice coming from the kitchen, "They don't cherish you, but I do. You deserve to have the best in the world. How dare they treat you like this? I really wish I could give you my heart..."



    



     



    



    "..."



    



     



    



    So, when the two of them came out of the kitchen after preparing the meal, Fu Yanyan noticed that not only was her father not upset but also had a rosy complexion and bright eyes.



    



     



    



    During the meal, they were even holding hands under the table, acting all lovey-dovey.



    



     



    



    Fu Yanyan couldn't help but lower her head in speechlessness, pretending not to have seen anything.



    



     



    



    Author's Note: 



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu: There's no man I can't handle.



    



    Jiang Mingchuan: My wife is the best in the world.



    



    He Yan: What's going on?



    



    
      Fu Yanyan: Disgusting.
    

  
    Jin Xiuzhu was not someone to be easily messed with. Jiang Mingchuan's adoptive parents' methods, although clumsy, were effective.



    



    



    



    They knew Jiang Mingchuan wouldn't speak out and that he cared about them. This approach protected their reputation while hurting Jiang Mingchuan, making him feel guilty and sad.



    



    



    



    The people Jin Xiuzhu had dealt with in the past, no matter how dissatisfied they were internally, always maintained a facade that left no room for criticism.



    



    



    



    This kind of shameless behavior was something she encountered for the first time and was at a bit of a loss on how to handle it.



    



    



    



    However, Jin Xiuzhu always had a plan. The best way to retaliate was to target the opponent's weak spot. Clearly, the weak spot of Jiang Mingchuan's adoptive parents was their reputation. When they adopted Jiang Mingchuan, they had reaped significant benefits over the past few decades.



    



    



    



    This reminded Jin Xiuzhu of an incident in the capital city of Jingdu. The wife of the Earl of Yongning was famous for her virtuous reputation and treated the eldest son better than her own. It wasn't until later, when the County Princess of Qiongyang married into the family and was schemed against a few times, that she cried and knelt before the wife during a banquet, begging for mercy. She exposed all of the wife's usual misconduct under the guise of submission, creating a huge scandal. The events of that day quickly spread throughout the city.



    



    



    



    Although Jin Xiuzhu hadn't witnessed it herself, she had heard vivid accounts from others and roughly understood what had happened. Upon further reflection, she realized the County Princess of Qiongyang was quite clever.



    



    



    



    With her parents deceased and nothing but her title to rely on, her husband was suppressed by his stepmother, and it was uncertain if the title would eventually go to him. By making such a scene, despite her tarnished reputation, she gained considerable benefits, and the royal family  would not tolerate her being mistreated.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu smiled and took the steamed buns and pancakes she received yesterday outside to dry in the sun.



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan frowned in confusion and asked, "Why are you drying those?"



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu curled her lips into a smile, "They will come in handy."



    



    



    



    Not only that, Jin Xiuzhu also sent a heartfelt letter back to the capital, putting in a lot of effort to make it look good. She included a package of dried flowers, saying they were good for making tea.



    



    



    



    The flowers were picked by He Yan on his way home from school. Knowing Jin Xiuzhu loved flowers and plants, he would pick any beautiful ones he saw and bring them back.



    



    



    



    There were some words Jin Xiuzhu didn't know how to write, so she left those spaces blank, planning to ask Jiang Mingchuan to fill them in when he returned in the evening.



    



    



    



    To her surprise, Fu Yanyan, who was squatting nearby, saw this and couldn't help but trace a few strokes on the table with her finger to remind her.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu turned her head, her eyes sparkling as she looked at her.



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan tried to remain calm and said, "I saw them in my brother's book."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu smiled and acknowledged her without further questioning. With her daughter's help, she finished writing the entire letter. Fu Yanyan also noticed that Jin Xiuzhu in this timeline was indeed very expressive in her emotions.



    



    



    



    After finishing, Jin Xiuzhu patted her daughter's little head and praised, "My Yanyan is really smart."



    



    



    



    It was this simple sentence that instantly brought tears to Fu Yanyan's eyes.



    



    



    



    In her previous life, she had longed to hear these words from Jin Xiuzhu, but it never happened, not even once.



    



    



    



    ***



    



    



    



    After completing these tasks, Jin Xiuzhu went to the kitchen to start experimenting with her new dessert.



    



    



    



    Yesterday, the supplier had brought a bucket of milk, which Jin Xiuzhu had requested earlier. She had casually asked if there were any cows nearby and if it was possible to get some milk. She was surprised to find out there actually was. The supplier also mentioned that while there weren't many cows in the area, there were plenty of goats.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu told him that goat milk would also be fine.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu initially wanted to make milk rice cakes, but since she didn't have rice flour, she substituted it with sweet potato flour. She didn't know about sweet potatoes back in the Dajing Dynasty; it was only after coming here that she discovered this wonderful ingredient.



    



    



    



    Add sweet potato flour to milk and sugar, and stir it into a batter. Then, take a bowl of warm water mixed with yeast and pour it into the batter, stirring evenly. Cover it and let it ferment for an hour. After that, stir it again to release the air bubbles. Add some oil, and let it ferment once more.



    



    



    



    After about half an hour, once the second fermentation is complete, stir again to release any remaining air bubbles, and then steam it in a pot for half an hour.



    



    



    



    While making this, Jin Xiuzhu used the remaining milk to make sweet steamed custard, preparing eight bowls in total. Once steamed, she placed the bowls in cold water to cool.



    



    



    



    At noon, after Jiang Mingchuan came home for lunch, Jin Xiuzhu wrapped some sweet potato milk cakes in oiled paper for him to take with him.



    



    



    



    He was a bit reluctant to take them. "I don't have time to eat this."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu inwardly thought he was being silly. It wasn't for him to eat, but she said, "Then share it with others. I noticed Captain Yan often looks out for you. When we make something tasty, we should share it with him and your colleagues."



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan looked at her without speaking. He knew it was the right thing to do but felt awkward about it, fearing others might judge him.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu immediately understood his thoughts and gently reassured him with a smile, "This isn't about currying favor. It's about showing respect to Captain Yan as an elder. Plus, it's not just for him. I plan to give some to Sister Qian and Chef Zhang too. We shouldn't just accept others' kindness without showing gratitude in return, right?"



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan accepted this reasoning and put the package of cakes into his pocket.



    



    



    



    Yanyan, who was still eating at the table, found this very interesting.



    



    



    



    In her previous life, "Jin Xiuzhu" often criticized Dad Jiang for being rigid and not knowing how to give gifts or curry favor with superiors. She thought that if he had, he wouldn't have remained unpromoted for so many years, with everyone else getting raises while he got nothing and was transferred to impoverished areas.



    



    



    



    Who would've thought that even the rigid Jiang Dad could change? But it's quite nice.



    



    



    



    After everyone left, Jin Xiuzhu whispered, "Your dad is really clueless."



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan glanced at her, "He's the man you chose."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu: "..."



    



    



    



    ***



    



    



    



    In the afternoon, after their nap, Jin Xiuzhu took her daughter to check out their allocated land. There were already people planting vegetables and tilling the soil, but their plot remained untouched.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu decided to ask Jiang Mingchuan to come and till the soil over the weekend. She planned to plant sweet potatoes and regular potatoes since she loved eating them.



    



    



    



    On the way back, Jin Xiuzhu told her daughter, "We should try making noodles with sweet potato and potato flour. Let's see how they taste."



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan nodded and added, "We can mix in some chili and pickled vegetables."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu's eyes lit up, "Let's give it a try."



    



    



    



    They chatted while walking, planning what to cook for dinner. However, as soon as they arrived home, they encountered an unexpected situation. At the door, Qian Yufeng from next door called out anxiously, "Oh, where have you been? Just now, Xiaojun ran back saying that Xiaoyan hit someone on the head and caused a bloody wound. The teacher wants you to go to the school."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu was stunned, and once she processed the information, she found it hard to believe. If someone said Wu Xiaojun had hit someone, she might believe it, but the sweet and obedient He Yan hitting someone?



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu almost blurted out her disbelief, but held back. She hesitantly asked, "Are you sure it was Xiao Yan?"



    



    



    



    "Of course! You need to hurry. We don't know how serious it is."



    



    



    



    Grandma Wu also came out and said, "It's best to bring five eggs. No matter who's right or wrong, it was our child who hurt someone."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu nodded, grabbed five eggs, and, worried it might not be enough, also took some leftover sweet potato and milk cakes. She put them in a small cloth bag and hurried to the school with her daughter, who was still bewildered.



    



    



    



    Qian Yufeng waited outside, prepared to accompany Jin Xiuzhu to take a look, afraid that she might get bullied if she went alone.



    



    



    



    On the way, Qian Yufeng kept talking, "I've got experience with this. When we get there, just keep apologizing. If they see you have a good attitude, they won't make a big deal out of it. Boys fighting is normal, so don't be afraid. This kind of thing will happen a lot in the future."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu nodded absentmindedly and agreed.



    



    



    



    The school was in a nearby village. Currently, there aren't many children in the military compound, so they all attend the village school.



    



    



    



    This village belonged to the third team, which was close to Qian Yufeng's parents' home on the second team. Her elder sister was married here.



    



    



    



    The grass on the path was quite overgrown. Jin Xiuzhu squatted down to carry her daughter on her back. After walking for a while and getting tired, Qian Yufeng took over.



    



    



    



    As soon as Fu Yanyan got on Qian Yufeng's back, she exclaimed, "This girl looks small, but she's really heavy. She must have been eating well!"



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan: "..."



    



    



    



    At this point, Qian Yufeng looked up at Jin Xiuzhu ahead. She had almost forgotten how, a few months ago, the mother and daughter were pale and skinny when they first arrived, looking pitiful. She hadn't noticed when they started to look completely different.



    



    



    



    Seeing them every day hadn't made the changes obvious, but now, upon closer inspection, she saw that Jin Xiuzhu's skin had become fairer and smoother, her hair shiny and black. Her long hair was neatly tied at the back of her head with a thin wooden stick. She wore a gray blouse and black pants, looking like a young girl of seventeen or eighteen.



    



    



    



    Qian Yufeng couldn't help but sigh, "Being young is really good. Just a bit of care, and you're all fresh and lovely."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu knew she was misunderstood but didn't explain much. She planned to save those skincare products to make money in the future.



    



    



    



    Although she couldn't do business now, it didn't mean she never could.



    



    



    



    Still, she felt closer to Qian Yufeng, "I'll give you some face cream later. My husband bought it."



    



    



    



    Qian Yufeng said, "How can I accept that?" but she was already delighted, imagining herself becoming fairer and prettier.



    



    



    



    The two adults and one child arrived at the school. Qian Yufeng was familiar with the place and directly led Jin Xiuzhu to the teacher's office. The office was behind the teaching building, and before they even reached it, they saw He Yan standing at the door.



    



    



    



    Wu Xiaojun was standing nearby, talking to He Yan, who had his head lowered.



    



    



    



    Wu Xiaojun, with his sharp eyes, glanced over and saw Jin Xiuzhu and the others. He happily shouted, "Mom! Aunt Jin!"



    



    



    



    He Yan immediately looked up, meeting Jin Xiuzhu's gaze, then quickly lowered his head in shame.



    



    



    



    Qian Yufeng smiled initially, but then she seemed to remember something. She hurried over and slapped Wu Xiaojun. "Why are you here instead of being in class?"



    



    



    



    Wu Xiaojun rubbed his head, trying to find an excuse. "I just wanted to keep He Yan company, right?"



    



    



    



    "Keep company, my foot! I know you too well. You just want an excuse to skip class."



    



    



    



    "Hehehe..."



    



    



    



    Although the mother and son were bickering, it was clear that they had a good relationship.



    



    



    



    He Yan stood quietly to the side, feeling a deep sense of envy. Noticing Jin Xiuzhu approaching, his body tensed up, fearing she would be angry but also dreading that she might not be.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu walked over to him, gently patted his head, and softly asked, "Are you hurt?"



    



    



    



    He Yan shook his head silently.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu then asked, "Is the teacher inside?"



    



    



    



    Before He Yan could respond, Wu Xiaojun eagerly chimed in, "Auntie, you didn’t see it, but Zhou Guowen’s mom insisted on going to the hospital. The teacher went with her. He said if He Yan’s parents showed up, they should wait here."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu nodded. "What exactly happened? Tell me."



    



    



    



    Wu Xiaojun immediately began to spill the beans excitedly, "Auntie, you wouldn’t believe it. Zhou Guowen is just too much. He’s always bullying He Yan. After Uncle Jiang took He Yan to his house, he behaved for a while, but recently, I don’t know where he heard it from, but he’s been saying He Yan isn’t your real son..."



    



    



    



    Next to her, He Yan suddenly spoke up, "That's enough."



    



    



    



    Wu Xiaojun quickly shut his mouth. He glanced at He Yan, then at Jin Xiuzhu, unsure if he should continue.



    



    



    



    He Yan kept his head down, his hands clenched tightly at his sides.



    



    



    



    Standing beside Jin Xiuzhu, Fu Yanyan curiously tilted her head to sneak a look. She saw that his eyes were red.



    



    



    



    Caught by his sister's gaze, He Yan got flustered, and a big bubble formed in his nose.



    



    



    



    He pouted in grievance and quickly wiped away his tears and snot with his arm.



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan: "..."



    



    



    



    Oh, so this kid can cry too.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu saw it too. She patted his head but said to Wu Xiaojun, "You continue; Auntie wants to hear."



    



    



    



    Wu Xiaojun looked at He Yan. Seeing that He Yan didn't object this time, he continued, "He said He Yan isn't your biological child, that his real mom abandoned him and ran off with someone else. He called him a bastard and said you and Uncle Jiang will have your own kids and won't care about him anymore..."



    



    



    



    Towards the end, Wu Xiaojun's voice grew softer. He couldn't help but look up and ask, "Auntie, will you really have your own kids in the future?"



    



    



    



    Upon hearing this, Qian Yufeng raised her hand and smacked him again, "What do you know, kid? It's perfectly normal for your Auntie and Uncle Jiang to have children. They're so young."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu frowned and looked at He Yan beside her. Some things were hard to discuss in front of others. She patted the child's head and could only comfort him by saying, "Don't be afraid; I won't stop caring about you."



    



    



    



    He Yan nodded slightly, but it was unclear if he believed her.



    



    



    



    It wasn't until it was almost time for school to end that the teacher brought Zhou Guowen and his mother over. The teacher didn't recognize Jin Xiuzhu. Realizing she was He Yan's guardian, he paused, surprised by how young and beautiful she was.



    



    



    



    The teacher politely asked, "Excuse me… May I ask who you are?"



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu responded, "I am He Yan's mother. If there is anything to discuss, you can talk to me."



    



    



    



    Seeing Jin Xiuzhu's good attitude, the teacher's tone softened a bit as well. "Please come inside and we can talk."



    



    



    



    However, Zhou Guowen's mother, hearing this, became unhappy. She immediately pushed the teacher aside and said, "Why do we need to go inside? Let's talk right here."



    



    



    



    She then pointed at Jin Xiuzhu's nose and said, "Look at what your child did to my son. He hit him with such a big stone, causing a huge gash that wouldn't stop bleeding. I'm not here to waste time; you tell me how you're going to compensate us. We just came back from the hospital, and it cost five yuan, plus one yuan for the round trip. You need to pay this."



    



    



    



    Before Jin Xiuzhu could respond, Qian Yufeng, who was standing beside her, gasped, "Five yuan? Are you trying to rob us?"



    



    



    



    "Don't think I don't know, a round trip by boat from here costs only four cents. You're just making things up to swindle us."



    



    



    



    "Well, what about the fact that I missed work this afternoon? Isn't that worth money?"



    



    



    



    Earlier, Qian Yufeng had said she would come and apologize properly, but hearing this, she got more agitated than Jin Xiuzhu. "Oh really, you're the only one who has to work? Don't we all have things to do? Clearly, you didn't manage your child well. If your kid hadn't insulted ours, would our child have gotten so upset? Our child is known for being well-behaved. Why didn't he hit anyone else but your son? Because your son deserved it!"



    



    



    



    "Just because someone insults you, does that mean you should hit them? There are plenty of people who insult others. Should they all get beaten up? And my son wasn't wrong; he said that kid wasn't even your biological child…"



    



    



    



    Initially, Jin Xiuzhu didn't take it seriously and planned to step in after the argument, but hearing this, her expression immediately darkened. She shot a sharp look at the other woman and coldly rebuked, "Shut up."



    



    



    



    The woman trembled under Jin Xiuzhu's icy gaze but felt embarrassed and retorted defiantly, "I'm not wrong. My son told me that your child is adopted…"



    



    



    



    Unbeknownst to them, school had ended, and a crowd of students and teachers had gathered around the office to watch the commotion.



    



    



    



    
      Jin Xiuzhu sneered, "Did your son also tell you that his biological father was a soldier who died on a mission? How many years has it been since the founding of our country, and you've already forgotten the hard times? Without soldiers, would you have your current peaceful life? Without soldiers, would your son be able to study happily here? His father sacrificed his life to protect the country and its people. And you? How are you raising your child? Teaching him to bully the offspring of soldiers and mock him for not having a father?"
    

  
    "Yes, he doesn't have a mother and father, but my husband and I are his parents now. Initially, I considered that no matter what, it was our child who hit someone, so we thought about compensating you. But with your attitude, we don't feel it's necessary anymore. In fact, I have the right to report you to the production team. Is this the mindset and awareness of your entire production team?"



    



    



    



    After saying this, she took her daughter's and He Yan's hands and turned to leave. "Let's go. We did nothing wrong and there's no need to apologize."



    



    



    



    "Hey, you... stop right there..."



    



    



    



    Zhou Guowen's mother wanted to reach out and grab them, but the teacher stopped her. "Mrs. Zhou, this time, it really is your fault. Take your child home and educate him properly."



    



    



    



    "Teacher Wang, what do you mean by this..."



    



    



    



    Walking away, they could no longer hear the voices behind them. The walk was silent until they exited the school. Qian Yufeng finally couldn't help but pat her chest and say, "You were so intimidating just now. Honestly, I didn't even dare to breathe."



    



    



    



    She then added, "You're quick with your words. A few sentences and they were left speechless."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu shook her head. "I was just telling the truth. This time it really wasn't He Yan's fault. It was that mother and son who lacked proper upbringing."



    



    



    



    "Are you really going to report this to the village?"



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu's brow furrowed. "Of course. We don't bully others, but if someone bullies us, we can't be timid."



    



    



    



    Walking behind them, He Yan wiped away his tears. But this time, they were tears of relief, not sadness.



    



    



    



    Next to him, Wu Xiaojun patted his shoulder and whispered, "Your aunt is really great. Not like my mom, who always makes me apologize without asking questions, even when it's not my fault."



    



    



    



    In a choked voice, He Yan corrected him, "Not aunt, it's mom."



    



    



    



    In his heart, Jin Xiuzhu would be his mother from now on.



    



    



    



    When they reached home and parted ways at the door, Jin Xiuzhu took out the milk and sweet potato cakes from her cloth bag and handed them to Qian Yufeng. "Thank you, sister-in-law, for accompanying me today. Here, take these and enjoy them. They were just made today."



    



    



    



    Both Qian Yufeng and her child’s eyes lit up. After some polite refusals, she quickly accepted the cakes, saying, "Next time you need anything, just come to me. I'm always willing to help."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu smiled.



    



    



    



    When they got home, Jiang Mingchuan had already prepared the meal. He heard them coming and stepped out of the kitchen. Not finding anyone home earlier, he had gone to check at Grandma Wu's place and learned from her what had happened.



    



    



    



    Pretending not to notice his son's red-rimmed eyes, he patted him on the shoulder. "Let's eat."



    



    



    



    He responded with a soft "Mm."



    



    



    



    Dinner was two dishes and a soup: vegetables, tofu, and egg soup.



    



    



    



    During the meal, the family of four remained silent. It wasn't until they were washing the dishes that Jin Xiuzhu told Jiang Mingchuan what had happened. Jiang Mingchuan was quite pleased with Jin Xiuzhu's thoughtful words. "You're right. Even though we aren't wrong, their child did get hurt. I'll take five eggs over to them later as a gesture to help their child recover. Let's put this matter behind us."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu scoffed softly, having anticipated his kind-hearted response. "Aren't you worried that Xiaoyan will be upset?"



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan replied, "I'll explain it to Xiaoyan. He's a very understanding child."



    



    



    



    "So, understanding children should be the ones to suffer?"



    



    



    



    "That's not just about being wronged. In this matter, the child with the surname Zhou insulted him, and that child was in the wrong. But he acted impulsively by injuring someone with a stone. Fortunately, nothing serious happened this time. If the person had been seriously injured or if a bigger accident had occurred, it would probably take a lifetime to make amends. He still has a long life ahead of him and shouldn't ruin it over such matters."



    



    



    



    This time, Jin Xiuzhu didn't argue back. She was also worried, and deep down, she knew that Jiang Mingchuan was right. She just murmured softly, "Well, then you should talk to Xiaoyan."



    



    



    



    "Okay."



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan turned his head and gave her a gentle look. He wasn't sure if it was his imagination, but he felt that Jin Xiuzhu had changed in some ways, becoming softer.



    



    



    



    Not knowing what he was looking at, Jin Xiuzhu raised her hand to touch her face. "What's wrong? Is there something on my face?"



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan shook his head and changed the subject. "Recently, the unit is planning to open a literacy class. Do you want to sign up?"



    



    



    



    Mainly, after Jin Xiuzhu went to the cafeteria earlier, many military spouses were dissatisfied and complained to the leadership, saying that Jin Xiuzhu had used connections to get in, benefiting from her foster parents' relationship. The leadership was annoyed by the uproar and decided to open a literacy class so that the military spouses would have something to do instead of constantly monitoring others.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan didn't tell Jin Xiuzhu about this, but he felt that even if he did, she wouldn't care.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu had recently finished learning pinyin and numbers with He Yan. She had basically recognized all the characters in the first-grade textbooks. Furthermore, He Yan didn't want to study with Jin Xiuzhu and her sister anymore because he found that as soon as Dad taught once, Mom would understand. Not only Mom, even the younger sister could understand. For addition and subtraction, before he could even come up with the answer, his sister could already say it out loud.



    



    



    



    Clearly, he wasn't dumb in class. He even ranked in the top five in every exam, despite starting half a semester later than everyone else.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan didn't have time every night. Usually, he would teach them for a while after dinner at home.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu had always yearned for knowledge. She had never thought she could go to school herself, so she immediately said, "When is it? I'll sign up."



    



    



    



    "Seems like next Friday.”



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu nodded, already thinking about making herself a small backpack.



    



    



    



    In the living room, Fu Yanyan watched as He Yan diligently did his homework. Suddenly, she asked, "Doesn't Zhou Guowen have an older brother?"



    



    



    



    He Yan lifted his head slowly, blinking. "How did you know?"



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan didn't answer directly but continued, "What's his brother's name?"



    



    



    



    Furrowing his brow in thought, He Yan thought for a moment, "I think his brother's name is Zhou Guoqiang or Zhou Wenqiang. I can't remember. Why?"



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan fell silent for a moment. If she remembered correctly, that person's name was Zhou Guoqiang. In her past life, it seemed that He Yan's leg injury was caused by him.



    



    



    



    During the summer vacation when He Yan passed the entrance exam for the military academy, he accidentally saw Zhou Guoqiang dragging a girl towards a haystack. After rescuing her, He Yan was retaliated against by Zhou Guoqiang, who brought a group of people to cut off He Yan's legs.



    



    



    



    At that time, medical technology was not advanced, and with the delay, He Yan couldn't walk normally anymore and failed to enter the military academy.



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan heard all these things in the hospital. The girl was Zhao Yun's daughter, Tang Ying, the one who accused her of stealing her Father Jiang. Tang Ying, along with her fiancé, found their way to the hospital. She was beautiful and delicate, standing next to her handsome and tall fiancé, making He Yan look even more miserable.



    



    



    



    Without looking at He Yan, she said lightly, "Don't be impulsive in the future. Also, stay away from those two brothers. They're not good people."



    



    



    



    He Yan didn't dwell on it much, thinking his sister was worried about him. He looked at her with some emotion and obediently said, "I won't fight anymore."



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan didn't know if he had taken it to heart, but she decided to remind him again in the future.



    



    



    



    ***



    



    



    



    The literacy class was held in a room next to the cafeteria, which was originally used for storing miscellaneous items but had been cleared out for the class.



    



    



    



    It seemed that the leadership attached great importance to this literacy class. They had specially invited two military wives who had attended college to be teachers. One was surnamed Chen, who seemed quite old, possibly the wife of a senior officer.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu hadn't seen her before; it was Qian Yufeng who had found out about her. Even though Jin Xiuzhu had been here for many years, she had never seen her. However, she kept herself informed and knew that this lady had studied abroad when she was young and had also worked as a translator for a senior leader.



    



    



    



    Most of the people who came to listen to the class came for her.



    



    



    



    Another person was Fang Min, who had just come over to Captain Yan's house for dinner. Jin Xiuzhu had spoken to her a couple of times, but she hadn't seen her since then. Qian Yufeng said she was arrogant because she could earn money at home and usually wrote poetry and articles.



    



    



    



    What Jin Xiuzhu liked most about this world was the equality among everyone, regardless of gender.



    



    



    



    There were no masters or servants, and women could also go out to work and earn money. This was something she had never dared to imagine in her previous life. "Among all things, reading is the best," was an idea she had accepted since childhood. In her memory, even the maids who could read were respected.



    



    



    



    She didn't want to spend her whole life in the kitchen; she wanted to be a worker in the future. This was the goal Jin Xiuzhu had set for herself.



    



    



    



    "What's it like abroad?"



    



    



    



    Qian Yufeng knew Jin Xiuzhu didn't understand many things, but every time she talked about them, she seemed very enthusiastic, making her appear knowledgeable. So she eagerly explained, "Abroad is just abroad, with countries like M, Y, and S. Although they're more developed than our country, our leaders say we'll surpass them soon."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu nodded, knowing Qian Yufeng couldn't explain it further either.



    



    



    



    The room was filled with people; it seemed like all the military wives were there. Some people didn't have seats and had to stand. Because Jin Xiuzhu was more active, they sat in the front row and had the clearest view.



    



    



    



    In the first lesson, Teacher Chen taught them the ten digits. Holding a piece of chalk, she wrote down numbers one to ten on the newly cleaned blackboard, and then pointed to them one by one, teaching them to read.



    



    



    



    After repeating it about five times, she started calling people up to ask questions, starting in order and then randomly pointing to ask. Slowly, people started making mistakes.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu was pulled nervously by Qian Yufeng next to her, "What should I do? What should I do? I don't know how to do this. I was lost in thought just now."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu: "..."



    



    



    



    Little did they know that the more they feared, the more it happened. Qian Yufeng was suddenly called upon by the teacher. Mrs. Chen pointed to the number seven. Qian Yufeng froze for a moment, quietly counting on her fingers. Although she couldn't read, she understood the order. After hesitating for several beats, she timidly uttered, "Seven."



    



    



    



    Mrs. Chen immediately pointed to another number. After a few rounds of this, Qian Yufeng became confused. Eventually, it was Yanyan, sitting on Jin Xiuzhu's lap, who took pity on her and discreetly reminded her.



    



    



    



    Qian Yufeng took a shot in the dark, but to her surprise, she got them all right. After safely sitting back down, her face flushed red from the anxiety. She whispered to Jin Xiuzhu, "I'm never coming again."



    



    



    



    It was too scary.



    



    



    



    Mrs. Chen at the podium pretended not to notice, but when her gaze fell on the little person on Jin Xiuzhu's lap, there was a hint of amusement in her eyes.



    



    



    



    Mrs. Chen taught math, while Fang Min taught Chinese. With classes ending at nine in the evening, it was convenient for Jin Xiuzhu to go to the kitchen to prepare breakfast for the next day.



    



    



    



    As they parted ways at the door, Jin Xiuzhu felt her daughter tug on her hand. "It's Daddy."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu glanced over and indeed, it was them. Although it was too dark to see clearly, she could tell from the outline that it was father and son.



    



    



    



    Her heart softened. She didn't know when she had become so familiar with them to this extent.



    



    



    



    Holding her daughter's hand, she walked over. A few steps away, Jiang Mingchuan also noticed them. He took a few steps forward and lifted their daughter into his arms. "How was the class?"



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu nodded, "It was fine."



    



    



    



    Then she seemed to remember something. "By the way, can you speak a foreign language?"



    



    



    



    She heard from Qian Yufeng that when national leaders go abroad, they have to take airplanes. She wondered if she would have such an opportunity in the future.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan modestly said, "I can speak a little Y language and S language."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu nodded in satisfaction, "You can teach me when you have the chance."



    



    



    



    Learning an additional skill is never a bad thing.



    



    



    



    "Sure."



    



    



    



    While Jin Xiuzhu went to the neighboring cafeteria to prepare ingredients for the next morning, Jiang Mingchuan waited outside with the two children. Zhang, the chef, and his team were also there. They had just finished their work, and when they saw Jin Xiuzhu approaching, they waved to her. "We have some braised pork left over from tonight. Would you like some?"



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu didn't hesitate, "That would be great. It'll save me from cooking tomorrow morning."



    



    



    



    Chef Zhang smiled happily and instructed his apprentice to get a bowl for Jin Xiuzhu.



    



    



    



    Every time Jin Xiuzhu cooked something delicious, she would give Chef Zhang a portion. Over time, Chef Zhang would also save some food for her.



    



    



    



    While Jin Xiuzhu was kneading dough, Chef Zhang said beside her, "It's always good to learn more. When I was young, I used to eavesdrop on private tutors' classes, watching those students inside, feeling envious. Some of those young masters from wealthy families became farmers, while others became scientists. I've lived many years, experienced hardships and toils, but let me tell you, better days are ahead."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu smiled, "That's what I think too."



    



    



    



    As they came out of the kitchen, the two children were sitting on Jiang Mingchuan's lap, one on each side, listening attentively to Jiang Mingchuan's stories from his time in the military.



    



    



    



    Seeing Jin Xiuzhu coming out, Jiang Mingchuan lifted each child with one arm, and they exclaimed in surprise.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu chuckled, taking out a piece of braised pork from the bowl and feeding it to them. Then, she extended her hand, offering to Jiang Mingchuan first.



    



    



    



    Feeling the sweetness on his lips, Jiang Mingchuan was momentarily stunned. He hadn't expected to be fed first.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu winked at him.



    



    



    



    Seeing his apprentice still craning his neck to look, Zhang the chef couldn't help but pat his head irritably. "What are you staring at? What's so fascinating?"



    



    



    



    The apprentice rubbed his head and grinned. "I just couldn't help but want to take a few more glances. Seeing them, a family of four, so happy, makes me happy too. Uncle, do you think if my parents were still around, would it be like this?"



    



    



    



    Hearing this, Chef Zhang glanced outside, smiled, and didn't say anything more.



    



    



    



    He thought to himself, who wouldn't?



    



    



    



    Before going to bed at night, Jiang Mingchuan hugged his wife in his arms and suddenly asked in a soft voice, "Do you love me?"



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu was so sleepy that she could barely open her eyes. Upon hearing his question, she impatiently gruntled.



    



    



    



    Unsatisfied with her response, Jiang Mingchuan asked again, then followed up with, "Why did you give me the meat first?"



    



    



    



    Annoyed by his pestering, Jin Xiuzhu replied irritably, "Because you like sweet things," then turned over and ignored him.



    



    



    



    Hearing this, Jiang Mingchuan couldn't help but hold her tighter, feeling a touch of sourness in his nose. From childhood to adulthood, this was the first time someone had noticed his fondness for sweets.



    



    



    



    After calming his emotions, he leaned down and gently kissed her on the forehead.



    



    



    



    ***



    



    



    



    In the early hours of the next day, He Yan finished urinating outside and ran back to his room to continue sleeping. He saw his sister sitting on the bed, glaring at him for waking her up. Afraid of her getting angry, he quickly said, "Do you know what Mom and Dad were talking about just now?"



    



    



    



    The family's toilet was outside, but Jiang Mingchuan was worried about insects and snakes, so he had bought a chamber pot and placed it in the living room for the convenience of the two children to use at night.



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan was indeed curious, so she suppressed her annoyance and raised an eyebrow, asking, "What were they saying?"



    



    



    



    He Yan glanced at her hesitantly, then whispered, "I heard Mom saying Dad is her sweetheart, and she feels uncomfortable when she can't see him for a whole morning."



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan's mouth twitched, and couldn't help but roll her eyes.



    



    



    



    Thinking she didn't believe him, He Yan emphasized, "It's true. Mom also praised Dad for being amazing and said she couldn't bear to leave him."



    



    



    



    Fuyan Yan's face twisted in embarrassment, then she quickly reminded him, "Don't say these things outside."



    



    



    



    He Yan glanced around with guilty eyes, his confidence lacking, "I didn't say anything."



    



    



    



    Then he tried to justify himself, "Other people's parents always argue, and some dads even hit their moms. But our family is fine."



    



    



    



    So sometimes he couldn't help but show off that he had good parents and a particularly clever little sister.



    



    



    



    
      "..." What a big mouth.
    

  
    In the following days, Jin Xiuzhu became even busier. She went to the cafeteria in the morning, returned to study food in the morning, took a nap in the afternoon, then woke up to practice calligraphy, and in the evening attended classes or went to the cafeteria to prepare ingredients for the next day.



    



    



    



    Anyway, she had no rest throughout the day, which was more tiring than when she managed the small courtyard in the Hou Mansion and dealt with business outside. Back then, she just needed to talk, and the servants would take care of everything for her.



    



    



    



    Despite the exhaustion, Jin Xiuzhu never thought of slacking off. Every day, she tried to come up with a new dish, some of which she had tasted herself, while others were new foods she and her daughter came up with together. In addition to the assignments given by the two teachers in the afternoon, she copied texts and recited books on her own.



    



    



    



    She found it difficult to use Jiang Mingchuan's fountain pen. In the past, she could write beautiful small regular scripts, but it was not easy to control this hard pen to produce fine strokes. However, her handwriting was still quite good.



    



    



    



    Compared to Jiang Mingchuan's illegible handwriting, Jin Xiuzhu's handwriting was at a master level.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan's individual characters were passable, but when put together, they were truly ugly. They varied in size, and sometimes the characters seemed to float. Jin Xiuzhu couldn't understand how he managed it, and she couldn't help but feel disgusted.



    



    



    



    Perhaps Jin Xiuzhu was too enthusiastic, which made Jiang Mingchuan and He Yan nervous. They also took out pen and paper to practice calligraphy whenever they had time, using Jin Xiuzhu's handwriting as a model, writing on discarded newspapers.



    



    



    



    After finishing, Jin Xiuzhu would give them feedback, marking any improvements they made.



    



    



    



    After about two weeks of after-school classes, there were significantly fewer military wives attending the literacy class, and many of them had been rounded up. The classroom, which was originally overcrowded, now looked empty.



    



    



    



    As usual, Jin Xiuzhu arrived very early.



    



    



    



    She didn't really understand what these military wives were thinking. In the Dajing Dynasty, only boys could attend school. The ritual of apprenticeship and the tuition fee would almost drain half a year's income from an ordinary family, not to mention the expenses for writing materials.



    



    



    



    When her family sold her and her second sister, it was because the family was too poor and they also wanted to provide education for their younger brother.



    



    



    



    She truly liked this place. Although it was poor and tough, ordinary children who wanted to study could do so, and even girls could attend.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu reviewed the content from yesterday's lesson in her notebook. Her daughter sat obediently on her lap, neither crying nor making a fuss, playing with the small tiger toy in her hand.



    



    



    



    This was the first toy Jin Xiuzhu had made for her. Later, seeing that she liked it, she made a small dog and a small cat, but her daughter's favorite was still this one.



    



    



    



    Not long after she had sat down, Qian Yufeng and a familiar military wife came in with gloomy faces. Jin Xiuzhu recognized this person, named Li Guilan, who got along quite well with Qian Yufeng. These days, Qian Yufeng has been skipping classes at her house.



    



    



    



    Seeing Jin Xiuzhu sitting in the front row, the two of them walked over and sat down on Jin Xiuzhu's left side, then sighed.



    



    



    



    Curious, Jin Xiuzhu turned her head to look at them and asked, "Why did you come today?"



    



    



    



    Qian Yufeng shook her head helplessly and said, "Don't mention it. That brat Xiao Jun went to his grandmother and complained, saying that I skip class every day. My mother-in-law went to her house and caught us both, forcing us to come to class."



    



    



    



    Finishing her words, she grumbled, "I'm already this old, why bother learning these things? Haven't we managed fine all these years? I don't know why Daya insists on going to school, crying and making a fuss."



    



    



    



    Anyway, she didn't like it at all.



    



    



    



    Next to Qian Yufeng, Li Guilan also sighed, "Today is really unlucky. We were having such a good chat."



    



    



    



    "Yeah."



    



    



    



    Qian Yufeng nodded, and then, as if reminded of something, she suddenly turned her head and whispered to Jin Xiuzhu, "Do you know who said your son Xiaoyan was adopted?"



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu didn't want to pay her any mind at first, but upon hearing this question, she subconsciously turned her head to look at her, "Who?"



    



    



    



    She had sensed something was off before. The matter of her working in the cafeteria and Xiaoyan being adopted, only the military wives knew about it. That child named Zhou Guowen was from the production team. Someone must have told him something.



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan, sitting on Jin Xiuzhu's lap, also turned her head synchronously to look at Qian Yufeng. They resembled each other, one big and one small, with similar expressions, a mix of displeasure and anger in their eyes.



    



    



    



    Qian Yufeng found it amusing and suppressed her voice, "Who else could it be? Liu Hongyue. Remember when you first came here and went to Captain Yan's house for dinner, and you were bullied? When you asked me who that person was, it was her. Don't you remember?"



    



    



    



    With Qian Yufeng's explanation, Jin Xiuzhu knew who it was. But she was puzzled, "Isn't that all in the past?"



    



    



    



    Even Captain Yan's wife, Wang Ling, had been friendly towards her. Some time ago, she had asked Jiang Mingchuan to bring some pastries to Captain Yan's house, and later Wang Ling had sent four salted duck eggs to their house, saying the pastries were delicious. These days, the two families have exchanged quite a few things.



    



    



    



    Li Guilan couldn't help but interject, "What's past is past? It's not the same. No matter who works in the cafeteria, she won't be happy about it."



    



    



    



    "She's the kind of person who can't stand others being well off. Remember Liu, who lived next door to her? Just because her family bought a bicycle and she saw it, she picked faults every day, saying that the child in their family was noisy and kept her from sleeping, or that the smoke from their cooking chimneys drifted into her house... I wonder how her husband puts up with her? Would she also find it too crowded sleeping in the same bed at night?  Hehehe."



    



    



    



    After finishing speaking, she covered her mouth and smirked.



    



    



    



    Qian Yufeng also laughed with a mischievous expression.



    



    



    



    Sitting on Jin Xiuzhu's lap, Fu Yanyan felt embarrassed, thinking they were talking about inappropriate things, especially with children around.



    



    



    



    Only Jin Xiuzhu frowned, "That's troublesome."



    



    



    



    If there were conflicts between two families, they could find ways to resolve them. But when someone was envious and constantly watching, they didn't know when the person would resort to tricks.



    



    



    



    Unable to resist, she asked, "What about her husband?"



    



    



    



    Qian Yufeng shook her head, "I don't know. Captain Qi hasn't been seen much."



    



    



    



    The three fell silent. Unexpectedly, the military wife sitting on Jin Xiuzhu's right suddenly leaned over and whispered, "Are you talking about Captain Qi Min? I know about it."



    



    



    



    Hearing this, all three heads turned towards her.



    



    



    



    The woman had two braids, a round face, and big eyes. Although her skin was a bit dark, her teeth were very white when she smiled. She lowered her voice sneakily and said, "He was tricked into marriage."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu and the others widened their eyes in surprise, with Qian Yufeng eagerly asking, "What happened?"



    



    



    



    The woman was pleased with their reactions and continued, "Originally, her husband was interested in her cousin, who was beautiful, intelligent, and still in high school. But on the wedding day, he found out he was marrying her instead. The groom's family had been kept in the dark, and they wanted to back out when they found out, but the bride's family insisted, especially since so many relatives and friends had come. They were afraid of becoming a laughingstock, so he married her out of embarrassment. Not to mention complaining about sharing a bed, they didn't even sleep in the same one."



    



    



    



    It seems she heard the entire conversation just now.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu was shocked. It was the first time she had heard of such a thing.



    



    



    



    Li Guilan was also surprised and couldn't help asking, "You knew about this?"



    



    



    



    The woman raised her eyebrows smugly. "Of course. My man used to have meals with her man all the time. Her man told me himself."



    



    



    



    The three of them were astonished, and for a moment, they couldn't help but reflect on the unexpected connections.



    



    



    



    Before Qian Yufeng could ask anything else, Teacher Chen came over, startling them into sitting up straight.



    



    



    



    After two classes, Jin Xiuzhu had learned a lot of new things. As she was getting up, Qian Yufeng and Li Guilan had already left. Jin Xiuzhu took her daughter to find Fang Min, who was still standing at the podium.



    



    



    



    Fang Min was also waiting for her. Jin Xiuzhu had heard that Fang Min earned money by writing poetry and articles at home, but Qian Yufeng didn't know the specifics.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu had to tactfully inquire about it from Fang Min, saying she wanted to see the poems and articles she wrote. Fang Min didn't refuse and promised to give them to her tomorrow.



    



    



    



    Fang Min took out two newspapers from a book. "My pen name is Forgotten Worries. If you like them, I'll bring more next time."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu smiled. "Thank you, sister-in-law."



    



    



    



    Fang Min shook her head, waved to her, and left.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu carefully folded the newspapers and put them in her bag.



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan watched silently. For some reason, she saw a strong vitality in the current Jin Xiuzhu, as if she were enriching herself eagerly and enthusiastically.



    



    



    



    In her heart, she couldn't help but think that if she had encountered the current Jin Xiuzhu in her previous life, even if she had been forced to study every day, she probably wouldn't have felt too tired because Jin Xiuzhu worked much harder than her.



    



    



    



    Just like He Yan, in his previous life, he hardly studied at all. It was only later when he decided to strive hard to enroll in a military academy. But now, he diligently does his homework and studies every day, consistently ranking among the top few in his class.



    



    



    



    When the mother and daughter stepped out, they saw He Yan waiting not far from the door. Jiang Mingchuan wasn't home; he had taken the soldiers out for training these past few days.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu was surprised that he came over and waved to him.



    



    



    



    He Yan dashed over, and when he got close, he reached out to hold his sister's hand. Fu Yanyan hesitated but didn't shake him off, considering Jin Xiuzhu's presence.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu told him about what she had heard before class and then asked him, "What do you think we should do?"



    



    



    



    He Yan pondered for a moment with a furrowed brow, shook his head, and then looked uncertainly at his mother and sister.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu met He Yan's clear eyes, softened her heart, suppressed the evil thoughts in her mind, and smiled. "Let's not follow their example. A gentleman should uphold noble principles and good deeds. We should strive to be upright and virtuous. We shouldn't learn from their bad behavior."



    



    



    



    He Yan nodded in confusion, roughly understanding Jin Xiuzhu's meaning—that they shouldn't do bad things behind people's backs and should strive to be good people.



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan remained silent as she walked beside Jin Xiuzhu, then loosened her grip on Jin Xiuzhu's hand.



    



    



    



    Later that night, when Fu Yanyan and Jin Xiuzhu were lying in bed together, Fu Yanyan couldn't sleep. Finally, she mustered the courage to ask in a calm voice, "Why does Mom tell me not to be soft-hearted to anyone but teaches my brother to be a gentleman?"



    



    



    



    This question almost exhausted all her courage and strength.



    



    



    



    She didn't understand. Even in her previous life, why did "Jin Xiuzhu" always insist on comparing her with others? For He Yan, there were never such demands; she would praise He Yan as smart and capable to everyone, while she was treated as useless, scolded when she couldn't keep up, never helped, made to wear other people's old and dirty clothes every day, and then criticized for being ugly, embarrassing...



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu was taken aback.



    



    



    



    She hadn't expected her daughter to ask such a question. She opened her eyes and looked at the little figure lying beside her. She reached out and gently touched her daughter's head, smiling indulgently as she said, "Despite being small, you have quite a lot on your mind."



    



    



    



    She didn't hide anything and directly explained, "Actually, before Mom said that to your brother, I was thinking that we should retaliate, make your brother go to school and talk about their family's troubles, make their family suffer too. But at the moment that thought occurred to me, I felt it wasn't right because your brother is still young. He has a long life ahead of him, and there's no need to focus on these trivial matters or these malicious intentions. Being a gentleman is better than being a villain. It's also easier to live that way."



    



    



    



    "My thoughts were quite petty, even to the extent of seeking revenge for a minor offense. But tonight, I suddenly realized that your dad was right. There are some things you don't need to learn. I don't want you to live as burdened as I have."



    



    



    



    "This goes for your brother, and it goes for you too. I wanted to teach you all the useful experiences I've gathered so you could avoid many pitfalls in the future. But ultimately, you are different from me. You have parents who love you. Whatever you encounter in the future, your dad and I will be there for you."



    



    



    



    But she didn't have that. At the beginning, she could only rely on herself, which is why her path became narrower over time.



    



    



    



    As she spoke, Jin Xiuzhu's tone carried a tinge of melancholy, but mostly it was a sense of relief.



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan didn't quite understand what she meant, but she could tell that Jin Xiuzhu wasn't favoring anyone.



    



    



    



    She felt an inexplicable sense of relief.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu lowered her head and kissed her daughter's forehead gently, saying softly, "Mom doesn't play favorites. Go to sleep."



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan's eyes welled up with tears, and she obediently closed her eyes.



    



    



    



    She thought to herself, she finally heard those words she had been waiting for.



    



    



    



    ***



    



    



    



    The Dragon Boat Festival arrived quickly, and there were some changes in the breakfast offerings in the cafeteria, with the addition of zongzi and salted duck eggs.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu also showcased her skills by making golden crispy cakes, emerald lotus seed cakes, osmanthus yam pastries, and sugar-steamed pastries. She couldn't do much alone, so she ended up pulling others along to help, regardless of how much they learned.



    



    



    



    Seeing Jin Xiuzhu being so generous, the other cooks were grateful for her kindness. Usually, they would give her the leftover ingredients, and some even made dishes for her.



    



    



    



    It had to be said that although the work in the cafeteria had become busier, their family had indeed improved their diet quite a bit. In just half a year, He Yan had grown a lot taller, and his daughter had become rounder and more adorable, with fair and tender skin and watery eyes. She looked like the doll in a New Year painting, making anyone who saw her think she was a city child.



    



    



    



    As for Jin Xiuzhu, her skin was so tender that it seemed like water could be squeezed out of it. When asked, she firmly claimed it was from the steam in the kitchen. Many military wives liked to steam their faces with the kitchen heat while cooking. Eventually, one military wife accidentally burned herself with the steam and came to ask what happened.



    



    



    



    When Jiang Mingchuan learned about this, he politely sent the woman away and then lectured Jin Xiuzhu, telling her not to talk nonsense outside.



    



    



    



    Feeling guilty, Jin Xiuzhu touched her nose.



    



    



    



    On the day of the Dragon Boat Festival, after finishing her morning duties, Jin Xiuzhu returned home with a basket of food. These could be considered rewards from the cafeteria staff, including zongzi and pastries, as well as two dishes cooked by Chef Zhang.



    



    



    



    Chef Zhang had been busy since early in the morning, as there were leaders coming to inspect today, so the kitchen was particularly lively.



    



    



    



    Mother and daughter ate as they walked home. When they arrived, He Yan was squatting at the doorstep, doing homework on a stool. He looked up when he heard them and brightened when he saw it was Jin Xiuzhu and her daughter.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu waved to him, "Come over and eat."



    



    



    



    Although He Yan had eaten a lot of zongzi these days, he still abandoned his homework and ran over eagerly, picking his favorite jujube zongzi.



    



    



    



    Returning home, Jin Xiuzhu took out the zongzi and pastries from the basket, then went to the kitchen to fetch plates. Apart from the salty pork zongzi and sweet date zongzi laid out for breakfast in the cafeteria, Chef Zhang also bought ingredients himself to make egg yolk mushroom zongzi and ham and fresh meat zongzi. This was the way they ate them back in Chef Zhang's hometown, and as he grew older, he craved that taste.



    



    



    



    The zongzi weren't large. Jin Xiuzhu counted the number of people and put a few on each plate. Then she instructed her two children, "Go and take this plate to Captain Yan's house. Tell them my parents wish you a happy Mid-Autumn Festival. Got it?"



    



    



    



    
      Actually, it would have been best for Jin Xiuzhu to personally deliver them. However, to avoid gossip, having the two children deliver them was just fine.
    

  
    He Yan's mouth was stuffed full as he nodded vigorously and then carefully carried the basket out, with Fu Yanyan following behind.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu herself carried the other two plates of zongzi and pastries to the neighboring house.



    



    



    



    The neighbor's house was livelier than theirs. Today was a school holiday, so Wu Xiaojun and Daya were at home. Grandma Wu was quite traditional; she had them clean the house early in the morning while she and Qian Yufeng were busy in the kitchen.



    



    



    



    Daya was scrubbing shoes in the yard. Noticing Jin Xiuzhu, who hadn't been around for a while, Daya, who had become much bolder, lifted her head boldly to greet her, calling out, "Aunt Jin—"



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu nodded. "Where's your mom and grandma?"



    



    



    



    Wu Xiaojun was chopping wood in the yard. Even though he was a boy who had been pampered, he still had to work when it was time to work.



    



    



    



    Hearing Jin Xiuzhu's question, he shouted into the kitchen, "Mom, Aunt Jin is here."



    



    



    



    After chopping the wood in his hand, he threw away the axe and approached with a smile, "Auntie, what delicious food did you bring?"



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu handed him the pastries, "Try them. They were made fresh this morning."



    



    



    



    Wu Xiaojun didn't hesitate to take a taste.



    



    



    



    Qian Yufeng came out to see them off. After a brief chat with her, Jin Xiuzhu prepared to leave. Grandma Wu brought out two sausages from the kitchen and handed them to Jin Xiuzhu. "These were sent from our hometown. They taste good steamed or fried. Take them back and give them a try."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu smiled, "Thank you. Then, I won't be polite."



    



    



    



    "Why be polite with our family?"



    



    



    



    Qian Yufeng escorted her to the door, and Jin Xiuzhu asked curiously, "Are these sausages sent by Xiao Jun’s uncle?"



    



    



    



    If he did, that would be nice.



    



    



    



    Qian Yufeng looked disdainful. "Impossible. How could it be? They were sent by my mother-in-law's younger brother's family. They want to find a match for their granddaughter. They're city folks. They used to look down on our family, but now their granddaughter wants to go to the countryside as a sent-down youth, so they're eager to find out if we know anyone suitable. My mother-in-law also wants to help, but their family looks down on ordinary people."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu didn't know what to say and just replied, "Sister-in-law, you can talk about this in front of me, but please don't mention it in front of Aunt Wu."



    



    



    



    Qian Yufeng smiled, thinking Jin Xiuzhu was looking out for her, "Of course, I'm not that foolish."



    



    



    



    At noon, Jiang Mingchuan came back for a meal and then left. Before leaving, he said to Jin Xiuzhu, "I won't be back for dinner tonight. Oh, there's a performance at the auditorium tonight at seven. Do you want to go and see?"



    



    



    



    "At seven?"



    



    



    



    He Yan glanced at Jin Xiuzhu with bright eyes.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu hesitated, "Let's talk about it later."



    



    



    



    But she said to He Yan, "After you finish eating, go watch with Xiao Jun. I'll let your Aunt Qian know."



    



    



    



    He Yan nodded, but his enthusiasm waned.



    



    



    



    He still preferred to go with his mother and sister.



    



    



    



    However, in the afternoon, Jin Xiuzhu received news that she didn't need to go to the literacy class tonight. He Yan, upon hearing the news, was the happiest. He immediately ran to the next door to tell Wu Xiaojun that he would sit with his mom and sister tonight, not with him.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu smiled helplessly at the scene. "He's really just a child."



    



    



    



    Hearing this, Fu Yanyan tilted her head, wondering if she had been too mature in her usual behavior.



    



    



    



    At half past six in the evening, Jin Xiuzhu took the two children out. She had learned beforehand that because there were many people, it was best for them to bring their own chairs, as there might not be seats available.



    



    



    



    He Yan carried two chairs by himself, showing great enthusiasm.



    



    



    



    When they arrived, the front rows were already full, all in military uniforms. At a glance, it was hard to distinguish who was who. The stage was decorated very festively, all in bright red, with people taking photos below.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu came with the Qian family. Qian Yufeng had experience and led Jin Xiuzhu to the right side, then found a seat in the middle towards the back, enthusiastically describing to her, "Usually, there will be singing and dancing. But last year, there were also acrobatics and Huangmei Opera. It was so good to watch."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu knew about acrobatics. Once she went to a teahouse banquet with the Marquis, and there was a performance of that. She was so engrossed that she forgot to pour tea. It was indeed exciting.



    



    



    



    As for Huangmei Opera, she wasn't familiar with it.



    



    



    



    As more and more people arrived, Qian Yufeng even moved the chair closer to Jin Xiuzhu's side, and the two had to squeeze together to sit comfortably.



    



    



    



    Around seven o'clock, a couple in military uniforms took the stage, holding something and speaking loudly into it, their voices echoing throughout the auditorium.



    



    



    



    Qian Yufeng explained to Jin Xiuzhu, "This is a microphone."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu nodded in surprise.



    



    



    



    After the host delivered an eloquent speech, a middle-aged man was invited to come up and sing. His voice was exceptionally robust.



    



    



    



    The songs here were quite different from those in Dajing. Although Jin Xiuzhu wasn't accustomed to them, she found them amusing.



    



    



    



    Next, the literary soldiers performed a dance. Each of them had slender and graceful figures, exciting the young men sitting below, who clapped enthusiastically.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu couldn't help but comment, "They dance really well."



    



    



    



    Their smiles were as radiant as flowers, making them instantly likable.



    



    



    



    "Of course, those who can become literary soldiers are no ordinary people. Just to meet the physical requirements, many people are eliminated. Moreover, most of them will marry well in the future," Qian Yufeng said, sounding somewhat envious. She glanced at the child in Jin Xiuzhu's arms. "Our Yanyan is so pretty. I'll have her join the literary troupe in the future. I heard that many literary soldiers end up marrying the sons of leaders."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu glanced down at her daughter.



    



    



    



    The little one seemed to have heard, her expression somewhat puzzled.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu chuckled at her reaction, patting her head gently. "Don't think about that too much. Let her decide for herself in the future."



    



    



    



    Qian Yufeng nodded indifferently, thinking that Jin Xiuzhu and her husband spoiled their child too much, unwilling to let her suffer.



    



    



    



    If her eldest daughter looked like this, she would have sent her to learn dancing early.



    



    



    



    Only Fu Yanyan remembered something. In her past life, Zhao Yun's daughter, Tang Ying, had become a literary soldier and then met the grandson of a big leader, sparking a thought in her mind.



    



    



    



    She suddenly remembered what Jin Xiuzhu had said that night, that she and He Yan had a long future ahead and shouldn't be affected by trivial matters.



    



    



    



    Yes, in this life, she would live the life she liked and wouldn't be influenced by others anymore.



    



    



    



    The evening was lively, especially when the acrobatics performance came on stage. The applause was continuous, and the Huangmei opera was also delightful. When it ended, many people couldn't help humming along.



    



    



    



    The event ended at half past nine.



    



    



    



    At the end of the event, Jiang Mingchuan appeared out of nowhere and took Yanyan from Jin Xiuzhu's arms. With so many people around, Jin Xiuzhu was worried about people stepping on her daughter, so she held her in her arms.



    



    



    



    After taking his daughter, Jiang Mingchuan reached out and touched his son's head. Then he took out a few pieces of chocolate from his pocket. They had been in his pocket for quite a while and were starting to melt.



    



    



    



    He handed the chocolate to Jin Xiuzhu first.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu didn't hesitate either. She awkwardly unwrapped the candy wrapper and looked at the dark chocolate, somewhat uncertain, before glancing at Jiang Mingchuan.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan explained, "This is chocolate, candy from abroad."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu then bit into it cautiously, furrowing her brow.



    



    



    



    It was bitter, with a strange taste, but as she continued to eat, it became fragrant, with a hint of sweetness amidst the bitterness.



    



    



    



    She looked at Jiang Mingchuan again. He held his daughter in one arm and unwrapped the chocolate with the other. Yanyan opened her mouth wide and ate it, while his son's mouth was stained black from eating. Only he hadn't eaten any.



    



    



    



    So Jin Xiuzhu fed him the remaining chocolate in her hand.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan hesitated to eat what she offered. "You eat it yourself. I've eaten plenty of these before."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu found this amusing. It was just candy. What hadn't she eaten before?



    



    



    



    But Jiang Mingchuan didn't know any of this. To him, this chocolate was the best thing ever.



    



    



    



    Ignoring his words, Jin Xiuzhu continued to offer it to him. "But I want you to taste it too."



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan's heart warmed, so he reluctantly lowered his head and ate it. It tasted the same as the one he had tried as a child, but somehow it seemed even more delicious now.



    



    



    



    Qian Yufeng's family stood nearby, waiting for the others to leave first. Wu Xiaojun's eyes were fixed on the candy. He tugged on Qian Yufeng's clothes out of shape, wanting to eat them but feeling too embarrassed to ask.



    



    



    



    Qian Yufeng felt awkward and whispered to him, "Your dad also has some at home. Let’s go back and eat."



    



    



    



    Wu Xiaojun pouted, "What if Dad doesn't have any?"



    



    



    



    Qian Yufeng didn't know how to respond because she was just casually placating her son.



    



    



    



    When He Yan heard this, he hesitated, glancing at the candy in his hand. After a moment's thought, he reluctantly gave some to Wu Xiaojun. "Here, for you, Xiaojun. You can share it with your big sister."



    



    



    



    Wu Xiaojun's eyes lit up as he immediately took it, asking hesitantly, "Really for me?"



    



    



    



    Although he was asking He Yan, his eyes were on Jin Xiuzhu and Jiang Mingchuan.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu and Jiang Mingchuan remained silent. He Yan told him, "You have to share it with your big sister. Otherwise, I won't give it to you."



    



    



    



    Daya waved her hand quickly, "You guys eat. I'm not hungry."



    



    



    



    Hearing this, Wu Xiaojun hesitated. Coupled with his big sister's refusal, he quickly said, "She's not hungry."



    



    



    



    Before He Yan could say anything, Grandma Wu intervened, "Give half to your sister."



    



    



    



    Wu Xiaojun wasn't afraid of his mom, but he was a bit afraid of his grandma because at home, both Mom and Dad listened to Grandma. He pouted, but still gave half to his sister. He slowly ate the other half and then grinned at He Yan, "It's really delicious."



    



    



    



    If it were up to him, he wouldn't want to give any to He Yan, but He Yan generously gave him some. Wu Xiaojun felt both happy and embarrassed.



    



    



    



    However, He Yan didn't think much about it. Compared to the candy, he valued Wu Xiaojun's friendship more.



    



    



    



    His mom expected him to be a gentleman, but he didn't understand what being a gentleman meant. He just felt that sharing like this was what a gentleman would do.



    



    



    



    The two families parted ways at the entrance of the meeting hall. Qian Yufeng and the others had to wait for Wu Erzhu before heading home, while Jin Xiuzhu and the others left first.



    



    



    



    Qian Yufeng heard Jin Xiuzhu praise He Yan for knowing how to share and called him a good kid. Jiang Mingchuan also said that sometimes it's not good to value material things too much; spiritual pursuits are more important.



    



    



    



    From far away, you could hear the cheerful laughter of that child Xiao Yan.



    



    



    



    Qian Yufeng felt a bit surreal because Xiao Yan had been living with her for almost half a year, but she had never seen the child laugh so happily.



    



    



    



    Wu Erzhu soon emerged, walking over with a smile and greeting people along the way. After waving goodbye to someone, he took the stool from Grandma Wu's hand and asked how they had enjoyed the show.



    



    



    



    Wu Xiaojun wasn't interested in this. He directly asked his dad for candy.



    



    



    



    Wu Erzhu was puzzled, "What candy?"



    



    



    



    Wu Xiaojun became anxious, "It's that dark candy. Uncle Jiang has it, Mom said you have it too."



    



    



    



    Wu Erzhu suddenly realized, "Oh, you mean chocolate? That's what foreigners eat; it doesn't taste good."



    



    



    



    "How could that be? I just had some, it's so delicious. Uncle Jiang took some, where’s yours?" He even planned to share a piece with He Yan.



    



    



    



    Wu Erzhu shrugged. "With so many people around, how could I take some? Besides, didn't you already have some?"



    



    



    



    Wu Xiaojun wanted to say something, but Wu Erzhu frowned at Qian Yufeng and complained, "Why do you have to tell our son about those things?"



    



    



    



    Qian Yufeng felt uncomfortable hearing this, "Do you think I don't know what kind of person your son is? When he causes trouble, it's embarrassing. If I don't say anything, what can I do? Why didn't you take any? How come Captain Jiang wasn't embarrassed to take some?"



    



    



    



    Wu Erzhu felt wronged. "With so many leaders here today, how could I have the nerve to take it?..."



    



    



    



    Seeing that they were about to argue, Grandma Wu spoke up to stop them, "That's enough. If you have something to argue about, go back and do it. Don't let others laugh at you outside."



    



    



    



    Wu Erzhu had no choice but to shut up.



    



    



    



    Qian Yufeng snorted and turned her head away, feeling aggrieved.



    



    



    



    She thought of how Jiang Mingchuan had come over as soon as the performance ended, not only taking the child from Jin Xiuzhu's arms to lighten her burden but also handing the first piece of candy to Jin Xiuzhu. He hesitated when Jin Xiuzhu fed him, and even wanted to keep it for his wife.



    



    



    



    Comparing with her own man, she held two stools in her hands, but he didn't even notice. He only saw his own mother and didn't think about giving the two children any candy.



    



    



    



    Thinking about being married for over ten years but never receiving a piece of candy from her husband, she suddenly felt a bit uncomfortable.



    



    



    



    Wu Xiaojun and Daya walked behind. Wu Xiaojun whispered to his sister, "I envy He Yan. His dad really loves him."



    



    



    



    Daya glanced at him without saying anything, feeling a bit uncomfortable. Obviously, the one in the family who was most cherished was him.



    



    



    



    In her mind, she recalled the little girl held in Uncle Jiang's arms, who was thin and pitiful six months ago but now chubby and healthy-looking, wearing a clean and well-fitting little jacket with two small ponytails on her head, showing she was usually pampered.



    



    



    



    If only she could have parents like that too…



    



    



    



    ***



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu and Jiang Mingchuan took the two children home. On the way, Jiang Mingchuan mentioned the housing situation. "Today, the leaders asked about this matter. We should be able to move by the end of the month. They'll arrange a lottery in a few days. Do you want to participate?"



    



    



    



    "Where will the lottery be held?"



    



    



    



    "I don't know yet. Let's see where they arrange it."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu nodded. Before she could say anything else, her daughter, who was being carried by Jiang Mingchuan, suddenly reached out her hand. "I want to participate in the lottery."



    



    



    



    The little girl had a serious expression on her face, as if she were making a major decision.



    



    



    



    Seeing this, He Yan quickly raised his hand too. "Then I want to participate too."



    



    



    



    Without hesitation, the little girl responded, "Your luck is too bad. No."



    



    



    



    In the previous life, it was He Yan who drew lots, and in the end, he lived next door to that family. In this life, anyone could draw lots except for He Yan.



    



    



    



    Feeling a bit aggrieved, He Yan said, "I haven't even drawn yet; why do you say my luck is bad?"



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan snorted domineeringly, "I said you can't, so you can't."



    



    



    



    He Yan pouted and was about to say something else when Jiang Mingchuan laughed and intervened, "Alright, alright, let's draw together."



    



    



    



    Only then did He Yan feel satisfied.



    



    



    



    Xiao Yanyan clenched her fists and gestured at him menacingly, as if to say, "You dare to draw and you're dead."



    



    



    



    He Yan was annoyed and muttered under his breath, "Feisty little girl."



    



    



    



    Just then, someone called out from behind, "Captain Jiang—"



    



    



    



    The family of four instinctively turned to look, and they saw a man in his thirties or forties wearing a military uniform walking behind a child, and holding a stool in his hand. Upon seeing Jiang Mingchuan turn around, he laughed loudly. "I was worried I might have been mistaken, but it turns out it's really you."



    



    



    



    No one noticed, but Fu Yanyan tightened her grip on Jiang Mingchuan's collar.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan smiled at the man and greeted him, "Captain Yang."



    



    



    



    Then he introduced them, "This is Captain Yang, and this is my wife, Jin Xiuzhu, and our two children, Xiao Yan and Xiao Yanyan."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu smiled and greeted him, "Hello."



    



    



    



    "Hello, hello."



    



    



    



    Without Jin Xiuzhu's reminder, the two children greeted him proactively, "Hello, Uncle."



    



    



    



    "Hello to you both."



    



    



    



    The man smiled and nodded, then lowered his head to call his own child. Standing beside him was a boy of eight or nine years old. Upon hearing this, the boy shrunk behind the man and remained silent.



    



    



    



    The man smiled helplessly at the two, "This child is shy."



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan nodded in understanding, "They're all the same."



    



    



    



    The man seemed to remember something, "By the way, I'm having a celebration in a couple of days. Could you come?"



    



    



    



    Upon hearing this, Jiang Mingchuan hesitated visibly for a moment. He glanced at Jin Xiuzhu beside him, who pretended to be unaware, smiling faintly. He replied politely, "Congratulations. We'll see if we have time when the time comes."



    



    



    



    The man nodded, "Alright, we'll see when the time comes."



    



    



    



    He followed Jiang Mingchuan's gaze and glanced at Jin Xiuzhu. It was dark outside and difficult to see clearly, but he could vaguely tell that she looked good. Contrary to what he had heard, she didn't seem old or ugly. He felt relieved and thought Jiang Mingchuan probably wasn't secretly thinking about Zhao Yun.



    



    



    



    After parting ways, Jin Xiuzhu waited for a moment and saw that Jiang Mingchuan didn't seem to want to explain. She asked proactively, "Who was that just now?"



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan paused for a moment but decided to be honest, "It was Captain Yang. Before you, Captain Yan's lover introduced me to a female worker, and now they're together."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu nodded, "I see."



    



    



    



    
      Then she asked with a meaningful tone, "How is that female worker?"
    

  
    Jiang Mingchuan didn't think too much about it. After hearing Jin Xiuzhu's question, he seriously recalled and then said, "She's quite nice."



    



     



    



    Indeed, she was quite nice. She made a piece of clothing for He Yan the first time they met; even though it was too big, it was still a thoughtful gesture.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu's smile deepened on her face as she asked again, "And me?"



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan didn't understand what she meant. "What?"



    



     



    



    Looking at him, Jin Xiuzhu asked again, "Compared to her, what kind of person am I in your heart?"



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan seemed to find this question a bit difficult. He frowned and finally said, "Different."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu's smile faded from her face. "How am I different?"



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan hadn't realized the danger yet. Thinking about how Jin Xiuzhu usually coaxed him, he wanted to say something to please her. So he said, "Even if you're not good, I still like you."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu chuckled and said, "So, in your heart, I'm not a good person?"



    



     



    



    "I didn't mean that."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu waited for his explanation, but Jiang Mingchuan couldn't figure out how to explain it to her after thinking for a while. "She cares a lot about what others think, while you prioritize your own feelings. The two of you are not comparable..."



    



     



    



    Fu Yanyan, who was being held in Jiang Mingchuan's arms like a little adult, sighed. She tugged at Jiang Mingchuan's collar, wanting to remind him not to say more. The more he explained, the more likely it was to be misunderstood.



    



     



    



    Did he really think Jin Xiuzhu's temper was very good?



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu couldn't be bothered to listen to Jiang Mingchuan's nonsense and instead turned her gaze directly to her son. "Did your dad just say something bad about me?"



    



     



    



    He Yan didn't quite understand what the two of them were talking about but nodded foolishly when he heard Jin Xiuzhu's question.



    



     



    



    He did hear the words "not good."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu's smile reappeared on her face as she looked at Jiang Mingchuan, her voice cold. "See, even our son said he heard it."



    



     



    



    "..."



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan was completely confused. He didn't remember saying anything bad about her.



    



     



    



    He opened his mouth, wanting to say something else, but Jin Xiuzhu turned and walked away.



    



     



    



    Father and son looked at each other in confusion.



    



     



    



    It was Fu Yanyan who couldn't help but curse, "Two big idiots."



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan also realized that Jin Xiuzhu was angry. He looked at his son with displeasure. "Why did you nod?"



    



     



    



    He Yan felt wronged. "You did say that just now."



    



     



    



    "..."



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan couldn't be bothered to argue with him. He bent down to put down his daughter. "You two, hurry and catch up."



    



     



    



    Then he hurried to catch up.



    



     



    



    He Yan was still a bit aggrieved. He complained to his sister, "Dad clearly said so, but he won't admit it."



    



     



    



    Fu Yanyan rolled her eyes at him. "Admit it, you big blockhead."



    



     



    



    After saying that, she quickly catch up.



    



     



    



    Feeling rejected by both his father and sister, He Yan felt even more aggrieved. He thought his mother was better because she always praised him. After catching up to his sister, he looked at his parents walking not far ahead and tried to please his sister. "You hold my hand. Big brother runs fast, I'll hold onto you and keep up."



    



     



    



    Fu Yanyan: "..."



    



     



    



    Didn't you see that Dad specifically put her down?



    



     



    



    She turned her head to look at He Yan. The features of the little boy overlapped somewhat with his future handsome appearance, but the clear eyes revealed a hint of foolishness. She bluntly said, "You'll definitely have trouble finding a partner in the future."



    



     



    



    He Yan didn't hesitate to ask, "Why?"



    



     



    



    "Because you have a pig's brain!"



    



     



    



    "You're insulting people again."



    



     



    



    ***



    



     



    



    The day before Captain Yang hosted the banquet, he specially came to the Jiang household to inform Jiang Mingchuan and his wife. They had just finished dinner. Tomorrow was the weekend, and Jiang Mingchuan planned to take them to the city for a big meal because he had received his salary.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu didn't know why Captain Yang was so insistent on them going, but she didn't want to go. She looked directly at Jiang Mingchuan, who also didn't want to go, and refused, "We have something to do at home tomorrow. We need to take the children to the city."



    



     



    



    Captain Yang seemed a little disappointed and nodded. "Alright then."



    



     



    



    After they left, Jin Xiuzhu asked Jiang Mingchuan, "He came to invite us in person. Should we give a gift as a token of appreciation?"



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan hadn't thought about it yet and looked uncertainly at Jin Xiuzhu.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu was just asking. It was certain they should give a gift, but she felt unhappy about it. They weren't going but were still giving a gift. She wondered what others would think.



    



     



    



    Thinking like this, she blamed Captain Yang, "Why did he have to come to our house? He's really something."



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan didn't want to think badly of others. "Maybe he thought that since he had already asked, not coming to invite us in person would seem insincere."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu narrowed her eyes and sarcastically said, "Yeah, you're all good people. I'm the only one with a bad heart, always thinking the worst in people."



    



     



    



    "..."



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan's voice sounded a bit hollow. "It's all in the past now, aren't you over it?"



    



     



    



    With a disdainful snort, Jin Xiuzhu turned and went to the neighboring house to ask Qian Yufeng if there was anything fun in the city.



    



     



    



    Living next door, any commotion between the two households was immediately noticed. When Qian Yufeng saw Jin Xiuzhu coming over, she immediately asked curiously, "Who was that just now? Why did they look somewhat familiar?"



    



     



    



    Knowing Qian Yufeng's personality well, Jin Xiuzhu explained the situation.



    



     



    



    After listening, Qian Yufeng furrowed her brow, and even Aunt Wu, who was sitting by the door mending clothes, chimed in, "That was handled quite improperly. While they may have saved face for themselves, they put you both in an awkward position."



    



     



    



    Qian Yufeng felt something was off but couldn't quite grasp it. Upon hearing her mother-in-law's words, she immediately understood and nodded, "Indeed, you should go, but it's going to be quite a spectacle. If you don't go but still send the gifts, it might not sound good. People might think Captain Jiang hasn't given up on you. What should we do?"



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu said, "We definitely have to send the gifts, especially since they've come to us. But their notification was too last-minute, and we weren't prepared. We thought of waiting until they finish their banquet tomorrow to make up for the gifts, but I'm not sure if that's appropriate."



    



     



    



    Qian Yufeng didn't quite understand these matters and looked directly at her own mother-in-law.



    



     



    



    Aunt Wu calmly said, "What's inappropriate about it? Morning or evening, it's all the same. As long as the blessings are delivered, it's fine. Nowadays, it's a new era; we don't fuss over those formalities."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu smiled and felt more comfortable speaking with intelligent people. "With your assurance, I feel relieved."



    



     



    



    Anyway, if someone mentioned anything, she would just bring up Grandma Wu, considering it as consulting with elders. And since Grandma Wu said so, it was like she had her backing.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu asked about the situation in the city, knowing that they could go to the department store, the supply and marketing cooperative, and play at Heping Park, she then left.



    



     



    



    After she left, Qian Yufeng couldn't help but ask her mother-in-law, "Why does it feel like she's hiding something in her words?"



    



     



    



    Grandma Wu ignored her, feeling that she was far inferior to Jin Xiuzhu. She thought if her son had married a wife like Jin Xiuzhu, their family would definitely be better off. Xiaojun wouldn't be so clueless, and Daya wouldn't be so timid.



    



     



    



    Without comparison in the past, she didn't have much feeling. Now, seeing the two children Xiao Yan and Yanyan getting better and better, she felt uncomfortable in her heart, thinking that marrying a smart woman was better.



    



     



    



    But she was just thinking about it. Each person had their own destiny. If Jin Xiuzhu really entered their family, she would probably have to listen to her then.



    



     



    



    Seeing her mother-in-law ignoring her again, Qian Yufeng lowered her head and pursed her lips, feeling that her mother-in-law treated outsiders better than her.



    



     



    



    Early the next morning, the family of four went to the city.



    



     



    



    They set off just as the sky was getting bright. Jin Xiuzhu had specially asked for a day off.



    



     



    



    They first took a boat to the county town, then transferred to a bus, and arrived in the city around ten in the morning.



    



     



    



    Today was the weekend, and there were many people in the park, most of them families bringing their children out to play. There were also young men and women, but even if they walked together, there was still some distance between them.



    



     



    



    He Yan was visiting the park for the first time and found everything fascinating. He held Jin Xiuzhu's hand tightly, afraid of getting lost.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan walked behind, holding his daughter, and when he saw the park staff selling ice cream, he called out to the two in front to stop. He then went to buy three green bean popsicles while carrying his daughter.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu had never eaten this before. Following He Yan's lead, she took a lick. It was cold and sweet, refreshing in the heat.



    



     



    



    After tasting it, she went to feed Jiang Mingchuan. Glancing around and seeing no one paying attention to him, Jiang Mingchuan quickly bent down and took a bite.



    



     



    



    Some children saw them eating popsicles and insisted that their parents buy them too. Some parents reluctantly bought them, while others just pulled their children away.



    



     



    



    He Yan noticed this and deliberately ate his popsicle slowly, showing off a bit.



    



     



    



    This was his first time eating a popsicle. In the past, at his uncle's house, his aunt bought popsicles for his cousin, but not for him. His grandmother told him that only good children could have them, but he didn't know how to be good. He thought he was already obedient.



    



     



    



    Also, at Grandma Wu's house, when Aunt Qian bought popsicles for Wu Xiaojun, she asked if he wanted one. Although he really wanted one, he shook his head. He knew that if Aunt Qian asked like that, she didn't really want to buy him one.



    



     



    



    Fortunately, he wasn't very upset because Daya wasn't getting one either.



    



     



    



    Now, he finally got to eat one, and Mom and Dad bought it for him without saying anything. He really liked his parents now, and his little sister too.



    



     



    



    After finishing their stroll in the park, the family of four went to the state-owned restaurant and enjoyed a big meal, ordering dumplings, noodles, braised fish, and sweet and sour spare ribs, stuffing themselves until their bellies were full.



    



     



    



    After finishing their meal, they went to the department store to have fun. They bought a pair of shoes for both children and a hair tie for their daughter.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan also wanted to buy clam oil for Jin Xiuzhu, but she looked at the counter and felt that the homemade ointment was better, so she didn't buy it.



    



     



    



    By the time they returned home, it was already five o'clock in the afternoon. Just as they arrived home, Qian Yufeng brought over a plate of stir-fried wild vegetables and some dried mushrooms. "I got these from my parents' house today. A few days ago, it rained, and my nephew went to the mountains to pick them. They've just been dried. I know you like to eat these, so I brought back some extra."



    



     



    



    "You're always so kind, thinking of me whenever you have something good."



    



     



    



    Qian Yufeng felt pleased to hear this. "Of course, I'm not one to take advantage. I can't always be eating at your place."



    



     



    



    After seeing off Qian Yufeng, Jin Xiuzhu and Jiang Mingchuan soaked and stir-fried the dried mushrooms. For dinner, they had stir-fried wild vegetables and dried mushrooms with chili. After dinner, Jin Xiuzhu took the clean dishes next door.



    



     



    



    Fu Yanyan followed her, while He Yan stayed at home to do his homework. He hadn't written a single word today.



    



     



    



    When Jin Xiuzhu arrived next door, Qian Yufeng was washing dishes in the kitchen. Seeing her and her daughter coming over, she teased Fu Yanyan about whether she had fun today.



    



     



    



    Fuyan spoke clearly, "It was fun. I had ice cream and dumplings with meat for lunch."



    



     



    



    Qian Yufeng laughed upon hearing this. "Always thinking about food! No wonder you're such a chubby little girl."



    



     



    



    Fuyan replied awkwardly, "..."



    



     



    



    Qian Yufeng then said to Jin Xiuzhu, "But it's good to be a bit chubby. It looks festive. My eldest daughter is not pleasant-looking, just like her father, all skinny."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu comforted her, "That's just how kids grow. When Fu Yanyan grows up, she'll be like this too."



    



     



    



    Qian Yufeng was just talking casually and didn't pay much attention. Instead, she continued, "Speaking of which, I saw Captain Yang and his wife this afternoon. They came back from outside after dinner, and I happened to bump into them at the gate when I just got back from my mother's house."



    



     



    



    Lowering her voice, she added, "I heard that the couple hosted a banquet at the county-owned restaurant today. They must be really rich. This meal must have cost over two hundred yuan, right?"



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu was surprised. "Is Captain Yang so wealthy?"



    



     



    



    Qian Yufeng shook her head. "I don't know if Captain Yang is wealthy, but his wife certainly is. Don't you know? Captain Yang's wife sold her job at the textile factory and will follow the army with her children in the future. She must have made a lot of money selling it.



    



     



    



    Think about it, she probably made two or three hundred yuan a year from that job. Plus, they provided meals at noon and other benefits. Would she be willing to sell it for less than two or three thousand? I'm afraid even that's an understatement."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu frowned, "But who would buy it?"



    



     



    



    Qian Yufeng grinned slyly, "There are plenty of people who want to buy it. Nowadays, they encourage urban children to go to the countryside. Some parents who dote on their children and don't want them to go to the countryside definitely want to arrange a job for them to stay in the city."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu nodded, indicating she understood.



    



     



    



    Qian Yufeng comforted her, "We might have to meet often in the future. Just keep an open mind."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu chuckled, "What is there for me not to be open-minded about?"



    



     



    



    In her opinion, there were plenty of men out there. If Jiang Mingchuan had other intentions, she could just break up with him.



    



     



    



    Anyway, she had the ability to fend for herself, so she wasn't afraid of starving.



    



     



    



    But she couldn't say this to Qian Yufeng.



    



     



    



    On the way back, Fu Yanyan suddenly asked, "What if Dad still likes that aunt?"



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu was somewhat surprised that her daughter would ask such a question. She stopped in her tracks and looked at her in astonishment.



    



     



    



    Fu Yanyan lowered her head, kicked a stone by her feet, and calmly said, "If it weren't for me, Mom wouldn't have married Dad, and Dad wouldn't have married Mom. If that aunt doesn't live well and comes to find Dad..."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu had always thought her daughter was very intelligent. She could see through many relationships that even adults struggled to understand. However, as Jiang Mingchuan said, too much wisdom could be harmful. She thought deeper than herself.



    



     



    



    She couldn't give an answer to her daughter's worries because it was indeed possible that, as the child said, if that woman didn't live well and came to find Jiang Mingchuan, there would definitely be problems between her and Jiang Mingchuan.



    



     



    



    At that time, the choices she and Jiang Mingchuan made would be crucial in determining whether this family could continue.



    



     



    



    After a moment of contemplation, she said, "Mom married your Dad not just for you."



    



     



    



    Fu Yanyan looked up at her in silence.



    



     



    



    "It was more for myself. I didn't want to spend my whole life in that poor mountain valley, I didn't want to be bullied by your grandmother and aunt all the time, and especially didn't want your aunt to live better than me..."



    



     



    



    These were all Jin Xiuzhu's own thoughts and had nothing to do with her three-year-old daughter.



    



     



    



    "I brought you along because you're my child, but these are all my own desires, nothing to do with you."



    



     



    



    Fu Yanyan had comforted herself in a similar way before, but hearing these words from Jin Xiuzhu's mouth for the first time, she couldn't help but feel a pang in her heart and had the urge to cry.



    



     



    



    In her previous life, Jin Xiuzhu didn't say these things. She used to claim everything was for Fu Yanyan, that she resorted to unsavory means to latch onto Dad Jiang because of her, and if it weren't for her, both she and Jiang Dad would have been fine...



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu continued, "Now, your Dad Jiang doesn't care about those things anymore. There's no need for us to torture ourselves. We should look forward in life. As for the future, we'll figure it out later. If things don't work out, I'll take you away. We have hands and feet, we won't starve, right?"



    



     



    



    Then, jokingly, she added, "Besides, you're so clever, you'll definitely be able to support Mom in the future."



    



     



    



    Fu Yanyan didn't respond as lightly as Jin Xiuzhu did. After a moment of silence, she muttered, "I'm not leaving. I want Mom, and I want Jiang Dad and Brother too. We're a family."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu was taken aback, but she didn't say anything more, just took Fu Yanyan's hand and headed home.



    



     



    



    ***



    



     



    



    The next morning, after returning from the cafeteria, Jin Xiuzhu carried a basket of things and took her daughter out.



    



     



    



    At first, Fu Yanyan didn't know where they were going, but as they walked, she started to recognize the surroundings.



    



     



    



    Finally, Jin Xiuzhu stopped in front of a house with a collapsed wall. With a glance, she saw several women sitting in the yard.



    



     



    



    
      When those women, who were chatting, saw Jin Xiuzhu, they stopped what they were doing. The middle-aged woman among them craned her neck and asked, "Who are you looking for?"
    

  
    The yard had no gate, so Jin Xiuzhu led her daughter straight in, looking at the people inside with a puzzled expression. "Is this the home of Captain Yang? I'm here to give a gift. Something came up yesterday, so I came especially today to make up for it."



    



     



    



    The three women looked at each other, and another woman with a long face was the first to react. "You've got the wrong place. Captain Yang's house is the one behind."



    



     



    



    "Oh, I see. My apologies. I haven't been here before, sorry for the disturbance."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu smiled apologetically. Then, with a complaining tone, she continued, "It's all because of my husband. He could have brought it himself, but he insisted someone might gossip and asked me to bring it over. Captain Yang wouldn't care about such things. I'm getting dizzy navigating this huge military compound."



    



     



    



    Then, not entirely sure, she pointed and asked, "Is it that one?"



    



     



    



    The woman who spoke first nodded. "Yes, are you a relative of Captain Yang? He had his banquet yesterday."



    



     



    



    Upon hearing this, Jin Xiuzhu smiled helplessly. "Relative? Not at all. My husband and his wife had been on a blind date before, but it didn't work out. We happened to meet them on the way back from a performance during the Dragon Boat Festival. He's very generous and invited us to the banquet.



    



     



    



    We almost forgot about it, but they came to our house the day before yesterday. We had plans over the weekend, so we didn't go, but since they came to our door, we couldn't just ignore them. We thought it would be appropriate to give a gift. My husband thought it wouldn't look good if he went himself, so he sent me."



    



     



    



    "I'm not sure if it's appropriate. My elderly neighbor said it's a new era now, and we don't have to follow those old customs. As long as the intention is there, it's fine. So, I came here, hoping they won't mind."



    



     



    



    The three women exchanged glances, their eyes showing a hint of strangeness. Finally, the eldest woman nodded, "That's the way it is. It's the thought that counts."



    



     



    



    "Alright then, thank you all. I'll go and deliver these things now."



    



     



    



    The woman stood up to escort her, "Hey, don't get lost again. The one at the back is it. The young couple might not be home, but the elders should be."



    



     



    



    "Okay."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu held her daughter's hand and went to the house at the back. Just as they stepped out, they overheard the woman saying, "I saw she took quite a lot of good stuff…"



    



     



    



    Fu Yanyan, who had been silent all along, suddenly looked up at her mother. "Will people say the same thing when they see us later, Mom?"



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu smiled, "Of course not."



    



     



    



    Fu Yanyan nodded as if she understood but suddenly realized she couldn't quite read her mother's mind.



    



     



    



    However, as the woman said, both Captain Yang and his wife weren't home. When the mother and daughter arrived at the door, only an old lady was outside, drying clothes.



    



     



    



    The old lady seemed older than Aunt Wu, with almost all white hair and many wrinkles around her eyes. Seeing Jin Xiuzhu and her daughter, she frowned and gave them a scrutinizing look.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu politely asked, "Ma'am, is this Captain Yang's house?"



    



     



    



    The old lady hesitated, looking at her, "Yes, and who are you?"



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu smiled, "My husband is a friend of Captain Yang's. Our surname is Jiang. We couldn't attend the banquet yesterday due to some family matters, so today he specially sent me to make up for it."



    



     



    



    Saying this, she took out the things from the basket.



    



     



    



    The old lady's eyes lit up when she saw Jin Xiuzhu taking out pastries and red envelopes from the basket, and immediately put on a smile, "Come in, come in. Why are you so polite?"



    



     



    



    "We're all friends here," Jin Xiuzhu said with a smile. "There's still a lot to do at home. Auntie, please take these. I'll leave now. Don't be polite with me."



    



     



    



    "Oh dear!"



    



     



    



    The old lady, upon hearing Jin Xiuzhu's words, pretended to be polite, "How can we accept this?"



    



     



    



    Yet, her hands rubbed together in anticipation as she eagerly accepted the pastries and red envelopes from Jin Xiuzhu.



    



     



    



    After exchanging a few warm words with her, Jin Xiuzhu left. Passing by the house where she had mistakenly gone earlier, she deliberately greeted the three women outside, "Three sisters-in-law, I'm leaving now. Thank you for earlier."



    



     



    



    Seeing this, the three women asked, "Did you deliver the things?"



    



     



    



    "Is anyone at home?"



    



     



    



    "Yes, the old lady is at home. I delivered them to her, and she was quite enthusiastic."



    



     



    



    The three women chuckled but didn't say anything, observing Jin Xiuzhu's youthful appearance. They knew she was still a young bride and had only recently arrived here, knowing nothing about the place.



    



     



    



    Regarding the Yang family's matter, living so close, they had heard quite a bit. When Jin Xiuzhu hadn't arrived earlier, they were discussing yesterday's banquet.



    



     



    



    They didn't understand why the old lady insisted on making her grandson call her "mom" at the banquet. If he didn't, she would hit him, which made the scene very unpleasant.



    



     



    



    When Jin Xiuzhu returned with her daughter, Qian Yufeng seemed to be waiting at the door early. Seeing her return, she pulled her into her own courtyard and asked, "How did it go? Did you deliver the things?"



    



     



    



    She seemed even more anxious than Jin Xiuzhu.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu chuckled, "Yes, but no one was home, only an old lady."



    



     



    



    Qian Yufeng looked disappointed upon hearing this. "That must be her mother-in-law."



    



     



    



    She wanted to hear about Jin Xiuzhu's encounter with the people. However, based on her understanding of Jin Xiuzhu and Zhao Yun, the two wouldn't quarrel and might even chat happily.



    



     



    



    Actually, Jin Xiuzhu also wanted to see the people. Fortunately, when she took her daughter to the literacy class in the evening, she unexpectedly saw them.



    



     



    



    Zhao Yun was wearing a well-fitting blue dress, her hair braided into a twist and hanging down behind her head. Her fair skin and delicate features gave her a clean and gentle appearance when she smiled.



    



     



    



    These days, most people wore loose pants and long-sleeved shirts, with yellowish skin and their hair either long or short, often braided into twists. They rarely bothered with grooming, looking fluffy and messy. Her outfit made her stand out in the crowd.



    



     



    



    When she entered, she attracted the attention of many military wives present.



    



     



    



    In the woman's arms was a very pretty little girl with two pigtails and dressed in a blue dress. They looked like mother and daughter.



    



     



    



    The little girl seemed somewhat afraid, burying her head in her mother's embrace and not daring to lift it.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu had been studying diligently and noticed the sudden stiffness in the little girl's body. Following her gaze, she looked up and saw the unfamiliar mother and daughter. Thinking the little girl was simply stunned, Jin Xiuzhu pinched her chubby cheeks and chuckled, "You're so easily startled."



    



     



    



    Upon hearing Jin Xiuzhu's voice, Fu Yanyan snapped out of her daze. She struggled to suppress her complex emotions, afraid Jin Xiuzhu might notice something, and lowered her head without saying a word.



    



     



    



    Seeing this, Jin Xiuzhu thought she might be feeling unwell and reached out to pat her head, asking with concern, "What's wrong?"



    



     



    



    The little girl twisted her chubby body, burying her face in Jin Xiuzhu's embrace and shaking her head without speaking.



    



     



    



    Although Jin Xiuzhu was good at reading people's expressions, she was also puzzled by her daughter's behavior. Subconsciously, she looked up again and met the woman's gaze directly.



    



     



    



    The woman was looking at her, her eyes subtly assessing.



    



     



    



    Seeing Jin Xiuzhu suddenly looking over, the muscles on her face twitched slightly, then quickly blossomed into a smile as she politely nodded to her.



    



     



    



    All of this happened in an instant, and if Jin Xiuzhu hadn't been so perceptive, she might not have noticed.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu seemed to realize something, and her lips curled into a smile. She lowered her head again to comfort her daughter.



    



     



    



    Zhao Yun found a seat uneasily, her mind restless.



    



     



    



    From her position, just a slight turn of her head allowed her to see the woman sitting in the middle of the first row. The woman appeared very young, with fair and tender skin.



    



     



    



    Her long black hair, soft and flowing, was casually twisted at the back of her head, secured with a thin stick, revealing a smooth and full forehead. Her eyes were deep black, and her lips were red and her teeth white.



    



     



    



    She was dressed and groomed without much fuss, wearing the same grey long-sleeved shirt and trousers as others, loose and baggy, seemingly unremarkable at first glance. However, when she raised her head, the whole person seemed to be illuminated by light, making it impossible for people to look away.



    



     



    



    Moreover, she exuded a special kind of aura—lazy and casual yet indifferent. When looking at people, she seemed to have a condescending feeling, looking down on others.



    



     



    



    Others told her that Captain Jiang's wife was very ugly, old, and thin, like a beggar.



    



     



    



    The excitement from earlier seemed to be doused with a bucket of cold water at this moment.



    



     



    



    Suddenly, she felt that the fuss she had made seemed ridiculous.



    



     



    



    She absentmindedly attended two classes, not absorbing a word either teacher said. After everyone left, she finally got up.



    



     



    



    As soon as she stepped out of the classroom, she saw a family of four not far away. Although the tall figure had his back to her, she still recognized him.



    



     



    



    The man carried the child from the woman's arms, hoisting the child onto his shoulders, while the shy boy named He Yan took the woman's bag initiative.



    



     



    



    The man seemed to want to say something to her, but he didn't notice when he turned around. The girl on his shoulder got scared and quickly grabbed onto his head, which angered the woman, who then slapped him in annoyance…



    



     



    



    Zhao Yun remained silent, watching, when suddenly Yang Yao appeared in front of her with a smile on his face. "Let's go back home."



    



     



    



    Zhao Yun paused. "How did you come here?"



    



     



    



    Yang Yao smiled and didn't say anything. He heard that Jiang Mingchuan picked up his wife every day after class, so he didn't want to be outdone and came too. He reached out to hug Zhao Yun's child, but Zhao Yun instinctively avoided him. Seeing Yang Yao's hand pause, she explained, "The child is still a bit shy."



    



     



    



    Yang Yao nodded in understanding.



    



     



    



    Sensing the awkward atmosphere, Zhao Yun said, "Let's go."



    



     



    



    On the way, Zhao Yun couldn't help but ask, "Didn't you say Jiang Mingchuan's wife wasn't good-looking? I saw her tonight, and she's very beautiful."



    



     



    



    Yang Yao didn't know if he was overthinking, so he turned his head and glanced at her. Seeing no particular emotion on her face, he tried to please her, "In my heart, she's not half as good-looking as you."



    



     



    



    Zhao Yun lowered her head. Hearing this, she pulled the corners of her mouth into a silent smile, but she couldn't really feel happy.



    



     



    



    Liu Hongyue had told her that Jiang Mingchuan's wife wasn't good-looking, and Yang Yao had said the same, so she had believed it.



    



     



    



    She shouldn't have come tonight.



    



     



    



    ***



    



     



    



    On Saturday morning, Jin Xiuzhu took He Yan and her daughter to draw lots.



    



     



    



    The drawing was held on the playground, and almost all the military wives were there. In addition to the families needing to draw lots, there were also those who had already moved into the building, coming to watch the excitement.



    



     



    



    Qian Yufeng had been rubbing her hands since she left in the morning, muttering about the third floor non-stop, making Jin Xiuzhu nervous.



    



     



    



    The time was set at 9 a.m., and to ensure fairness, the order of drawing lots was based on the results of a running race for the military wives.



    



     



    



    That's right, before the drawing, the military wives had to compete in an 800-meter race.



    



     



    



    It's unclear who came up with the idea, but when everyone heard the news, their expressions varied—some were joyful, others worried.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu didn't understand at first and quickly asked Qian Yufeng. After Qian Yufeng explained, Jin Xiuzhu became even more nervous. She could handle reciting books, writing, or composing poetry, but running was indeed challenging for her.



    



     



    



    But regardless, she had to run.



    



     



    



    Standing at the starting line with other military spouses, when the referee shouted "Start!" Jin Xiuzhu, along with everyone else, quickly bolted out. Perhaps it was due to recent good eating or daily walks, but she surprisingly ran quite fast.



    



     



    



    Her son, He Yan, and daughter, Fu Yanyan, cheered excitedly from the sidelines.



    



     



    



    Ignoring them, Jin Xiuzhu focused on running ahead and achieved an impressive eighth place.



    



     



    



    After finishing, panting heavily, her two children happily supported her on either side. He Yan praised her as if his life depended on it, "Mom, you're so amazing! You ran so fast..."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu patted his head while appreciating her daughter's understanding, but still said, "Shut up, you're annoying."



    



     



    



    He Yan pouted.



    



     



    



    When it was time to draw lots, Fu Yanyan forcefully took the sequence card from her mother's hand and went ahead to draw.



    



     



    



    He Yan wasn't angry, just eagerly watching his sister's back. When he saw her waving the newly drawn room number excitedly, he ran up to her and loudly informed Jin Xiuzhu, "Mom, it's on the third floor."



    



     



    



    Then, he started praising his sister without reservation, "My sister is awesome."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu smiled too.



    



     



    



    Zhao Yun heard the voices from a distance and turned her head to look.



    



     



    



    Her daughter, standing beside her, also heard it and looked at He Yan, then said in surprise, "Mom, it's that brother."



    



     



    



    Zhao Yun lightly acknowledged.



    



     



    



    Aunt Yang also came back with the new room number. It was on the fourth floor, but she was still somewhat dissatisfied. She heard that the best rooms were on the third floor. She didn't think it was because of her luck, but blamed Zhao Yun for running too slowly. "If you had run faster, it would have been better."



    



     



    



    Zhao Yun replied indifferently, "You could also choose not to live here."



    



     



    



    She then walked away with her child.



    



     



    



    Aunt Yang was stunned for a moment. When she wanted to curse, the mother and daughter had already walked far away. She looked around at the many people and suppressed her anger before following them.



    



     



    



    At noon, when Jiang Mingchuan returned and learned that his daughter had drawn a room on the third floor, he praised her skillfully.



    



     



    



    Fu Yanyan felt a bit embarrassed and turned her back to him.



    



     



    



    Seeing this, He Yan couldn't help but complain, "Dad praised you, and you didn't say anything. I praise you, and you say I'm a flatterer."



    



     



    



    Fu Yanyan snorted, feeling that she had done nothing wrong.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan went to the kitchen to help.



    



     



    



    Seeing him approaching, Jin Xiuzhu turned her back on him and spoke sarcastically, "During the competition this morning, that admirer of yours kept chasing after me. With those thin arms and legs, she must have been exhausted after running."



    



     



    



    As soon as Jiang Mingchuan heard this, he felt a tightness in his scalp. "What admirer? Don't talk nonsense."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu snorted.



    



     



    



    The mother and daughter's expressions and actions were exactly the same.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan couldn't help but laugh.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu threw the cloth in her hand onto the stove and turned to face him, raising her eyebrows. "Where did I go wrong? Didn't you say she's a good person and I'm a bad one?"



    



     



    



    "Why can't we get past this?"



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu pointed a finger at his chest and poked him forcefully. "Get past what? Don't even think about it. I can remember this forever."



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan got goosebumps from her words. He glanced at the door, didn't see the two children, then took a step closer and tried to appease her in a soft voice. "How can I make you not angry?"



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu crossed her arms and gave him a sidelong glance without saying a word.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan, feeling awkward, continued to try to appease her.  "Please don't be angry, okay?"



    



     



    



    This was all he could come up with. He wasn't good at coaxing people, and Jin Xiuzhu was the only one he had ever tried to coax in his life.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu roughly knew his intentions and didn't want to make things difficult for him. She reached out and waved her hand in front of him, asking, "Is it pretty?"



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan didn't understand why she suddenly asked this, but without thinking, he nodded. "Yes, it's pretty."



    



     



    



    Indeed, it was pretty, fair and delicate.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu also nodded. "Hmm, I think it's pretty too. And it would look even better if I have a watch."



    



     



    



    After saying this, she turned her head to look at him expectantly.



    



     



    



    "..."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu, seeing him silent for a while, thought he was reluctant, so her face immediately fell. "Fine, I don't deserve nice things anyway."



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan chuckled helplessly. "Where did I say I wouldn't buy it for you? I'm just thinking whether to lend you money to buy it now or wait until next month's salary to buy it for you."



    



     



    



    Without hesitation, Jin Xiuzhu said, "Lend me money."



    



     



    



    
      The sooner she bought it, the sooner she could use it. A man's money was only earned when spent on himself.
    

  
    Jiang Mingchuan kept his word. When the weekend came, he deliberately took Jin Xiuzhu to the department store in the county.



    



     



    



    The watch counter was on the second floor, and there were quite a few people looking at it, but not many were buying. There was only one young girl trying on a brown watch with her parents.



    



     



    



    As Jin Xiuzhu approached, she heard the girl's father saying, "In the countryside, you'll be doing farm work. Buying such an expensive one is a waste of money. Let's get a cheaper one instead. This silver one looks good."



    



     



    



    He pointed to another silver watch.



    



     



    



    The girl's smile faded when she heard this, and her enthusiasm diminished.



    



     



    



    The woman behind her frowned. "Why are you saying this? Let the girl like what she likes. She's going to the countryside, can't she have something nice?"



    



     



    



    "Buy it, Mom will buy it for you."



    



     



    



    The girl became happy again and coquettishly said, "Mom is the best."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu lowered her head to look. There were so many watches, all kinds of styles. She quickly asked the salesperson to take out a golden barrel-shaped watch with a brown strap. When the salesperson saw her interest in buying, he introduced, "This one uses an imported movement. If you use it carefully, it can last a lifetime."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu nodded and then also took a liking to an oval-shaped one, asking the salesperson to show it to her.



    



     



    



    The salesperson praised, "You have a good eye. This one is imported from Country R. We only have two in our store, and the other one was sold yesterday."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu smiled and didn't say anything, trying on the other watches she fancied.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan stood by, waiting. Father and son, one big and one small, looked practically indistinguishable.



    



     



    



    Only Fu Yanyan, curious, craned her neck to look. When Jin Xiuzhu turned her head to ask Jiang Mingchuan which one was better, Jiang Mingchuan awkwardly replied, "They're both nice."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu couldn't be bothered to deal with him. It was her daughter who pointed at the chubby little hand and said, "The gold one looks better."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu also thought the gold one looked better, but she also liked the other one with the diamonds. Holding one in each hand, she hesitated, not knowing which to choose. If it were before, she would have probably bought both.



    



     



    



    Finally, she asked the shop assistant, "How much are these two?"



    



     



    



    With a smile, the shop assistant replied, "The gold one is one hundred and eighty, and the black one is one hundred and twenty."



    



     



    



    There was a difference of more than sixty yuan.



    



     



    



    After hesitating for two seconds, Jin Xiuzhu chose the more expensive one.



    



     



    



    Expensive must mean it's better.



    



     



    



    After making her choice, she turned to Jiang Mingchuan.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan didn't have any opinions. After all, he had brought her here to buy a watch, so he deliberately brought along some extra money.



    



     



    



    "It looks very nice. Let's go with this one."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu nodded in satisfaction and immediately put it on.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan stepped forward to pay for it along with the ticket.



    



     



    



    The person next to them, who was still looking at their watch, showed some envy on their face, greatly satisfying Jin Xiuzhu's vanity.



    



     



    



    But only their whole family knew that the money used to buy the watch was all borrowed.



    



     



    



    On the way back, Jin Xiuzhu happily looped her arm through Jiang Mingchuan's and sweetly praised, "I'm so happy today. I used to envy others for having watches while I didn't. You don't know how much I longed for one. Indeed, the man I chose is the best. He's willing to buy me such a nice watch. Look, even other fathers hesitate to buy their daughters one. Compared to them, you're still the best. Oh, I'm so lucky."



    



     



    



    "Sometimes people really can't be compared. Look at you, not only handsome but also good to your wife and children, and you can earn money. How did I manage to meet such a good man? It seems like I'm blessed."



    



     



    



    Although Jiang Mingchuan knew she was coaxing him, he couldn't help but feel happy hearing these words.



    



     



    



    Perhaps it was the effect of being too immersed in her sweet words, he blurted out, "We'll get another one at the end of the year."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu laughed happily, "Really? That's great! I know you're the best."



    



     



    



    Seeing this, He Yan also happily said, "Dad, you're really great. I want one too."



    



     



    



    "..."



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan regained his senses and cleared his throat, "Boys don't wear watches. It's useless for you to buy one."



    



     



    



    "Why? But I just saw some uncles wearing them."



    



     



    



    "They bought them for their families."



    



     



    



    "Oh, I see. Then I'll buy some for Mom and Sister in the future."



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan nodded, while Jin Xiuzhu beside him covered her mouth and laughed.



    



     



    



    Only Fu Yanyan rolled her eyes at him.



    



     



    



    Seeing this, He Yan covered his mouth and quietly said to her, "I know Dad is lying to me. He's just too poor to buy me anything."



    



     



    



    Fu Yanyan smirked, thinking to herself that he wasn't any better. He'd be even poorer when he grew up.



    



     



    



    Back at home, Qian Yufeng specifically came over to ask Jin Xiuzhu what she bought.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu was originally afraid of making her envious and didn't want to say, but unexpectedly, her son had a big mouth. He said to Wu Xiaojun, who came over to play with them, "Dad bought Mom a watch. It's so pretty!"



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu had no choice but to roll up her sleeve to show it to her.



    



     



    



    On her slender wrist, she wore a delicate and exquisite gold watch, which made her fair skin even more radiant.



    



     



    



    Qian Yufeng couldn't help feeling a bit jealous after seeing it. She couldn't help but say, "Your man is really good to you. This thing must have cost a lot, right? My husband always says he'll buy me one every year, but it's never happened. He just talks big."



    



     



    



    The more she talked, the more uncomfortable she felt. "Your man treats you so well, unlike my husband, Lao Wu. His heart is always with his mother. He doesn't know how to care for me. He even said yesterday that I didn't teach the child well, always getting into fights and performing poorly in exams. He doesn't even look at himself, yet he expects our son to be smart?"



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu wanted to laugh when she heard this, but she bit her lip and tried to hold it in, afraid that Qian Yufeng would think she was mocking her.



    



     



    



    She gave her a reproachful look and said with a hint of annoyance, "Sister-in-law, you're really straightforward. If Chief Wu says he'll buy you something, are you really going to wait for him to remember to buy it himself? I had to pester him for it myself."



    



     



    



    "I'll teach you a trick. Next time Chief Wu says he'll buy you a watch, you spread it around outside so everyone knows he's going to buy you a watch. Then see if your man still doesn't buy it for you. He won't be able to face anyone if he doesn't."



    



     



    



    Qian Yufeng was stunned. She hadn't thought of it that way.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu didn't think there was anything wrong with what she said. If she promised someone something, she had to follow through.



    



     



    



    It was the father and son in the room who fell silent after hearing this. Fu Yanyan glanced at Jiang Mingchuan, her eyes carrying a hint of sympathy.



    



     



    



    ***



    



     



    



    In early July, school was out for vacation.



    



     



    



    He Yan came back with three certificates: third place in Chinese, first place in math, and one for being an excellent student.



    



     



    



    The certificates were hand-painted by the teachers, very beautiful. He Yan cherished them and after showing them to the whole family, he didn't let them be put up, saying he wanted to hang them on the wall of the new house.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu agreed and helped him carefully put them away in a box.



    



     



    



    With He Yan at home, Jin Xiuzhu and Jiang Mingchuan felt much more relaxed. After Jiang Mingchuan finished making breakfast in the morning, He Yan would take his sister to the riverside to wash their clothes. He carried the bucket while his sister held the washboard and soap.



    



     



    



    After returning home to do homework, he would only go out to play after Jin Xiuzhu came back. At first, Fu Yanyan stayed at home, but later she also went out to play with him, going up the mountain to catch birds and down to the river to catch fish.



    



     



    



    In just a few days, the two children turned as dark as charcoal.



    



     



    



    However, the food at home became more abundant. Sometimes they brought back wild rabbits or chickens, and sometimes it was a few fish and a basket of shrimp.



    



     



    



    Seeing them playing happily, Jin Xiuzhu didn't bother about it.



    



     



    



    If they got tanned, they got tanned. They could recover their fair skin in the winter.



    



     



    



    It's unclear whether it was inspired by Jin Xiuzhu, but Qian Yufeng really started spreading the word outside as she said, claiming her man was going to buy her a watch. Every time she saw one, she would mention it, praising her man as if he were extraordinary.



    



     



    



    So, before moving, Captain Wu, with some free time on the weekend, took her to the county town to buy one.



    



     



    



    The first thing Qian Yufeng did when she came back was to find Jin Xiuzhu and say, "Your method really works! Look, he actually bought it for me."



    



     



    



    Qian Yufeng couldn't contain her smile. She was beaming, showing Jin Xiuzhu her wrist with a silver watch on it. It was evident that she really liked it; she hadn't even removed the protective film from the watch.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu was happy for her. "It looks great! Remember to praise brother-in-law more."



    



     



    



    Qian Yufeng cautiously touched it and, without hesitation, said, "Why should I praise him after buying the watch? What's there to praise about him? Lazy to death, even the thought of praising him makes me sick."



    



     



    



    "..."



    



     



    



    Alright, as long as she's happy.



    



     



    



    After discussing with Jiang Mingchuan, Jin Xiuzhu decided to move on July 25th.



    



     



    



    In fact, people started moving at the end of June, but Jin Xiuzhu took her two children to the new house to take a look and found that there was a slight smell in the house. They decided to air it out before moving.



    



     



    



    Their new house belonged to the second batch, which was slightly larger than the first batch. Because some residents had complained about the insufficient space, the second batch of houses had an additional small room.



    



     



    



    During this month and a half, Jin Xiuzhu often took time to bring her children over to clean and decorate. To be fair, the children's rooms were also decided by drawing lots.



    



     



    



    He Yan didn't have much luck and got the small room facing the north. However, he didn't mind. Having his own room already made him very happy.



    



     



    



    Using her own salary, Jin Xiuzhu had someone make a small table and four stools. The tables at home were all old and ugly, which she didn't like. She covered the table with a white floral cloth and placed a broken glass bottle in the middle.



    



     



    



    She had taken the bottle from the cafeteria, originally meant for honey, but after it got chipped, the staff planned to throw it away. Instead, she brought it home and filled it with dried flowers she made herself.



    



     



    



    In the children's room, desks were added, and new beds were also arranged, along with cabinets and other furniture. Jin Xiuzhu had saved up her wages for so long, and she had spent almost half of it on these furnishings. Occasionally, they added a few more items. The originally empty room gradually started to resemble a home.



    



     



    



    On the day of the move, both children were very excited and got up early. Jiang Mingchuan packed the things they needed to take with them, such as bedding, clothes, shoes, and the children's belongings, using old bed sheets as makeshift bags.



    



     



    



    He Yan and Fu Yanyan took the initiative to sweep the room with a broom. They didn't have breakfast that morning because the kitchen had been tidied up the night before, waiting for Jin Xiuzhu to bring them something to eat.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu returned home a little after 8 in the morning. She had already become acquainted with the kitchen staff, so if she needed to leave, she just had to inform them. She took out breakfast from the basket: pan-fried dumplings, fried breadsticks, and yam cakes she had made.



    



     



    



    The two children washed their hands without being reminded, and Jiang Mingchuan told them to eat first. Jin Xiuzhu and the two children ate breakfast while watching him pack clothes.



    



     



    



    After finishing breakfast, Jiang Mingchuan went out and borrowed a bicycle to move the larger items. Since it was a borrowed bike, he wanted to return it early, so he left all the items downstairs and planned to move them upstairs after bringing everything over.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu asked the children to watch over the items while she stayed at home to tidy up. After all the items were moved, Jiang Mingchuan returned the borrowed bike. Many people were moving recently, so many borrowed bicycles were in use.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu took the smaller items upstairs first.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan, being a soldier, was indeed capable of carrying several large bags at once.



    



     



    



    It was summertime, scorching hot outside, and after making two trips, Jin Xiuzhu was sweating profusely. Today, it wasn't just their family moving. Regardless of gender, everyone was laden with bags and packages.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu looked at the two small pouches in her hands and heard Jiang Mingchuan panting heavily ahead of her. She felt a bit anxious.



    



     



    



    So, when they reached the apartment after climbing the stairs, fearing that Jiang Mingchuan might think she was slacking off, she deliberately breathed heavily too.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan wiped the sweat off his forehead and glanced at her. "You rest first, I'll handle the rest."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu, still catching her breath, looked at him worriedly. "Are you sure you can manage?"



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan nodded. "It'll be quick."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu didn't argue further. After watching him descend the stairs, she unpacked and organized the things they had already brought up.



    



     



    



    Perhaps hearing the commotion, the door opposite theirs opened, and a young woman stepped out. Seeing Jin Xiuzhu, she paused for a moment, then greeted with a smile, "I didn't expect us to be neighbors. Need any help?"



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu smiled back. "What a coincidence, Teacher Fang. I didn't expect you to be living next door. I've been coming over quite often lately and never ran into you."



    



     



    



    Fang Min explained, "It's quite a coincidence indeed. We just moved in after drawing lots. But I recently went back to my hometown for a visit and only returned yesterday."



    



     



    



    Just then, voices could be heard coming from the stairwell, gradually getting closer. It was Jiang Mingchuan and Qian Yufeng's voices.



    



     



    



    Fang Min also heard it and smiled at Jin Xiuzhu. "I'll go downstairs and throw away some garbage first."



    



     



    



    Knowing that Fang Min didn't like to interact with people, Jin Xiuzhu asked her to take her time.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan and Qian Yufeng came up. Qian Yufeng helped carry a package of things, with a piece of preserved fish in one hand.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu quickly stepped forward to take it, pleasantly surprised. "How come you're here?"



    



     



    



    Qian Yufeng, whose family was busy with farming recently and hadn't seen anyone for several days, chuckled heartily. "I planned to come over today to help you move, but I had something this morning that delayed me. This is from my family's place. Just steam it, and it'll be ready to eat."



    



     



    



    Then she couldn't help but ask, "I saw Fang Min just now. Does she also live in this building?"



    



     



    



    "Yeah, she lives next door. I just found out."



    



     



    



    Qian Yufeng couldn't help but envy. "That's great. I was thinking of moving into the apartment early, but when I moved in, I found it inconvenient for everything. The kitchen is so small that I can hardly move around, and the living space is small too. There's nowhere to go, unlike before when there was a yard. The only advantage is that it's not as damp, and the house is brighter."



    



     



    



    Her house was on the second floor of the building on the far right, some distance away from Jin Xiuzhu's house. It wouldn't be as convenient to visit each other as before. They probably wouldn't be able to taste whatever delicious food Jin Xiuzhu cooked as frequently in the future.



    



     



    



    Thinking about this, Qian Yufeng became even more envious of Fang Min.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu frowned. "The way you say it, it feels like the previous house was better."



    



     



    



    
      "Don't doubt it. You'll know once you live here."
    

  
    Qian Yufeng bent down to help her pack up, and Jiang Mingchuan went downstairs again. Seeing this, Qian Yufeng couldn't help but praise, "You're really smart. You waited for your man to be at home to move. I'm impatient. I moved in with my mother-in-law, and that day really tired me out."



    



    



    



    That day, Jin Xiuzhu also took the two children with her. Unlike Jin Xiuzhu, who could throw away everything, Qian Yufeng wanted to take all the old stools from home.



    



    



    



    The already small room was packed full. With a large family, Aunt Wu and Daya slept in one room, and Wu Xiaojun slept in the small room. Apart from a bed, Wu Xiaojun's room was full of clutter, and Qian Yufeng didn't know what those things were for.



    



    



    



    "I don't have much stuff at home."



    



    



    



    Qian Yufeng listened and instinctively turned her head to look. Clearly, the houses had the same layout, but Jin Xiuzhu's house seemed much more spacious, and all the furniture was new, which looked comfortable.



    



    



    



    She felt uncomfortable in her heart. Compared to Jin Xiuzhu's family, hers really couldn't compare. Buying all this would have cost quite a bit of money.



    



    



    



    She looked down at her wrist again. Since she didn't have to go back to her parents' house to work on the farm today, she deliberately wore her watch.



    



    



    



    After buying this watch and bringing it home, her mother-in-law criticized her a lot, telling her not to compare herself to Jin Xiuzhu. Jin Xiuzhu was a capable person who could earn money to support her family. She was different. The situations of the two families were also different. The money spent on this wasn't worth it.



    



    



    



    



    She couldn't understand why. She had been married into the Wu family for so many years, gave birth to two children, took care of various matters at home, lived frugally, and buying just a watch was still unacceptable? Whereas Jin Xiuzhu and others could get these things without doing anything.



    



    



    



    



    The problem wasn't that the money spent wasn't worth it; it was that it wasn't worth it when spent on her.



    



    



    



    So now whenever she went out, she had to wear this watch. But now she suddenly felt a little sad because she found that even after she had gone to great lengths to finally have something in common with Jin Xiuzhu, there were still many things she couldn't compare with.



    



    



    



    Obviously, when she first arrived, she wasn't as good as herself, but now she was getting better and better, and the gap was getting wider and wider. She couldn't figure out where the problem lay.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu didn't know what she was thinking. She got up and went to the kitchen to prepare hot water for tea.



    



    



    



    In the building, they used a stove, just like in the cafeteria. Jin Xiuzhu skillfully picked up two pieces of honeycomb coal and lit them on the stove, then placed a pot of water on top.



    



    



    



    When she returned to the living room, Jiang Mingchuan came back with a few children. Along with them were Daya and Wu Xiaojun. The two children helped carry things, and this was the last trip; all the things were moved.



    



    



    



    He Yan happily took Wu Xiaojun to his room.



    



    



    



    There was a desk and bookshelf in the room, the desk facing the window, with a bottle of plants on it. There were three certificates pasted on the wall at the end of the bed. The quilt was old, but it was washed clean and neatly folded.



    



    



    



    Wu Xiaojun envied it at a glance, and immediately ran outside to find his mother, "Mom, come and see! I want a room like He Yan's too! My room is too ugly."



    



    



    



    He didn't like it at all.



    



    



    



    Daya was helping to tidy up sensibly. When she heard this, she glanced up. The doors of several rooms were open. She not only saw He Yan's room but also saw Yanyan's, with a brand new desk and chair, floral bed sheets, and several small dolls hanging on the wall...



    



    



    



    She only glanced at it and quickly lowered her head, afraid that her envy would be seen.



    



    



    



    Wu Xiaojun kept making noise until he left.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu offered to let them stay for dinner, but Qian Yufeng probably felt embarrassed. After spanking her son's bottom a few times, she dragged him away, saying, "We won't eat here. Let's go home and eat. We'll come over another day to play."



    



    



    



    Today, all the snacks were gone after moving, so they could only watch them leave.



    



    



    



    The backs of the three disappeared into the corridor, and you could still hear Wu Xiaojun crying and Qian Yufeng scolding him.



    



    



    



    After they went downstairs, Qian Yufeng's face turned blue with anger. "If you don't want to live here, give the room to your sister. You can live with your grandmother."



    



    



    



    Wu Xiaojun cried with tears and snot smeared together. "Why can you buy a watch, but you can't turn my room into something like He Yan's? Dad had to buy you such an expensive watch..."



    



    



    



    Qian Yufeng stood still, opened her mouth, but couldn't say a word.



    



    



    



    Wu Xiaojun thought she was feeling guilty, "You're just selfish. The watch is useless, yet it costs over a hundred yuan. You don't even earn money and buy such expensive things. Why can't I have it…"



    



    



    



    Qian Yufeng felt cold all over when she heard this. It turned out that, in her son's heart, she wasn't worthy of wearing a watch either.



    



    



    



    Daya noticed that her mother's expression wasn't right and quickly stopped her brother from speaking further, "Let's go back. I'll tidy up your room to make it look like He Yan's."



    



    



    



    Wu Xiaojun became even more angry and exclaimed, "No, no! You don't understand anything. He Yan's room is all new. No matter how you tidy it up, it won't be the same."



    



    



    



    Daya didn't understand why he was so angry. They had already tried to give him the best. Although his room was messy, it was still his. Meanwhile, she had to sleep with her grandmother on a bed, and her grandmother snored at night. She hadn't had a good night's sleep in days.



    



    



    



    After everyone left, He Yan stood in place, feeling a bit lost. He looked at his mother, then at his sister, and asked softly, "Did I do something wrong?"



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu patted his head. "You didn't do anything wrong. You're good friends with Wu Xiaojun. Sharing your new room with him was because you were happy and wanted him to feel your happiness. But Wu Xiaojun doesn't have a room as nice as yours, so you need to understand his feelings."



    



    



    



    "In the future, let's not show off good things to others outside. If they don't have it, they'll feel sad, or even jealous, and might do bad things to you."



    



    



    



    He Yan nodded vaguely, as if he understood.



    



    



    



    Just like before, when he saw Wu Xiaojun being loved by his family, he felt envious.



    



    



    



    This time, Fu Yanyan didn't mock him as usual but reminded him, "Keep your wealth to yourself. It's the same for everyone."



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan also nodded. "Mom and sister are right. Let's not do it like this next time."



    



    



    



    "Okay."



    



    



    



    At noon, Jin Xiuzhu steamed the waxed fish brought by Qian Yufeng and stir-fried a plate of beans and leeks.



    



    



    



    After a busy morning, everyone was hungry and ate their meal cleanly.



    



    



    



    Moving into the new house for the first time, everyone was a bit excited, and they even took a bath before napping.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu prepared two more washbasins. Previously, Jiang Mingchuan and He Yan shared one, while she and her daughter shared another.



    



    



    



    The washbasins were placed in the kitchen, filled with a mixture of hot and cold water. Clothes were placed on a nearby stool, and after washing, the water was poured into the sink, which served as the receptacle for tap water.



    



    



    



    After bathing, they both felt refreshed. Jin Xiuzhu sat on the bed with a palm-leaf fan, fanning herself. Soon after, Jiang Mingchuan entered the room with a cup of water in his hand, asking if she wanted some.



    



    



    



    Although Jin Xiuzhu wasn't thirsty initially, his question made her feel a bit parched. She took the cup, had a sip, then handed it back to him.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan placed the cup on the nearby table and then lay down beside the bed, his large hand naturally reaching out toward Jin Xiuzhu.



    



    



    



    But just as his hand was about to touch her, Jin Xiuzhu used the fan to brush it away, saying, "It's hot."



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan replied earnestly, "A calm mind brings natural coolness."



    



    



    



    Undeterred, he continued to reach out to her.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu rolled her eyes at him and said, "There's sweat on your forehead, and you're not feeling any cooler."



    



     



    



    



    She scooted toward the foot of the bed, distancing herself from him.



    



     



    



    "Come here, and we'll fan each other to cool off," he suggested.



    



     



    



    Upon hearing this, Jin Xiuzhu gave him a light glare. "Don't think I don't know what you're thinking. It's broad daylight, and all you think about are good things. Aren't you afraid of being overheard?"



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan's secret thoughts were exposed, making him feel embarrassed. He lowered his voice to save face and said, "Don't you want a child?"



    



    



    



    



    This touched a nerve with Jin Xiuzhu. She became angry and used her fan to tap his leg and said, "It's been half a year and I still haven't gotten pregnant. You have the nerve to say that?"



    



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan sighed. "These things can't be rushed. Even some people take years to conceive. Let's go with the flow."



    



    



    



    This remark seemed to hit a sore spot with Jin Xiuzhu, making her angry. She snorted and sarcastically retorted, "Yeah, you have no fate with me. You have it with someone else, right? The person upstairs must be regretting it to death."



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan knew this day would come. Ever since he found out that Zhao Yun and her husband lived upstairs, he felt uneasy.



    



    



    



    Seeing her pick a fight again, he knew he couldn't coax her anymore, or it would never end. Pretending to yawn, he said, "I'm tired. I'm going to sleep."



    



    



    



    He turned over and closed his eyes directly.



    



    



    



    



    Seeing him blatantly pretending to sleep, Jin Xiuzhu was so angry that she hit his leg with the fan. After hitting him a dozen times, she felt tired herself, but he didn't move at all.



    



    



    



    She bit her lip. "Don't pretend to sleep. Get up and explain it to me."



    



    



    



    Just as she accused him of pretending to sleep, she heard him snoring.



    



    



    



    "..."



    



    



    



    
      Jin Xiuzhu finally realized that this guy might seem honest, but he was not naive at all.
    

  
    The next morning, Jin Xiuzhu was idle at home, so she made some mung bean cakes and golden cakes. Thinking that Fang Min lived next door and was also her teacher, she hadn't had a chance to thank her before, but now she had the perfect opportunity.



    



    



    



    After making them, she knocked on the door next door. Fang Min heard the sound and opened the door to see Jin Xiuzhu. A smile appeared on her face, and she hesitated as she saw the plate Jin Xiuzhu was holding. "What's this?"



    



    



    



    "Teacher Fang, these are snacks I made. I didn't know where you lived before, so I couldn't thank you. I was afraid of gossip if I thanked you outside. But now that we're neighbors, it's convenient for me to come over and express my gratitude."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu spoke for so long that Fang Min didn't know how to refuse. She could only say, "You don't have to call me ‘teacher’ in private. We're about the same age. Just call me Fang Min. These things are too valuable. Leave them for the kids to eat."



    



    



    



    "You've asked me to call you Fang Min, and you're still being polite with me? There are more at home. It won't hurt them. Otherwise, they wouldn't have grown so strong. Take them. I won't disturb you from creating. The yellow one is bean cake, you can also call it golden cake. The other one is mung bean cake. If there's a chance to get them into your works, I'll feel honored."



    



    



    



    Fang Min pursed her lips and smiled. She found Jin Xiuzhu's words both pleasant and irresistible. "Let me find a plate to put them on."



    



    



    



    "Sure."



    



    



    



    After packing them, Fang Min invited Jin Xiuzhu to sit for a while, but Jin Xiuzhu was afraid of disturbing her and said there were still things to do at home, so there would be plenty of opportunities in the future.



    



    



    



    She timed it just right.



    



    



    



    Back home, Jin Xiuzhu tidied up a bit and then went to prepare lunch.



    



    



    



    In the afternoon, while the two children were still napping, Jin Xiuzhu sat alone in the living room, eating pastries and embroidering.



    



    



    



    Around three o'clock, there was a knock on the door. Jin Xiuzhu thought it was Qian Yufeng and said, "Coming."



    



    



    



    Opening the door, Jin Xiuzhu found it was Fang Min, holding a large iron canister and two glass jars of canned fruit.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu exclaimed, "How did you come over? And you brought such nice things."



    



    



    



    She hurriedly invited her in, saying, "Come in and have a seat."



    



    



    



    Fang Min smiled awkwardly and said, "The snacks you brought this morning were delicious. There isn't much at my home, so these are from my hometown, for the two kids to eat."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu had her sit down, and Fang Min entered with the items.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu brought her a chair. "Wait a moment, I'll make you some tea."



    



    



    



    "No need to rush, I'll leave soon."



    



    



    



    "It's fine. I'll let you taste the flower tea I just made. It's really good."



    



    



    



    Excitedly, she went to the kitchen to brew the tea, still talking, "Ms. Fang, if you're not busy, could you take a look at some poems later? Don't laugh at me. I've written several privately, but I don't know if they're any good. If you think they're good, I might submit them."



    



    



    



    Hearing this, Fang Min became less reserved. "Sure."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu came out of the kitchen with a cup of flower tea. In the pale green tea, a few lily flowers floated delicately, giving it a fresh and elegant aroma.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu kept her word and went to her room to get the poems she had written.



    



    



    



    Fang Min held the cup of tea and slowly surveyed the living room.



    



    



    



    The living room was neat and clean, with everything tidied up very neatly, making the place look spacious. However, subtle details showed that it had been carefully arranged, avoiding any sense of dullness or rigidity.



    



    



    



    Fang Min politely glanced over, only briefly, before her gaze finally settled on the embroidery canopy on the table. Two lively little tigers were embroidered on the black fabric, with a lively charm that was even better than drawn. She couldn't help but turn her head to take a closer look.



    



    



    



    Soon, Jin Xiuzhu came out with her own poetry. Nervously, she handed it over to Fang Min and then sat opposite her, eagerly awaiting the other's response with shining eyes.



    



    



    



    Fang Min uncomfortably took the manuscript and lowered her head to read it carefully. There were more than ten poems in total. Initially, Fang Min thought the literary style was quite high, but as she read on, she couldn't help but furrowed her brow.



    



    



    



    Seeing this, Jin Xiuzhu's heart tightened, and she hurriedly asked, "What's wrong? Is it not well written?"



    



    



    



    Fang Min shook her head, holding the manuscript and flipping through it again, she pointed out the key issue, "Your poems are all very well written, with neat rhyme and similar to the writing style of ancient poets. However, nowadays, people don't pay much attention to these things when writing poetry. We focus more on the inner pursuit."



    



    



    



    She looked up, met Jin Xiuzhu's somewhat bewildered gaze, and hesitated before adding, "The emotions reflected in your poetry are all about the sorrow of spring and the melancholy of autumn, which is different from what people pursue now. If you submit these, it might not be easy to be selected."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu bit her lip, glanced at the carefully selected masterpiece in Fang Min's hands, and understood Fang Min's meaning. "Then what kind of pursuit is considered good?"



    



    



    



    "It should be positive and uplifting, praising the beauty and reflecting the spirit of resilience."



    



    



    



    Fang Min also didn't understand very well. She usually wrote prose and novels and didn't have much involvement with poetry.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu nodded vaguely, deciding to find a few poetry books to read and learn from.



    



    



    



    Fang Min noticed that there were also drawings on the back of the poetry. One of them depicted a woman in ancient costume leaning on a railing, gazing into the distance, with several plum branches slanting outside the window. With just a few strokes, the woman's charm was vividly depicted.



    



    



    



    She couldn't help but ask, "Did you draw this?"



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu casually nodded, "I felt like it, so I drew a few strokes."



    



    



    



    As she spoke, she picked up the unfinished embroidery on the table and continued to embroider, not even looking at it much, the silver needle skillfully threading in and out.



    



    



    



    Fang Min was astonished, "Did you also draw this little tiger?"



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu shrugged, "What's so good about drawing this? Just embroidering for fun. I was thinking that it'll be getting cold in a few months, so I'll make hats and gloves for the two kids. Do you want one? I can embroider an orchid for you. You have an elegant temperament, and an orchid would suit you."



    



    



    



    Fang Min wanted to say something more, but there was another knock on the door. Jin Xiuzhu instinctively called out, "Coming."



    



    



    



    She got up to open the door.



    



    



    



    Upon opening it, she saw a familiar figure standing at the door. The woman was smiling, holding a plate of sliced ​​watermelon gently, and said, "Our family really liked the pastries you sent over before. Today, I bought a watermelon and specially sliced ​​some to bring over. Now that we're neighbors, it's convenient to visit each other."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu looked at Zhao Yun, feeling a bit of a headache. She really didn't want to interact with people, but these two just kept coming one after another.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu pretended to be surprised and waved her hand, "No, no need. Watermelon is quite expensive. You keep it for yourselves. If you liked those pastries, that's good. I made them myself, they're not worth much. It was Captain Yang who specially came over. We couldn't go, and we feel really guilty about it. You don't need to be so polite."



    



    



    



    She almost said outright that the two families weren't familiar with each other, so there was no need for too much interaction.



    



    



    



    Zhao Yun also understood the meaning behind Jin Xiuzhu's words. Her smile faded a bit, but she still smiled and said, "You're being too polite. The pastries are so delicious, they're definitely worth it. If you don't want them, it's like you're looking down on me."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu frowned subconsciously when she heard this, her eyes evaluating the other person.



    



    



    



    She was quite adept at dealing with people, always choosing her words carefully to maintain dignity. She could clearly distinguish what should be said and what shouldn't.



    



    



    



    This kind of attitude, implying that refusal would be seen as looking down on the other person, she had encountered many times before. Even if the tone was gentle, it often contained a strong sense of coercion, unless the relationship between the two was particularly close.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu wasn't sure if Zhao Yun was unaware of this or if she was inherently domineering.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan said she was a very good person, and Qian Yufeng also said she was gentle and likable.



    



    



    



    Feeling uncomfortable under Jin Xiuzhu's gaze, Zhao Yun subconsciously shifted her gaze and saw Fang Min sitting in the room.



    



    



    



    She recognized Fang Min; she had attended a few literacy classes, but every time she finished class, she would leave immediately, as if afraid of being approached by others.



    



    



    



    In the past few days since moving in, Zhao Yun had wanted to greet her. After all, according to Yang Yao, it seemed that Zhu Zhengwei's family was not ordinary.



    



    



    



    However, Yang Yao quickly dismissed her idea, saying that Zhu Zhengwei's spouse didn't like to socialize with others and advised against disturbing them. Zhao Yun decided to wait for another opportunity to make contact in the future.



    



    



    



    Unexpectedly, Fang Min, whom Yang Yao said didn't like socializing, was actually in Jiang Mingchuan's house, holding a teacup in one hand and looking at fabric in the other, looking very relaxed.



    



    



    



    There were exquisite pastries placed on the table nearby, indicating that it was a setting for long conversations.



    



    



    



    Zhao Yun didn't know what to feel. It seemed like Jin Xiuzhu was intentionally going against her, taking away anyone she wanted, whether it was Jiang Mingchuan or Fang Min.



    



    



    



    Once again, she looked at Jin Xiuzhu, feeling a hint of unwillingness in her heart.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu said to her, "I appreciate your kindness, but you can take it back and enjoy it yourself. There's plenty of food at home, and it might go bad if you don't eat it soon."



    



    



    



    She understood better than anyone that once this door was opened, there would be endless social obligations. She could maintain a relationship with the Qian family like this, but Zhao Yun couldn't.



    



    



    



    Zhao Yun didn't expect things to escalate to this point, with Jin Xiuzhu still rejecting her. She looked at her, pursed her lips, and the smile disappeared from her face. "Okay, I'll take it back and eat it myself."



    



    



    



    Without saying goodbye, she turned and left.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu also turned and went back to her room.



    



    



    



    Fang Min was engrossed in her embroidery. When Jin Xiuzhu returned, she didn't ask what had happened.



    



    



    



    
      But Jin Xiuzhu knew very well that the best way to get along with others was to reveal one's own cards first. Living here with Zhao Yun's family upstairs and knowing who was downstairs, the best and most suitable person to get along with was Fang Min, especially since Commissar Zhu was Jiang Mingchuan's superior. It was advantageous without any harm.
    

  
    So Jin Xiuzhu made a distressed expression and sighed helplessly, saying, "I really can't understand what they're thinking. The relationship was already awkward, and if the two families didn't interact, it would have been fine. But they insist on coming to us."



    



    



    



    Hearing this, Fang Min looked at her, not sure how to react.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu took the embroidery frame from her hand and continued embroidering. She recounted the things Jiang Mingchuan and Zhao Yun had before, as well as how she had managed to attach herself to Jiang Mingchuan and the recent incident where Yang Yao invited their two families to dinner. Jin Xiuzhu was articulate and eloquent, emphasizing key points and building suspense.



    



    



    



    Fang Min listened with relish, finding it more interesting than reading a book. Originally, she had only planned to stay for a while but ended up listening to the whole story until the two children woke up, still not feeling satisfied as she drank a sip of water.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu added, "Now both of our families are married, so let's just live our own lives. Why should we intentionally endure discomfort to please others? People should look forward, don't you think?"



    



    



    



    Fang Min nodded thoughtfully.



    



    



    



    After seeing off Fang Min, Jin Xiuzhu continued embroidering the little tiger for a while.



    



    



    



    In the evening, when Jiang Mingchuan came back, Jin Xiuzhu told him about what had happened in the afternoon. She said directly, "I don't want to have much contact with her in the future, and I'm also concerned about what happened between you and her before. I know that if it weren't for me, you two might have already been married. But there are no 'ifs' in this world. Marrying me was also your decision."



    



    



    



    "The last time we gave gifts was unavoidable, but this time I must refuse. If you don't like my decision and have other ideas, I won't stop you. On the contrary, I'll help you. Opportunities come only once. You decide for yourself."



    



    



    



    To avoid guessing each other's thoughts, Jin Xiuzhu decided to be transparent about her feelings. She knew Jiang Mingchuan's mind but felt he couldn't always understand hers. So, it was better to tell him directly.



    



    



    



    Knowing Jiang Mingchuan's tendency to be softhearted, not just towards her but towards others as well, Jin Xiuzhu felt it was necessary to be clear. Soft-heartedness was fine, but not everyone deserved it.



    



    



    



    Sure enough, when Jiang Mingchuan heard her words, he thought she might be overthinking, maybe the other party hadn't thought much about it. 



    



    



    



    But now, having understood Jin Xiuzhu's temperament, he saw through her seemingly calm demeanor, knowing that beneath it, she could explode. So, he went along with her statement, saying, "If you don't want to associate with someone, then don't. I'm not close to Yang Yao anyway."



    



    



    



    In reality, he wasn't close to Zhao Yun either. They had only met twice, both times when she visited the barracks.



    



    



    



    Previously, he had felt guilty towards Zhao Yun, but after her marriage, that guilt disappeared. He felt Yang Yao was a decent person, and if they lived well together, their days wouldn't be too bad.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu anticipated Jiang Mingchuan's response. Satisfied, she picked up a piece of meat for him, and her voice softened. "I'm busy now. I don't want to waste my energy on such trivial matters. Let me tell you, I showed my poetry to Fang Min today. She praised my literary talent, but said my emotions were too sorrowful. Otherwise, it could have been published in the newspaper."



    



    



    



    "So you see, I'm a capable and outstanding person. It's just that I was born in the wrong place. Now I have to take care of my family, my child, and juggle work and studies. If you continue to bother me with these matters, even if I were a fairy, I couldn't handle it, you know? If you provoke me and I lose my temper, I might just leave with our daughter."



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan, who hadn't taken it seriously at first, couldn't help but feel sorry for Jin Xiuzhu upon hearing her words. He saw her diligence every day. She went to work in the cafeteria before dawn, handled household chores and studied during the day, and was not able to sleep until past eleven at night.



    



    



    



    So, he tried to come home early every day and help with household chores in the morning.



    



    



    



    He felt that doing a bit more work was no big deal. As a grown man, he wasn't afraid of hardship, but he didn't want Jin Xiuzhu to suffer along with him.



    



    



    



    Then, hearing that she would take her daughter and leave, he felt that it was something she could do. They both knew how she had managed to latch onto him in the first place. They were both clear-headed about it, with nerves stronger than most people's.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu had long figured out his temperament. Dealing with him was always precise. Rather than suspecting ill intentions from the other party, it was more like his close association with them would cause a lot of trouble for himself. Jiang Mingchuan wouldn't pity himself, but he would pity her.



    



    



    



    How did he develop such a personality that only considered others?



    



    



    



    At night, Jin Xiuzhu again took the initiative to hug the man.



    



    



    



    Meanwhile, in the next door, Fang Min and Commissar Zhu lay silently on the bed as usual.



    



    



    



    Fang Min listened to the shallow breaths of the other person and knew that he hadn't slept at all.



    



    



    



    Ever since she found out that she was being kept awake by his snoring, he had been staying up later than her. But no matter what, he refused to sleep separately.



    



    



    



    Fang Min actually knew that she had a somewhat difficult temperament. She was aloof and didn't like to communicate with people, whether it was with him or with her family.



    



    



    



    But today, after hearing Jin Xiuzhu's words, for some reason, she seemed to have gained a different perspective from her.



    



    



    



    She thought for a moment, then took the initiative to tell him about going next door to visit in the afternoon.



    



    



    



    The man seemed a little surprised that she spoke up, but he didn't show any signs of it. Instead, he occasionally agreed with one or two sentences.



    



    



    



    The woman's voice was soft and slow, like a lullaby. As she continued speaking, Fang Min suddenly heard a snore. She was slightly stunned for a moment, then smiled gently and closed her eyes.



    



    



    



    ***



    



    



    



    A few days later, He Yan came back and told Jin Xiuzhu that Wu Xiaojun suddenly didn't want to play with him anymore. He greeted Wu Xiaojun, but Wu Xiaojun turned around and ran away.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu thought it was just a small conflict between children and said with a smile, "It's okay. Mom will give you five cents. You can buy two ice popsicles, and then Wu Xiaojun will be friends with you again."



    



    



    



    He Yan remembered Wu Xiaojun's temperament and nodded obediently, "Okay."



    



    



    



    He took the money and hurriedly ran out.



    



    



    



    When he was out of sight, Fu Yanyan couldn't help but interject, "Friends bought with things aren't real friends."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu smiled and listened, "Your brother is still young. He will meet real friends in the future."



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan didn't say anything this time.



    



    



    



    But it seemed that it didn't work this time. He Yan came back crying shortly afterward, with a large wet spot on his chest. Jin Xiuzhu hurriedly asked him what happened.



    



    



    



    He Yan said aggrievedly, "Xiaojun didn't want to eat my ice popsicle. He even threw the one I gave him at me and said he hated me."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu's face darkened. She remembered the incident last time. She thought it was just a small conflict, but it seemed like it was getting serious.



    



    



    



    But she still comforted He Yan, "It's okay. Mom will go to Grandma Wu's house and ask Xiaojun what's going on for you."



    



    



    



    He Yan looked at Jin Xiuzhu sadly and just nodded.



    



    



    



    Before cooking dinner, Jin Xiuzhu took a plate of green pepper stir-fried pork over to Wu's family. He Yan didn't go, only taking her daughter with her.



    



    



    



    When they arrived at Wu's house, Grandma Wu was picking vegetables in the alley. Jin Xiuzhu greeted her with a smile, "We've been busy moving these past few days. I finally got some free time today. I bought some meat this morning and brought it over to you. Would you like to try it?"



    



    



    



    Grandma Wu also smiled, "Always thinking about our family... You should keep it for yourselves."



    



    



    



    "We have plenty at home."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu glanced towards the house, "Is Sister-in-law at home?"



    



    



    



    Wu Pozi's expression softened, "She's in the kitchen."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu pretended not to notice and continued smiling, "Alright, I'll take it over."



    



    



    



    She went straight into the house and into the kitchen, where she saw Qian Yufeng leaning against the kitchen wall, lost in thought. When she saw Jin Xiuzhu approaching, a smile appeared on her face, and she asked somewhat politely, "Why did you come over?"



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu glanced at her and repeated what she had just said outside.



    



    



    



    Qian Yufeng nodded, said "Oh," and then said, "Keep it for yourself to eat. There's food at home."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu frowned as she looked at her. Qian Yufeng wouldn't usually be this polite to her. Unable to help herself, she asked, "Has something happened?"



    



    



    



    Qian Yufeng didn't even think about it and said, "Nothing."



    



    



    



    But she avoided Jin Xiuzhu's gaze, picked up the cloth on the table, and began wiping it vigorously, her expression somewhat unnatural.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu's mind began to wonder, and after a moment's thought, she told Qian Yufeng about what happened with the two children during the day.



    



    



    



    Based on Qian Yufeng's usual style, she would have scolded Wu Xiaojun severely after hearing it. But this time, after listening quietly, she only remained silent for a moment before calmly saying, "It's normal for children to fight. It'll be fine in a few days."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu paused, also sensing the other's coldness towards her, and didn't say anything further.



    



    



    



    She rarely buttered up to people, so she just replied with a "fine" and left with the child.



    



    



    



    Watching the figures of the adult and child disappear at the door, Qian Yufeng tossed the rag in her hand onto the table. She knew it had nothing to do with Jin Xiuzhu, but she just felt uneasy and wanted Jin Xiuzhu to feel the same.



    



    



    



    That day, she scolded her son on the way home. When she got back, her husband and mother-in-law took turns scolding her. In these past few days, besides her eldest daughter, she hadn't spoken to anyone else at home.



    



    



    



    She felt that instead of being constantly compared to Jin Xiuzhu in the future, it would be better to have fewer interactions. After all these years, she had managed to get by, and it hadn't felt bitter.



    



    



    



    It was only after getting to know Jin Xiuzhu that life became even more difficult.



    



    



    



    On the way back, Fu Yanyan saw Jin Xiuzhu not speaking and said, "Aunt Qian is probably envious of Mom."



    



    



    



    She could understand that feeling very well. It was clear they started out similar, but gradually, they found the gap widening, which made one feel suffocated.



    



    



    



    Aunt Qian was like this towards Mom, just as she was towards Tang Ying in her previous life.



    



    



    



    After saying this, she couldn't help but ask, "Does Mom envy anyone?"



    



    



    



    This question was more for Tang Ying.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu didn't think much and replied firmly, "No, Mom will put in ten times or a hundred times more effort to get what she wants. Even if I fail in the end, I won't regret it."



    



    



    



    Actually, there were some, but in the end, she had them all under her feet.



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan had never heard such a powerful response before. She instinctively turned her head to look at Jin Xiuzhu. From the perspective of a bystander, the woman appeared young and beautiful, but what made her even more vivid was her determined gaze, as if it could break through all difficulties and obstacles.



    



    



    



    Whether it was due to being influenced by her emotions or not, Fu Yanyan's heart began to beat a bit faster, and she felt as if she had gained a bit more courage.



    



    



    



    
      And then Jin Xiuzhu proved with facts that Fu Yanyan had not misjudged her. The day before He Yan's school started, Jin Xiuzhu encountered a problem with her work in the cafeteria.
    

  
    The day before He Yan's school started, there was a problem with Jin Xiuzhu's work in the cafeteria.



    



    



    



    It started because someone reported to the higher-ups that Jin Xiuzhu was using the cafeteria's ingredients without permission and often bringing home cafeteria food to eat.



    



    



    



    This matter was really hard to explain. Even if they cooked according to the number of people every day, they would try to make a little more to prevent some people from not having enough to eat or for other reasons. There would definitely be some leftovers.



    



    



    



    The leftovers from meals and breakfast were usually eaten by the kitchen staff. Sometimes, when it wasn't enough, everyone would cook something for themselves. After Jin Xiuzhu arrived, if there were extras, she would take them home, which wasn't wasteful, and there weren't actually that many.



    



    



    



    Even if the higher-ups knew about it, they wouldn't say anything. But if this matter were put on the table, Jin Xiuzhu's actions would be seen as taking advantage of the unit, which would have a very bad impact.



    



    



    



    And it would make more military spouses feel resentful. Not only did Jin Xiuzhu have a salary, but she also took the unit's ingredients. Who knew how much she had taken? It's no wonder both children were eating so well and getting chubby.



    



    



    



    Especially since Jin Xiuzhu often gave away pastries she made herself, many people have seen this happen.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu was recruited by Chef Zhang, and it was Chef Zhang who came to her and said, "Military spouses have a strong reaction to this matter now. You should take a break at home for a while and see how things go after this period."



    



    



    



    Upon hearing this, Jin Xiuzhu couldn't help but feel a little disappointed, but she quickly adjusted her mindset and said frankly, "Okay, I've caused trouble for you. If I can't come back, then so be it. I can't let you be in a difficult position."



    



    



    



    After saying this, a conflicted expression appeared on her face, then she continued, "However, after I left the cafeteria, they can't make the pastries I made. Those recipes are passed down from my family. Technically, they belong to me. I can eat them myself, but I can't take them outside."



    



    



    



    Although Jin Xiuzhu deliberately avoided people when preparing the recipes, some of the pastries were simple enough that others could almost replicate them just by watching.



    



    



    



    She wasn't the type to be taken advantage of. She could leave, but the cafeteria couldn't produce the pastries she brought in. What's the difference between that and beating a dead horse?



    



    



    



    Chef Zhang was still worried that Jin Xiuzhu wouldn't leave. After all, she earned twenty yuan in wages every month. Hearing her words, he breathed a sigh of relief and was also somewhat touched. Jin Xiuzhu's words showed her concern for him.



    



    



    



    Hearing Jin Xiuzhu's words, he immediately said without hesitation, "Don't bother making anything. No one can eat your pastries. Just stick to making steamed buns."



    



    



    



    Those who reported Jin Xiuzhu were just being spiteful. During the six months she worked in the cafeteria, she showed more restraint than anyone else. Even if bags of flour were left open in the cafeteria, she never thought of taking any. She always spent her own money to ask someone to help her buy them.



    



    



    



    Not to boast, but the pastries Jin Xiuzhu made were once the signature dishes of the shopkeepers during the era of landlords. Didn't many people come to the kitchen to pack them and give them as gifts during festivals?



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu smiled at Chef Zhang and said, "With your words, I can rest assured."



    



    



    



    At noon, when Jiang Mingchuan returned home for lunch, Jin Xiuzhu told him about the incident.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan looked at her, seeing her calm expression, unsure of her thoughts. He could only offer comfort, "If you don't want to do it, then don't. It'll be easier. Waking up early and staying up late every day is quite harmful to the body. My salary is enough to support our family."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu didn't seem particularly pleased after hearing this. Instead, she asked, "Can't we find out who reported it?"



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan shook his head. "It was anonymous. We can't trace it."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu frowned.



    



    



    



    The two children, one on each side, looked at her, sensing the strange atmosphere, but neither spoke up.



    



    



    



    Thinking that she was still unwilling to accept it, Jiang Mingchuan tried to reassure her, "I heard that the army will also be opening a school next year. Study hard, and maybe you can be a teacher next year."



    



    



    



    He was just trying to comfort her with these words. Even if she wanted to be a teacher, she would need qualifications. Not to mention someone like Fang Min next door who graduated from college, but at least she would need to have completed junior high.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu also knew he was trying to comfort himself. She understood clearly in her heart that it would be difficult to return to the kitchen area.



    



    



    



    Even if she could return, she wouldn't want to. How could they just drive her away whenever they wanted? She wanted to surprise everyone. Jin Xiuzhu could not only handle the cafeteria work but also other things.



    



    



    



    With determination in her eyes, she firmly refused, without hesitation, "No need. I want to write articles and submit them like Fang Min."



    



    



    



    A well-written article could leave a lasting legacy in history. Haven't you seen the poems in He Yan's books? They were all written by ancient poets.



    



    



    



    "..."



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan looked at Jin Xiuzhu, who was excited, with a somewhat complicated expression on his face. He wasn't sure where Jin Xiuzhu's confidence came from.



    



    



    



    What he didn't tell her was that Fang Min came from a well-off family. Her grandparents were literary giants, and he had met them a few times when he was young. This was also why, when he took Jin Xiuzhu to Captain Yan's house for dinner, she took the initiative to help defuse the situation.



    



    



    



    But Fang Min had always been quiet since she was a child and didn't like crowded places. This was also related to her childhood experiences, so even if the two of them bumped into each other outside, they rarely spoke or greeted each other.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu didn't know about these things, but she firmly believed that if others could do it, she could do it too.



    



    



    



    So in the following days, Jin Xiuzhu would occasionally borrow books from Fang Min next door to read. After finishing one, she would earnestly take notes and summarize it.



    



    



    



    However, what she wrote always felt like it was missing something. She took her articles to Fang Min, who read them in silence for a while before telling her that their thoughts were still quite different. The background and items in her articles were all from ancient times, and even if there were modern elements, they seemed out of place.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu was not discouraged. She went back and revised her work, but she knew deep down that although she had borrowed someone else's skill in this place, she was still fundamentally the Jin Xiuzhu from the Dajing Dynasty.



    



    



    



    Her perspective and knowledge were stuck in the past, and she didn't have much understanding of this place. She hadn't even heard of the foods, customs, and objects mentioned in other people's books.



    



    



    



    Fang Min had also heard about Jin Xiuzhu's situation.



    



    



    



    She wasn't very good at cooking, and her husband brought her food from the cafeteria every day. Over the past six months, the breakfasts at the cafeteria have been diverse and colorful, and she looked forward to each meal.



    



    



    



    The last time she went back to her hometown, her husband had specially ordered some pastries from the cafeteria for her to take back. Everyone in her family praised them and asked where she had bought them. It was the first time her whole family had surrounded her to talk.



    



    



    



    Seeing Jin Xiuzhu working so hard, she couldn't help but feel touched. Others might have been angry, complained, or even given up, but Jin Xiuzhu was thinking of seeking another way.



    



    



    



    She rarely interfered in other people's affairs, but when Jin Xiuzhu came to her again, she couldn't help but say, "I think instead of writing articles, you could try submitting your drawings. I think you might have a better chance."



    



    



    



    When Jin Xiuzhu heard this, she looked at her somewhat confused, not understanding what she meant.



    



    



    



    Fang Min paused, organized her thoughts, and explained, "In addition to accepting articles, newspapers also accept drawings. Many books have illustrations, such as students' textbooks, newspapers, book covers, and illustrations, etc. There are many good works, but there are very few artists that can be contracted, and from what I know, the prices are not low."



    



    



    



    "I think you have a talent for drawing. Your drawings are lifelike and exquisite. You should give it a try."



    



    



    



    Fang Min's words were sincere. During this time, Jin Xiuzhu probably felt that she was bothering her too much, so she embroidered a handkerchief for her.



    



    



    



    The handkerchief was made of silk, embroidered with a bunch of orchids and her pen name. This was a double-sided embroidery she had heard about from her grandmother, with a pattern on one side and words on the other. It was exquisitely crafted.



    



    



    



    Fang Min liked it very much and carefully treasured the handkerchief, only occasionally taking it out to admire.



    



    



    



    She even felt that just by taking her embroidery to the textile factory, they might hire her. This skill wasn't something everyone possessed.



    



    



    



    After hearing Fang Min's words, Jin Xiuzhu fell into contemplation.



    



    



    



    She wasn't inflexible. She had been stubbornly focusing on her creative pursuits, but now, hearing that there were other avenues to get her work published, she quickly asked, "How do I submit my work?"



    



    



    



    She decided to follow the advice and give it a try.



    



    



    



    Fang Min wasn't very knowledgeable about these things. "It should be similar to us. Initially, I saw submission information in the newspaper with an address. I'll give you the address of my current newspaper office. If you don't like it, you can try other newspapers. There are many out there."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu nodded.



    



    



    



    As she left, Fang Min generously gave her a few envelopes and stamps. Afraid that Jin Xiuzhu might refuse, she jokingly said, "In the future, I might have to trouble you with my books."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu stopped being polite, "If that really happens, I'll definitely draw the best for you."



    



    



    



    Then she went home excitedly.



    



    



    



    So when Jiang Mingchuan came back in the evening, he found Jin Xiuzhu changing her focus back to painting.



    



    



    



    One big and one small figure crouched at the door, one painting, the other doing homework, and there was even one sitting opposite them playing with wood. It was a little toy gun made by Jiang Mingchuan for his daughter.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan also had some groceries in his hand.



    



    



    



    Seeing him return, Jin Xiuzhu got up to tidy up the drawing paper and went back inside. Dinner was prepared downstairs; all the ingredients were ready because she wasn't sure when Jiang Mingchuan would return, so she planned to cook when he got back.



    



    



    



    Heat water in the pot, then add the tomatoes. Once the water boils and the tomatoes turn red, add the meat and mushrooms. After they're cooked, add the noodles, salt, and MSG to taste.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan went to the kitchen to help. He put the knife and chopping board in the sink to wash while saying, "Chef Zhang asked me to ask you if you could be flexible and allow the cafeteria to make those pastries for breakfast. Many people have come to him about this."



    



    



    



    After eating lots of delicious food, going back to the plain steamed buns and vegetable buns from before is hard to stomach.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu paused in her noodle-making motion, turned to look at him, and raised an eyebrow. "Are you suggesting the same thing?"



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan shook his head. "I'll follow your lead. Chef Zhang also said to listen to you."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu snorted coldly. He said he'll listen to her, but the next time people come directly to her, wanting to negotiate these things, Jin Xiuzhu pretended to be conflicted. "It's possible, but it'll cost. These are family recipes passed down through generations. You can't just use them as you please. Each recipe costs at least twenty yuan."



    



    



    



    Hearing this, Jiang Mingchuan looked at her, unsure if she was joking. But seeing her serious expression, he realized she meant it.



    



    



    



    Although Jiang Mingchuan thought it was a bit expensive, he still nodded, preparing to tell Chef Zhang tomorrow.



    



    



    



    So the next day, Chef Zhang came with his apprentice personally.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu wrote down the recipes for bean cakes, milk sweet potato cakes, and green bean cakes in front of him. She refused to write down the rest because, even if she didn't, others would make them. She used to make these pastries openly because she never thought she would leave the cafeteria. Fortunately, she had been making delicious pastries behind people's backs.



    



    



    



    Now, speaking up to sell, Jin Xiuzhu was completely relying on Chef Zhang's good character.



    



    



    



    Chef Zhang was very envious of her crispy abalone and sugar-steamed cheesecake, so he shamelessly asked for the recipe.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu smiled sweetly. "These two are good stuff. No matter how much money you offer, I won't sell them. I understand that you have it tough, and you should understand me too."



    



    



    



    Zhang the Chef's face reddened, feeling embarrassed to ask further.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu reassured him. "Don't worry, you'll always have your share of these delicacies in the future. But as for others, I won't care. After all, I still have a grudge in my heart."



    



    



    



    Zhang the Chef nodded thoughtfully. He wouldn't be so tolerant if he were in her shoes. "Alright."



    



    



    



    Then he readily paid for the recipe and left. With this recipe, he could justify himself.



    



    



    



    However, no matter how others followed the recipe later on, they couldn't replicate Jin Xiuzhu's taste. Some people even gave away pastries from the cafeteria, but relatives said they weren't as delicious as before.



    



    



    



    Of course, these were all stories for later.



    



    



    



    Anyway, after earning a good amount of money, Jin Xiuzhu took her daughter and son to the county town to go shopping that afternoon.



    



    



    



    He Yan was about to start school. Initially, Jin Xiuzhu thought he was still young, so she planned to let him adapt for a semester and repeat first grade next year. However, despite starting half a year late, his grades were excellent, so he was prepared to directly enter second grade.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu bought him a Hero fountain pen and a bottle of ink for five yuan. She also bought four notebooks and five pencils. In addition, she bought a pair of green rubber-soled shoes for both of her children.



    



    



    



    
      For herself, she bought over a dozen pencils, several brushes, white paper, rice paper, ink, and envelopes.
    

  
    After leaving the supply and marketing cooperative, Jin Xiuzhu took the two children to the meat processing factory and bought pork trotters and pork belly, returning home with a full load.



    



    



    



    By the time they got back, it was already dark, and Jiang Mingchuan had already returned. Jin Xiuzhu had left a note before leaving, letting him know that she and the children had gone to the county town, so he had already prepared dinner.



    



    



    



    He Yan was the happiest. When he got home and saw his dad, the first thing he did was share his new fountain pen with him. Then, very carefully, he filled it with ink and wrote his name in his new notebook.



    



    



    



    After finishing, he felt that his handwriting wasn't good, so he asked Jin Xiuzhu to help him write.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu wrote his full name in the other three books and also wrote the subjects at the top of each notebook.



    



    



    



    He Yan was satisfied and took the notebooks to the table in his room, being careful not to let the ink smear together.



    



    



    



    Outside, Jiang Mingchuan heard him dawdling and called out, "Come out and eat. You can do that later."



    



    



    



    "I’m coming!"



    



    



    



    Outside, Jiang Mingchuan heard Jin Xiuzhu say that she had earned sixty yuan selling prescriptions today, which surprised him. Then he heard her add, "But I still sold them cheap."



    



    



    



    In the prosperous Dajing Dynasty, a recipe could be sold for two hundred taels of silver.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan scooped some dishes for her. "That's already pretty good."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu nodded and suddenly remembered something. "Tomorrow, bring back some newspapers, the ones with the addresses of the newspaper offices on the back. I plan to mail my paintings to the newspaper. Fang Min said my paintings are good, so maybe someone will take them."



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan felt that this was a bit unrealistic. There were so many military wives in the army, but only Fang Min could make money by writing books.



    



    



    



    But he didn't want to undermine Jin Xiuzhu's confidence. He also noticed that Jin Xiuzhu only saw her work in the cafeteria as a way to make money. If it disappeared, it disappeared. But when it came to writing articles and other creative pursuits, she inexplicably carried a passion and enthusiasm.



    



    



    



    The more others said she couldn't do it, the more determined she became. He speculated that this might be due to the lack of opportunity to study when she was younger.



    



    



    



    After dinner, Jin Xiuzhu took out her newly bought paper and pen and began drawing. She even persuaded Jiang Mingchuan to clean up the dishes, saying, "You've been working hard these days. Once I earn some money, I'll buy you a fountain pen too."



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan chuckled, "You haven't earned any money yet, and you're already promising me fancy pens."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu snorted, feeling that he didn't understand her.



    



    



    



    Fang Min said she had talent for drawing, so it must be true.



    



    



    



    So for the next few days, even if Jin Xiuzhu didn't go to the cafeteria, she would wake up early to draw in the morning, study and practice calligraphy in the afternoon, and attend classes in the evening, keeping herself happily busy.



    



    



    



    He Yan also started school. Wu Xiaojun not only stopped playing with him but also forbade other children from playing with him.



    



    



    



    He hadn't told his family about this, but Fu Yanyan found out and couldn't help asking if he was upset.



    



    



    



    He Yan's hand paused while doing homework, and a serious expression appeared on his round face. He nodded, "I'm a little upset, but not too much. After I told Mom last time, she gave me money to buy ice cream to coax Wu Xiaojun. Later, she even went to Grandma Wu's house to ask what was going on. She cares a lot about my affairs."



    



    



    



    "I don't know what to say. I just feel like, if Wu Xiaojun doesn't want to be friends with me, it's okay. I still have you guys. If he doesn't want to play with me, I'll play by myself. I can also make other friends at school. My mom and dad say I'm a good kid. If he doesn't want to play with me, it's his loss."



    



    



    



    He said the last sentence with confidence, as if he truly believed it.



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan was stunned as she listened. She looked at the carefree boy in front of her at this moment. He was far different from the hunched, embarrassed figure walking in the hospital corridor in his past life. Even in their childhood in her previous life, Fu Yanyan had never seen He Yan so clear-minded and optimistic.



    



    



    



    The boy she remembered was always pretending to be obedient and well-behaved in front of Jiang Mingchuan and Jin Xiuzhu, but behind closed doors, he was very nasty and dark. When Jin Xiuzhu scolded her, he would even deliberately stir up trouble.



    



    



    



    He never felt that Jin Xiuzhu favored him; he only felt that because she cared, she criticized and was picky.



    



    



    



    This was what Fu Yanyan heard by the hospital bed.



    



    



    



    It turned out that the young He Yan used to feel that his parents favored her.



    



    



    



    Dad would buy her dresses, and Jin Xiuzhu scolded her to make her better. So he gave up on himself. But later, when he found out that his sister was being bullied, he wanted to go to military school to support her in the future.



    



    



    



    However, all of this was too late in the eyes of Fu Yanyan at that time.



    



    



    



    She didn't know how He Yan had changed now, but she felt inexplicably happy for him in her heart. He would no longer feel that his parents favored his sister, and he wouldn't have the experiences of the previous life.



    



    



    



    His only worry was that his good friend didn't want to play with him anymore. That was really good.



    



    



    



    However, she was still not okay. Some experiences were engraved in her bones—too terrifying to think about, yet too painful to forget.



    



    



    



    ***



    



    



    



    The news of Jin Xiuzhu losing her job in the cafeteria spread quickly among the military wives. Fortunately, she didn't interact much with people. Except for attending the literacy class in the evening, she rarely bumped into others.



    



    



    



    So, although she noticed the strange looks from others, she didn't think much of it, her mind fully focused on the lesson.



    



    



    



    After their last quarrel, Jin Xiuzhu thought she and Qian Yufeng had parted ways.



    



    



    



    If they had, they had. Over the years, Qian Yufeng was still the first person to make her feel humiliated. Back then, even the lady of the Hou Mansion had to consider her feelings.



    



    



    



    Unexpectedly, she saw Qian Yufeng at the literacy class tonight.



    



    



    



    Qian Yufeng arrived late and, after scanning around, sat down next to Jin Xiuzhu, albeit with an empty seat between them.



    



    



    



    Ignoring her, Jin Xiuzhu focused on her own business. After a few glances, Qian Yufeng saw she was still ignoring her, so she quietly moved closer, taking the empty seat.



    



    



    



    Seeing that Jin Xiuzhu hadn't turned a page in her book for quite a while, Yanyan, sitting on her lap, blinked, feeling like these two were arguing like children.



    



    



    



    Qian Yufeng, seeing that Jin Xiuzhu was still ignoring her, cleared her throat. "I heard you lost your job in the cafeteria?"



    



    



    



    Yanyan: "..."



    



    



    



    Qian Yufeng was always stirring up trouble where there wasn't any.



    



    



    



    As expected, Jin Xiuzhu couldn't help but laugh sarcastically, "You seem quite delighted, aren’t you?"



    



    



    



    Qian Yufeng, hearing this, couldn't help but scoff, "You're making it sound like I'm that malicious."



    



    



    



    She was a bit jealous that Jin Xiuzhu had a good job, but it was just jealousy. She didn't wish Jin Xiuzhu ill. Jin Xiuzhu and her husband were still young, and they would probably have another child in the future.



    



    



    



    Since her natal home was far away, unable to help much, Jin Xiuzhu having a job would make things easier for the whole family.



    



    



    



    Qian Yufeng originally intended to keep her distance from Jin Xiuzhu in the future, but upon hearing that she had lost her job, she couldn't help but soften her heart and come over.



    



    



    



    However, her words came out with a stiff tone, "I heard you went to the county in the afternoon? Not to criticize, but since you've lost your job, you should save money. There will be plenty of places to spend money in the future. You also need to tidy up the vegetable garden and grow some vegetables to save money."



    



    



    



    Although her tone wasn't very friendly, Jin Xiuzhu could still sense her concern, and her expression softened a bit.



    



    



    



    Qian Yufeng was about to say something else when Teacher Chen came over. After one class, Qian Yufeng was so sleepy that she could barely keep her eyes open. As soon as class was over, she hurriedly left.



    



    



    



    After attending two classes, Jin Xiuzhu went back with Fang Min. They walked side by side, each holding one of Fu Yanyan's hands.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu hummed a light tune, and Fang Min couldn't help but smile. "You seem to be in a good mood."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu toned it down a bit. "It's alright. It's mainly because of your excellent teaching."



    



    



    



    Sweet words came out of her mouth effortlessly.



    



    



    



    Only Fu Yanyan looked at Jin Xiuzhu, who had been stubbornly saying she didn't care these days but seemed happy as soon as she lowered her head.



    



    



    



    The most obvious response was from Jiang Mingchuan. When they went to bed at night, Jin Xiuzhu hugged him tightly, nibbling on him incessantly and even touching his face, even complimenting his good looks.



    



    



    



    The next morning, Jiang Mingchuan stood in front of the mirror for a long time. Seeing his daughter wake up, he touched his chin and said to her, "Your mom said I'm handsome last night."



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan pursed her lips, feeling that Dad Jiang was a bit narcissistic.



    



    



    



    Little did she know, when He Yan woke up, Jiang Mingchuan casually mentioned this to his son again, "Did your mom encounter something yesterday? Why did she suddenly say I'm good-looking last night?"



    



    



    



    He Yan didn't think much of it. After slurping a mouthful of noodle soup, he sincerely replied, "Nope, Mom probably just thinks Dad is really good-looking."



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan was satisfied, nodding in approval of his son's words.



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan: "..."



    



    



    



    In the morning, while Jin Xiuzhu was painting at home, Qian Yufeng brought a basket of vegetables to her door.



    



    



    



    The atmosphere between the two was still somewhat awkward. Jin Xiuzhu let her in with a stern face but served her mung bean soup. The mung beans were stewed in a pot and poured into bowls with two spoonfuls of sugar, making them sweet, soft, and delicious.



    



    



    



    As Qian Yufeng took out the vegetables from the basket, she said, "I just came back from my parents' house. Lao Zhu gave some oil coupons to my parents, so my mom asked me to bring back a wild duck. My brother caught it by the river late at night. It's already cleaned. I'm giving you half to cook for the two children."



    



    



    



    In the past, Qian Yufeng would have definitely kept the meat for her son, but now she feels a bit disappointed in her son. Thinking that Jin Xiuzhu had always thought of herself first, she brought over half.



    



    



    



    "This meat is a bit tough. You'll have to stew it hard over the fire…"



    



    



    



    Afraid that she might not know, Qian Yufeng gave careful instructions, while Jin Xiuzhu quietly listened beside her. Finally, Qian Yufeng seemed to remember something and suddenly said, "I inquired about it for you. It seems that your job being reported is related to Liu Hongyue."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu couldn't help but frown. "Why is it her again? I haven't settled the score with her for her son bullying my Xiao Yan."



    



    



    



    Qian Yufeng also had no good opinion of that person. "That person is indeed petty. Be careful yourself. I won't say more. I have to go home and cook."



    



    



    



    Seeing her put down the dishes and prepare to leave, Jin Xiuzhu hurriedly said, "Why don't you drink some mung bean soup before you go?"



    



    



    



    Qian Yufeng looked at the large bowl of mung bean soup on the table. She had just seen Jin Xiuzhu add two full spoonfuls of sugar, and the generosity of that act made her feel a pang of pain. Her first thought was to take it home for her son to eat, but she quickly forced herself to suppress that impulse.



    



    



    



    When she was young, she always gave in to her younger brother, and every summer she could only drink bland soup residue. After getting married, she saved the good things for her son and husband.



    



    



    



    Whether it was to vent her frustration or for some other reason, she decisively picked up the bowl of mung bean soup on the table and drank it mouthful by mouthful.



    



    



    



    The mung bean soup was very sweet, sweet all the way to her heart.



    



    



    



    Qian Yufeng raised her arm, and as she wiped her mouth, she quickly wiped the corners of her eyes.



    



    



    



    
      Until she left the house, she kept thinking, "So, mung bean soup is this delicious."
    

  
    The next day, Jiang Mingchuan brought back a large stack of newspapers. Jin Xiuzhu asked her two children to help her write down the addresses of the newspaper offices while she folded the finished drawings and placed them in envelopes. Each envelope contained two drawings, one in pencil and one in brush pen.



    



    



    



    Each drawing was unique, to prevent people at the newspaper offices from recognizing them if they discover them.



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan flipped through the newspapers, found the addresses, and handed them to He Yan, who copied them onto paper.



    



    



    



    In the end, they collected eleven newspapers, plus the one recommended by Fang Min, making it twelve in total. Jin Xiuzhu put her best drawings in envelopes from the largest newspaper office, sealed them, and affixed stamps.



    



    



    



    Early the next morning, Jin Xiuzhu took her daughter to the gate of the military camp, where there was a mailbox. Usually, postal workers would come to deliver mail, and they would also take any outgoing mail. All they had to do was inform the duty officer at the gate.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu placed the twelve letters and money on the table next to the duty room at the gate, greeted the person on duty, and left.



    



    



    



    On the way back, they stopped by the military supply and marketing cooperative to buy vegetables.



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan followed behind and couldn't help but ask, "I overheard what Aunt Qian said yesterday."



    



    



    



    She mentioned that Jin Xiuzhu's job was reported by Liu Hongyue.



    



    



    



    In her memory, there were no such things in her past life. It should be that the "Jin Xiuzhu" from her past life didn't give Liu Hongyue any reason to be jealous.



    



    



    



    Although she was curious, why was there another Jin Xiuzhu in this world? She could do so many things — cook delicious food, embroider, paint, write…



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan didn't want to think too deeply. In her heart, the world she was in now and the world she had come from were separate. "Jin Xiuzhu" was two different people.



    



    



    



    Perhaps this ‘Jin Xiuzhu’ secretly learned from the skilled elders in the village when she was young. After all, she was so diligent and hardworking.



    



    



    



    When Jin Xiuzhu heard this, she knew the child was thinking too much again, afraid that the child was holding a grudge in her heart. So she explained, "Don't worry, Mom knows what to do."



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan looked at her without saying anything.



    



    



    



    Thinking that Fu Yanyan was underestimating her, Jin Xiuzhu couldn't help but say in annoyance, "I'm not that easygoing either. How can I let her bully me? But I can't just impulsively go to her door and argue with her…



    



    



    



    What's the use? She's not dumb; she might just make herself angry for nothing. It's better to leave things to patient people."



    



    



    



    In the past, Jin Xiuzhu would definitely have run to Liu Hongyue's door, crying and begging for her forgiveness, to win sympathy from many people.



    



    



    



    But now she was no longer a concubine in the Hou Mansion; she was Jiang Mingchuan's legal wife, and every move she made concerned Jiang Mingchuan and the reputation of the whole family.



    



    



    



    If people found out, they would definitely gossip. Some who didn't know might think she was afraid of the other party. She wouldn't do something that was more trouble than it was worth.



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan nodded vaguely, not quite sure what Jin Xiuzhu meant by "opportunity."



    



    



    



    In the days that followed, Jin Xiuzhu focused on painting at home, quickly noting down the new address of the newspaper and persistently sending her drawings.



    



    



    



    He Yan went to school, and the house became much quieter. But soon he came back and said he had made a new friend.



    



    



    



    His new friend's last name was Wei. "His mom and dad went to work far away, so his grandma brought him here to live. He already completed first grade in his hometown, and now he's in second grade here. We sit together in class. But he doesn't talk much; he always reads books. He loves reading more than my mom and sister combined."



    



    



    



    Upon hearing this, Jin Xiuzhu didn't think much of it and praised, "Xiao Yan is really capable. He made a new friend so quickly."



    



    



    



    He Yan continued excitedly, "He's really handsome, with very fair skin. He talks about things I don't even know."



    



    



    



    Then he turned to ask Jiang Mingchuan, "Dad, what's a rocket? And what about a space station? Do we have one in our country?"



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan replied, "We have rockets, but our country doesn't have a space station yet. But we will definitely have one in the future. It's something that's built in space. I'm not sure about the specifics."



    



    



    



    He Yan nodded and then pouted, "So there really is such a thing. I thought he was lying to me. He called me stupid, so I told him I'm the dumbest in the family. If he's so capable, he should go tell my sister."



    



    



    



    "...,"



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan looked at him expressionlessly. What did it have to do with her?



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu chuckled at this and said, "When you have time, bring him home to play. Mom will make delicious food for you guys."



    



    



    



    He Yan happily agreed, "Okay."



    



    



    



    This was the first good friend he had made on his own.



    



    



    



    Whether it was because of Jin Xiuzhu's encouragement or not, He Yan brought his new friend home over the weekend.



    



    



    



    Then he asked He Yan, "Is this the little sister you were talking about?"



    



    



    



    He Yan felt a bit uneasy hearing this question, but he still straightened his back and said proudly, "Don't underestimate her just because she's young. She's really smart."



    



    



    



    Yesterday, he invited Wei Ningqing to come over, but Wei Ningqing didn't agree. He Yan taunted, "Are you afraid my sister will outshine you?” After that, Wei Ningqing agreed to come.



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan couldn't be bothered to respond to He Yan. She looked at the two of them with a look of contempt. Anyone who believed He Yan's words couldn't be that smart.



    



    



    



    After Jin Xiuzhu made them barley milk, she let them play by themselves and went to the kitchen to prepare lunch.



    



    



    



    He Yan took his new friend to his room and then went to the kitchen to ask Jin Xiuzhu if he could show Wei Ningqing her drawings.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu agreed, so He Yan went to the main room and took out a few of Jin Xiuzhu's drawings to show off. "These were all drawn by my mom. My mom knows how to do a lot of things. She can even write poetry. Our neighbor, Auntie Fang, always praises her writing."



    



    



    



    "Let me tell you, my mom never went to school. She learned everything from literacy classes. If she had gone to school, she would definitely have gone to college. Look, these are the flowers my mom embroidered. Aren't they beautiful?"



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan sat at the table, slowly scooping up her barley milk. It was cool and refreshing, and Jin Xiuzhu didn't let her eat too much.



    



    



    



    She listened quietly as He Yan blabbered about everything at home, but fortunately, he wasn't too stupid to mention that Jin Xiuzhu had sent her drawings to the newspaper.



    



    



    



    Wei Ningqing, who usually didn't smile much, gradually became serious. He looked carefully at the drawing paper in his hand and then at the embroidery in He Yan's hand. His small eyebrows furrowed tightly, and then he said, "Your mom is very talented."



    



    



    



    He Yan beamed with pride, "Of course."



    



    



    



    At noon, Jin Xiuzhu made a table full of delicious dishes: braised pig's trotters, sweet and sour ribs, stir-fried vegetables, fried vermicelli, and tofu soup.



    



    



    



    All the children ate their fill, played for a while after lunch, and then Wei Ningqing went home to take a nap. Jin Xiuzhu asked He Yan to accompany him downstairs.



    



    



    



    After he left, Fu Yanyan reported to Jin Xiuzhu, "He Yan has been talking to others about everything at home."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu laughed when she heard this. She had also heard He Yan's big mouth. "It's okay. That child's family conditions are obviously good, and he has a decent character. He won't have any bad intentions."



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan frowned. She felt that the person seemed familiar.



    



    



    



    Then, it dawned on her. Wasn't this the man who was holding Tang Ying at the hospital in her previous life?



    



    



    



    Although he looked young now, she wouldn't mistake those similar features.



    



    



    



    A meaningful smile appeared at the corner of her mouth. She found it quite interesting that these two had become friends in this life.



    



    



    



    When He Yan returned, he had a smile on his face. Jin Xiuzhu was tidying up in the kitchen, and Fu Yanyan couldn't help but ask, "How did you become good friends with him?"



    



    



    



    What she really wanted to say was that it didn't seem like they were that close.



    



    



    



    He Yan proudly said, "Other people talk to him, and he ignores them. But when I talk to him, he responds."



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan looked at him unexpectedly and asked, "What did you say to him?"



    



    



    



    "I said, 'You're two years younger than me. Shouldn't you call me big brother? That way, you'll have one more sister. Isn't that great?'" 



    



    



    



    "..."



    



    



    



    He Yan continued, "He told me to stop talking because it was noisy. But he did talk to me, right?"



    



    



    



    "..."



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan listened expressionlessly, then turned and walked away, leaving him with just her back.



    



    



    



    It turned out she was the silly one, expecting him to say something impressive.



    



    



    



    He Yan was still immersed in his own happiness. The warm welcome from his parents today made him feel that he’s very loved, and he felt super happy.



    



    



    



    ***



    



    



    



    Wei Ningqing returned home with a bag of pastries.



    



    



    



    He didn't live on the side of the family housing area but headed towards the old house on the other side of the main gate. This area used to have a cafeteria and family housing, but they were demolished later. The cafeteria and family housing were moved, leaving only a few standalone cottages.



    



    



    



    Wei Ningqing walked towards one in the middle, pushed open the courtyard door, and saw his grandmother tending to the flowers and plants in the yard. Seeing him return, she looked up, her face showing a kind smile. "You're back? Did you have fun?"



    



    



    



    Wei Ningqing nodded, "Yes, I had a great time. Auntie also let me bring back some pastries she made."



    



    



    



    However, there was no expression on his face.



    



    



    



    Mrs. Chen smiled helplessly, put down the shovel in her hand, and then turned to wash her hands in the bucket of clean water nearby. "What did you have for lunch? How is Xiao Yan's family?"



    



    



    



    "We had pig trotters, ribs, vermicelli, vegetables, and tofu. Auntie also made ice cream, and soaked some milk powder. He Yan also showed me the painting his mom made..."



    



    



    



    Wei Ningqing recounted all his experiences at He Yan's house.



    



    



    



    Although his tone was flat, Mrs. Chen could still feel the attention and seriousness that He Yan's family showed him. She could also imagine that it was a very loving family; otherwise, they wouldn't put in so much effort to prepare all these things.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan and his wife didn't know who their grandson's family was, but Mrs. Chen knew that He Yan was the child of Jiang Mingchuan and Jin Xiuzhu. It was because of this that she encouraged her grandson to play more with He Yan.



    



    



    



    Mrs. Chen didn't know much about Jiang Mingchuan, she had only heard the old man mention him once or twice. On the other hand, she knew more about Jin Xiuzhu. Since the literacy classes began, she had never missed a class, even when she was sick with a red-hot fever, she would still come to class, diligently taking notes, always sitting in the front row.



    



    



    



    Because of the child's tireless attitude toward learning, she had changed her initial teaching approach and slowly introduced some more profound content.



    



    



    



    Originally, she had only planned to teach some basic calculations.



    



    



    



    He Yan's sister was also very well-behaved. She never cried or made a fuss during class, sitting obediently on her mother's lap, listening. She even had the feeling that this little girl learned better than most of the military spouses in the class.



    



    



    



    
      With such a good family, He Yan shouldn't be bad.
    

  
    Sure enough, her grandson's words proved that she hadn't misjudged.



    



    



    



    Her grandson had endured so much at such a young age. She and her old man didn't know how many more years they had left; they just hoped they could watch over him for a few more years.



    



    



    



    "He Yan is a good kid, and his family is also very nice. You should play with him more."



    



    



    



    Wei Ningqing knew that Grandma was doing this for his own good, so he obediently responded with an "Okay."



    



    



    



    Mrs. Chen patted his head, her eyes showing a hint of pity.



    



    



    



    ***



    



    



    



    Recently, Jin Xiuzhu had been feeling a bit anxious. It had been almost a month since she sent out nearly a dozen paintings, but she hadn't received a single reply.



    



    



    



    Although she told herself to stay calm, she knew that success doesn't come overnight. There must be something lacking in her paintings, and she just needed to improve.



    



    



    



    So, while worrying and waiting, she started to work even harder on her paintings. She also borrowed a few books and earnestly studied the styles and characteristics of the drawings in them.



    



    



    



    Seeing her working so diligently, the whole family didn't dare to disturb her. Initially skeptical, Jiang Mingchuan gradually took the initiative to help her collect information from newspapers, such as what kind of articles a particular newspaper preferred or the preferences of another newspaper. Then, based on this information, he helped her analyze what kind of paintings she should draw.



    



    



    



    Amidst this complex mix of emotions, Jin Xiuzhu received the first letter from a newspaper.



    



    



    



    The letter was brought by Fang Min.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu was at home sewing clothes for He Yan. He Yan always seemed to wear out the seat of his pants, and Jin Xiuzhu used to mend them with thread of the same color so that the repairs were barely visible. But now she had learned to be lazy and simply cut out a piece of scrap cloth, making it look like a big pudding with patches of different colors.



    



    



    



    Anyway, many children dress like this.



    



    



    



    When Fang Min came over, she saw He Yan's pants, which had several patches on them, and couldn't help but be surprised.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu warmly greeted her and offered her a seat, then got up to pour her tea. Fang Min told her not to bother, "I just came to deliver a letter. When I went to mail my manuscript, I saw there was a letter for you, so I brought it along."



    



    



    



    As she spoke, she handed the envelope to Jin Xiuzhu.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu didn't react immediately. The first thought that came to her mind was that her family from her hometown was asking her for money, but then she quickly realized that couldn't be right, as her family wouldn't know where she was now.



    



    



    



    She took the envelope absentmindedly, but when she saw the recipient's name on it was "Hongmei Jushi" she froze.



    



    



    



    Since Fang Min had other matters to attend to at home, she didn't stay long. After she left, Jin Xiuzhu was still in a daze.



    



    



    



    It was then that Fu Yanyan calmly took the letter from her hand and helped her open it.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu clenched her fists nervously, sitting beside her, watching intently.



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan pulled out the paper from the envelope, and as she did, a few banknotes fell out.



    



    



    



    Both mother and daughter's eyes lit up at the same time. Without even reading the letter, they began counting the money, and it added up to a total of two yuan.



    



    



    



    Touching the money, Jin Xiuzhu's mood calmed down a bit, then she opened the letter.



    



    



    



    It was written by the editor-in-chief of a newspaper, expressing their admiration for Jin Xiuzhu's paintings. They had already used two of the paintings sent to them and enclosed two yuan as payment.



    



    



    



    The newspaper hoped for long-term cooperation with Jin Xiuzhu... and so on, along with a contract for collaboration.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu was eager to write back immediately, but it was Fang Yanyan who stopped her, calmly saying, "Let's not rush. There might be replies from other newspapers. Let's wait a little longer."



    



    



    



    Excited and carried away by the news, Jin Xiuzhu nodded immediately, "Yes, that makes sense. Let's wait a little longer."



    



    



    



    But her face was beaming with joy. She couldn't believe that she, a woman from a humble background, a concubine who couldn't show her face in public, would one day be able to earn money by painting. If she told anyone, they probably wouldn't believe it.



    



    



    



    Fang Yanyan was also touched. After all, when Jin Xiuzhu first mentioned submitting her work, nobody took it seriously. Who knew she would actually succeed? Every day, she buried herself in drawing. Her fingers holding the brush even became deformed, but she just squeezed them and continued.



    



    



    



    In just over a month, the house was filled with hundreds of paintings.



    



    



    



    Fang Yanyan felt that with Jin Xiuzhu's serious and diligent nature, it seemed that she would succeed in whatever she did.



    



    



    



    Fang Yanyan's prediction was correct. Soon, envelopes from other newspapers arrived one after another, including one from a well-known national newspaper.



    



    



    



    They were also quite straightforward. In addition to expressing their desire for cooperation, they also sent a book, saying that this book was going to be republished and needed some illustrations. They had seen how well Jin Xiuzhu painted with a brush and asked if she could paint some scenes with ancient characteristics. They offered quite generous terms.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu flipped through the book briefly. It was a collection of ancient prose. She has a rough understanding of this place now. There had been many dynasties here, just like in the Dajing Dynasty. People collectively referred to it as the feudal era. Now it was a new era, and the people were in charge.



    



    



    



    Several pieces were about scenes she had experienced. She found them too simple—something that could be sorted out in two or three days.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu's first manuscript fee was fifteen yuan. She hadn't forgotten about the incident Liu Hongyue had reported before.



    



    



    



    This was something Qian Yufeng had told her because that day some military spouses happened to be at the administrative office and heard her reporting to someone.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu took the ten yuan and went to the cooperative store to buy a bag of flour, brown sugar, and red dates. Then she went home and made a large pot of date paste cakes.



    



    



    



    She cut the date paste cakes into small squares and put them all in a basket. With her daughter in tow, she went to the building where Liu Hongyue lived.



    



    



    



    Starting from the ground floor, Jin Xiuzhu began knocking on doors to deliver the date paste cakes. When someone opened the door, she asked, "Excuse me, does Liu Hongyue live upstairs?"



    



    



    



    The woman who opened the door looked somewhat puzzled but still nodded. "Yes, what's the matter?"



    



    



    



    "Great, this is for you." Jin Xiuzhu handed her the date paste cakes. "I used to work in the cafeteria, but later I couldn't work there because someone reported me. Now I write articles for the newspaper. This is made with the ingredients I bought with my first paycheck. I just want to tell someone that capable people can make a living anywhere. These date paste cakes were just made and are still warm. I hope you like them."



    



    



    



    "..."



    



    



    



    With a bewildered expression on the woman's face, Jin Xiuzhu moved on to the next door and said the same thing.



    



    



    



    After Jin Xiuzhu went upstairs, the two women next door looked at each other, and they could both see a glint in each other's eyes.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu went through the entire building, delivering the date paste cakes to everyone, before finally returning to the third floor and knocking on Liu Hongyue's door.



    



    



    



    Liu Hongyue opened the door and was surprised to see Jin Xiuzhu. She frowned impolitely and asked, "What are you here for?"



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu looked at her with a cold expression and calmly said, "Liu Hongyue, since I arrived at the army, you've been embarrassing me. Later on, you even instigated your son to bully my children. I didn't want to make a fuss about it originally, but my generosity doesn't mean I'm easy to bully.



    



    



    



    Even a clay Buddha has a temper. I came here today to tell you that I, Jin Xiuzhu, have acquired many skills. Without the cafeteria job, I can still earn money by writing articles based on my abilities. Meanwhile, you can only resort to underhanded methods out of jealousy behind my back."



    



    



    



    When she spoke the latter part, she deliberately raised her voice. She left out the part about working for the newspaper here, fearing she might be targeted again.



    



    



    



    "I warn you, this is the last time. Three strikes and you're out. If I encounter such things again, I'll hold you responsible."



    



    



    



    After saying this, she left with her daughter.



    



    



    



    Seeing many people standing at the stairwell, Liu Hongyue's face alternated between red and white. She hurriedly shouted, "What nonsense are you talking about? What cafeteria job? Don't falsely accuse good people."



    



    



    



    She pretended not to understand.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu sneered and turned back, "You know very well whether you did it or not. I know it, too. You dare to do it but not admit it. That's all you're capable of. I advise you not to call yourself Liu Hongyue anymore. Just call yourself Envious Liu."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu couldn't produce evidence, but based on her words alone, it was enough to incriminate Liu Hongyue.



    



    



    



    Liu Hongyue shouted angrily from behind, "Jin Xiuzhu, if you have the guts, say it clearly, or else I'll report to the leaders..."



    



    



    



    Ignoring her, Jin Xiuzhu had already left with her daughter down the stairs.



    



    



    



    The women gathered around the staircase quickly made way as they saw her approaching. These were the downstairs neighbors, to whom Jin Xiuzhu had just delivered pastries.



    



    



    



    Their gazes towards Jin Xiuzhu and Liu Hongyue were filled with curiosity and excitement. From the words Jin Xiuzhu had spoken when she knocked on Liu Hongyue's door, they had guessed that she was the military spouse who had previously worked in the cafeteria, specially recommended by Chef Zhang.



    



    



    



    Initially, they were quite jealous in private, thinking how capable she could be. But after tasting the pastries she had brought, which were fragrant and fluffy, better than any biscuits bought from the supply and marketing cooperative, they understood why she was the only one who could get into the cafeteria.



    



    



    



    They were not fools. After this series of actions by this woman, even a fool could guess that it was Liu Hongyue who had reported her and caused her to lose her job. Now, she was making money by writing articles at the newspaper office, and she had come here specifically to taunt and warn Liu Hongyue. Liu Hongyue had really lost face big time.



    



    



    



    A few people huddled together, whispering, and Liu Hongyue wanted to curse. Seeing the neighbors upstairs and downstairs pointing fingers at her, she felt both angry and anxious. She snapped, "What are you looking at? You believe whatever others say?"



    



    



    



    Then she turned around and slammed the door shut.



    



    



    



    Witnessing this, someone sneered and spat, "I hate those who sneak around behind others' backs the most."



    



    



    



    "Sneaking around won't help. She's got skills."



    



    



    



    "It's hilarious—she's found an even better job."



    



    



    



    Some were even eager to leave immediately to share this news with their good friends.



    



    



    



    In less than half a day, Qian Yufeng came over eagerly, asking about what happened in the morning.



    



    



    



    Seeing Jin Xiuzhu admit it, she immediately gave her a thumbs up. "You're still the best."



    



    



    



    It was even more exciting than going to someone's house to fight. Qian Yufeng felt jealous when she heard that Jin Xiuzhu was making money working at the newspaper, but instead, she felt relieved when she heard this news.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu proudly raised her eyebrows. Even if Liu Hongyue reported this to the higher-ups, she wasn't afraid. She didn't explicitly say it was Liu Hongyue who reported her; everyone just guessed it.



    



    



    



    She was happy making money and giving out food, she just hadn't given anything to Liu Hongyue. If she wasn't happy about that, it was her own pettiness.



    



    



    



    Not only did Qian Yufeng hear about this, but also in the evening, when Jiang Mingchuan came back, he also learned about it. He sat on a stool, glancing at Jin Xiuzhu from time to time.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu got annoyed by his gaze and couldn't help but mimic Qian Yufeng's scolding, "If you have something to say, say it quickly. If you have gas to release, release it quickly."



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan looked at her, then shook his head and sighed, "Forget it."



    



    



    



    There was nothing more to say. Anyway, the matter had already happened. Now the entire unit not only knew about this, but also the soldiers below, it was spreading like wildfire.



    



    



    



    They didn't know Jin Xiuzhu's name, they just said she was Jiang Mingchuan's wife, which made him feel like everyone was giving him extra attention when he walked down the street.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu gave him a glare, "It's because you don't care about others. If you had cared, I wouldn't have had to intervene personally."



    



    



    



    Anyway, no matter how wrong others were, she wasn't at fault.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan wiped his face, feeling a sense of frustration. How could this matter be blamed on him? He had done everything he could.



    



    



    



    "You didn't discuss this with me before you did it."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu snorted, "I thought you were tired, so I didn't want you to worry about it. I was just trying to be considerate."



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan: "..."



    



    



    



    He couldn't win an argument with her at all.



    



    



    



    
      That evening, Liu Hongyue's husband came to apologize with their child.
    

  
    That evening, Liu Hongyue's husband came over with their child to apologize.



    



    



    



    The man looked to be in his mid-thirties, not very tall, around 1.75 meters. He had thick eyebrows, big eyes, with a dark complexion and calm eyes exuding a sense of righteousness. The boy standing behind him was about eleven or twelve years old, with dark skin and a buzz cut. His eyes looked somewhat fierce, but when he glanced at his father, there was a hint of fear.



    



    



    



    The boy had many stick marks, clearly from his father's beatings. His father was holding a large bag of items. Jin Xiuzhu casually glanced at it and saw two cans of malted milk, two bags of White Rabbit candies, two bottles of canned fruit, and a big bag of biscuits. It must have cost quite a sum.



    



    



    



    Qi Min explained the reason, then with a stern face, told his son to step forward and apologize.



    



    



    



    He only found out about Liu Hongyue's actions today when the incident escalated.



    



    



    



    When Jiang Mingchuan's wife first arrived and went to Captain Yan's house for dinner, he was out for training that night and didn't go. He had no idea his son was bullying Jiang Mingchuan's son, let alone that Liu Hongyue had reported Jiang Mingchuan's wife.



    



    



    



    Many people expressed regret when Jiang Mingchuan's wife no longer worked in the cafeteria. He felt the same way at the time, never expecting it was Liu Hongyue's doing.



    



    



    



    He had always been upright in his actions, yet he never thought everything would fall apart because of Liu Hongyue and his son.



    



    



    



    He now lives in the dormitory and wouldn't have returned if not for this incident. Last night, he had a big argument with Liu Hongyue and, seeing her unrepentant attitude, beat their son right in front of her.



    



    



    



    The boy unwillingly took two steps forward with his head down, then whispered, "Sorry."



    



    



    



    Qi Min frowned and loudly rebuked, "Haven't you eaten?! Who are you apologizing to?!"



    



    



    



    The boy trembled. With reddened eyes, he shouted, "I'm sorry, He Yan."



    



    



    



    He Yan stood behind Jiang Mingchuan and Jin Xiuzhu, encountering such a situation for the first time, and looked up at his parents, somewhat at a loss.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu didn't intervene but instead said, "It's up to you to decide whether to forgive him or not."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu never treated He Yan as a child. Perhaps in her heart, she still unconsciously considered herself a person of the Dajing Dynasty, where children of He Yan's age were already capable of supporting their families independently.



    



    



    



    He Yan thought for a moment, "I can forgive you, but you must promise not to bully anyone in the future, not just me but anyone else as well."



    



    



    



    Qi Kang nodded, raising his arm to wipe away his tears.



    



    



    



    Qi Min said mercilessly, "Answer him."



    



    



    



    Qi Kang immediately choked out, "Okay."



    



    



    



    Qi Min then looked at Jin Xiuzhu and her husband, his expression softening. Then he said warmly to He Yan, "If he bullies you again, come tell Uncle, and Uncle will break his legs."



    



    



    



    Upon hearing this, Qi Kang's body trembled in fear, and He Yan also glanced nervously at this fierce-looking uncle.



    



    



    



    Qi Min then said to Jin Xiuzhu, "I wasn't aware of what Liu Hongyue did before. However, as a married couple, my sister-in-law's job loss in the cafeteria was indeed caused by her interference. I will deduct twenty yuan from my salary each month to compensate for your loss."



    



    



    



    Initially, he had planned to bring Liu Hongyue over to apologize as well, but she was crying and making a scene like a madwoman at home. He had lost all patience with that woman.



    



    



    



    Originally, it was his own mother who pretended to be sick to get him to take time off and go on a blind date. The one he was supposed to meet was Liu Hongyue's cousin, but after they got married, he found out it was Liu Hongyue. The Liu family and his own mother knelt in front of him, begging him not to cause a scene, saying it didn't matter whom he married…



    



    



    



    Thinking back on it now, it's truly laughable. How could it possibly be the same? Other families were harmonious and happy, but his family was filled with endless quarrels.



    



    



    



    He had tried to live a good life with Liu Hongyue, but she was the kind of person who couldn't distinguish right from wrong. She looked down on this person and that person, and whenever someone else was doing well, she would be jealous and talk bad about them behind their backs. It was impossible to go on living like that.



    



    



    



    He had often wanted to ask his mother why she insisted he get married back then. Was such a marriage really a good idea?



    



    



    



    Hearing this, Jin Xiuzhu's opinion of him improved a bit, but she still refused. "No need. I've already found a job. I'm quite clear about these things: you are you, and Liu Hongyue is Liu Hongyue. I don't need you to make amends. It's already very good that you brought your child to apologize."



    



    



    



    If she took the money, all her efforts today would be in vain, and Jin Xiuzhu was no fool. But she could tell that he was much more decent than Liu Hongyue.



    



    



    



    Qi Min looked at the reasonable Jin Xiuzhu and nodded. He placed the gifts in his hand by the corner of the wall. "These are for the child. Please accept them. We won’t disturb you anymore.”



    



    



    



    He glanced at Jiang Mingchuan and said nothing more, leaving quietly with his child.



    



    



    



    As he reached the third step of the staircase, Qi Min heard the door closing behind him, and he paused.



    



    



    



    He couldn't help but recall the scene when he knocked on the door. It was opened by the youngest daughter of the family, who turned her head and called for her parents.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan's wife and son were at the table, drawing and writing, while Jiang Mingchuan came out of the kitchen, wiping his hands. The house was simply but warmly decorated. It was a simple scene, but one he had never experienced.



    



    



    



    Seeing his father not moving, Qi Kang softly called out, "Dad."



    



    



    



    Qi Min pursed his lips and strode away.



    



    



    



    He couldn't help but think… If he hadn't been soft-hearted back then, would things be different now?



    



    



    



    After Jiang Mingchuan closed the door, he couldn't help but say to Jin Xiuzhu, "Qi Min once had the opportunity to attend the military academy, but her wife heard something from someone, went to the leader to make a fuss, and the spot was canceled. He could have advanced further, but now he has to wait until next year to retire."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu didn't know about this and nodded, feeling a bit sorry for Qi Min. Then she poked Jiang Mingchuan's arm, "Look how lucky you are… Marrying such a good wife like me."



    



    



    



    She never missed a chance to flatter herself.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan laughed at this, but thinking about it, he had to agree. He was indeed luckier than Qi Min.



    



    



    



    If Jin Xiuzhu were like Qi Min's wife, he and Xiao Yan wouldn't have had any good days.



    



    



    



    Thinking of this, he looked at his son. He and his daughter were busy unpacking the snacks Qi Min had brought, already tearing open the White Rabbit candies and stuffing them into their mouths, their cheeks bulging as they ate.



    



    



    



    He felt a slight pang in his heart. He remembered that when Xiao Yan first came here, he always kept his head down and didn't dare to speak. But ever since Jin Xiuzhu arrived, he gradually became more lively, and now he treats them as his real parents.



    



    



    



    While feeling comforted, a faint sense of envy also arose.



    



    



    



    ***



    



    



    



    Early the next morning, Liu Hongyue ran to find Zhao Yun with swollen eyes.



    



    



    



    Zhao Yun didn't expect Liu Hongyue to come over. She instinctively glanced around and, seeing no one had noticed, sighed in relief before inviting her in. After pouring a glass of water, she gently asked, "Why did you come over?"



    



    



    



    In her heart, though, she didn't really want Liu Hongyue to visit. Their previous close interactions could be attributed to Wang Ling. But after yesterday's incident, Liu Hongyue's reputation had become notorious, and it wouldn't look good to be seen with her.



    



    



    



    Upon hearing these words, Liu Hongyue's eyes welled up again as she angrily said, "Isn't it all because of Qi Min? He called me shameless and despicable, saying I did such a thing and brought shame upon him in the army. He even said Jin Xiuzhu was right to scold me, calling me 'Envious Liu.'"



    



    



    



    "What am I jealous of?! I wasn't wrong. That Jin Xiuzhu makes delicious food at home every day. I don't believe she hasn't taken any food from the cafeteria! But he just sides with outsiders to bully me. Last night, he even beat Xiao Kang right in front of me. You have no idea how heartless he was, using such a long and thick stick, hitting our son again and again as if Xiao Kang wasn't his own child."



    



    



    



    Seeing her crying with snot and tears mingling, Zhao Yun turned her face slightly away. Noticing her daughter eavesdropping from the table not far away, she gave her a stern look, motioning for her to go back to her room.



    



    



    



    Caught by her mother, Tang Ying pouted unhappily, jumped off the stool, and ran back to her room with little stomps.



    



    



    



    Liu Hongyue continued, "I know he hates me, thinking I can't compare to Jin Xiuzhu and that I've brought him shame. He hates me for tricking him into marriage back then. But he isn't any better. Why was he willing when it was my younger, prettier cousin? But despises me because I'm not as attractive?"



    



    



    



    As she said this, she glanced at Zhao Yun. Zhao Yun didn't know how to respond. She had heard about the past mess between Liu Hongyue and Captain Qi. In her mind, if she were a man, she might despise Liu too, but instead, she said, "Captain Qi isn't that kind of person. Don't overthink it, sister-in-law. If he truly despised you, why would he have children with you?"



    



    



    



    Upon hearing this, Liu Hongyue sniffed and Zhao Yun, seeing her reaction, felt a bit disgusted. But she gritted her teeth and didn't turn away.



    



    



    



    Liu Hongyue felt a pang of emptiness in her heart but still stood her ground, saying, "Exactly, if he had any objections, he should have refused on the wedding day."



    



    



    



    She didn't mention how she had instigated her mother-in-law to feign illness to coerce him into having a child with her, nor did she mention how on the day of the wedding, she had knelt down with her entire family to beg Qi Min not to cause trouble.



    



    



    



    Zhao Yun softened her voice further, "Sister-in-law, don't be angry. There's no married couple without quarreling. We argue at the head of the bed and make up at the foot. It'll be fine in a couple of days."



    



    



    



    Instead of calming down, Liu Hongyue's face turned even uglier upon hearing this. Ordinary couples might argue and then make up, but she and Qi Min had never reconciled after a fight.



    



    



    



    For some reason, she suddenly turned her head to look at Zhao Yun, with a hint of resentment in her eyes, and angrily said, "It's all because of you! You told me you saw Jin Xiuzhu using pastries to entertain the wife of Commissar Zhu and asked me about the benefits of working in the cafeteria. That's why I thought of reporting her. If it weren't for you, I wouldn't be in this situation now! Do you know how afraid I am to go out now?! Everyone who sees me points fingers at me."



    



    



    



    Afraid to go out but still bold enough to come to my house?



    



    



    



    Zhao Yun felt a pang of annoyance in her heart, but she wasn't surprised by Liu Hongyue's behavior of biting the hand that fed her.



    



    



    



    Luckily... She had been worrying about not having an excuse to get rid of this person. After listening, her expression immediately turned cold, and she pretended to be angry, saying, "I comforted you out of kindness, and this is how you repay me? I'm just bored staying at home every day. I couldn't help but ask about Jinxiu Zhu's job when I saw it was good. But when I found out she got it through her own abilities, I dropped the idea. Who knew you would go and report her? Did I tell you to report her? Yet you blame me. Leave now. Honestly, I don't dare to associate with someone like you."



    



    



    



    Liu Hongyue looked at Zhao Yun in disbelief, her eyes widened, "What do you mean?"



    



    



    



    She had finally mustered the courage to come and confide in her, but now she was being told to leave.



    



    



    



    
      Zhao Yun said icily, "What I mean is for you to leave my house immediately. This is entirely your fault and has nothing to do with me. Don't blame your mistakes on me."
    

  
    "Zhao Yun! How shameless can you be!"



    



    



    



    "Please leave!"



    



    



    



    After driving Liu Hongyue away, Tang Ying returned to the living room and saw her mother wiping the chair where Aunt Liu had just sat with a cloth. Unable to hold back, she asked, "Mom, will Aunt Liu say bad things about you behind your back?"



    



    



    



    Zhao Yun sneered coldly, "Who can she talk to now? Who else is willing to bother with her?"



    



    



    



    Then she turned to her daughter and said seriously, "Adult matters are not for children to worry about. You're still young and don't understand some things. Just focus on getting ready for school next year."



    



    



    



    Tang Ying pouted in displeasure, feeling defiant inside. How could she not understand? Not only did she know that her mother disliked Aunt Liu, but she also knew that her mother had never forgotten Uncle Jiang downstairs.



    



    



    



    Because Uncle Jiang married someone else, that's why Mom married Uncle Yang.



    



    



    



    ***



    



    



    



    In the evening, Jiang Mingchuan came back and told Jin Xiuzhu that Captain Yan had invited them for dinner.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu didn't think much of it and set aside the vegetables she had prepared for stir-frying, putting them into bowls and covering them with plates, leaving them to be stir-fried the next morning.



    



    



    



    She also instructed Jiang Mingchuan to take the salty duck stew with vermicelli off the stove and bring it along, while she went back to her room to change clothes.



    



    



    



    The family of four didn't linger either. Once everything was ready, they went out. Jin Xiuzhu asked Jiang Mingchuan, "How many people are we having dinner with tonight?"



    



    



    



    She actually wanted to know if Liu Hongyue's family was coming.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan knew what she was asking and replied, "I asked, Captain Yan said there's no one else."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu nodded, "That's good."



    



    



    



    Upon arriving at Captain Yan's house, Jin Xiuzhu found not only Captain Yan and his wife but also the Yang family in the living room.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu paused, turning her head to look at Jiang Mingchuan, her eyes filled with hostility.



    



    



    



    Is this what he meant by "no one else"?



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan was also taken aback, then frowned slightly.



    



    



    



    Captain Yan could only awkwardly smile at Jiang Mingchuan, then warmly welcomed them in, and with a hoarse voice, he asked the two children with enthusiasm, "Xiao Yan, Yanyan, do you still recognize Uncle?"



    



    



    



    The two children obediently responded.



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan couldn't help but shift her gaze to the girl sitting beside the table. The little girl was dressed very delicately. When their eyes met, the little girl immediately stuck out her tongue.



    



    



    



    Before Fu Yanyan could retract her gaze, her brother He Yan noticed, feeling that his sister was being bullied, he stood in front of her, glaring at the girl.



    



    



    



    Tang Ying pouted in grievance, tossing her braid and turning her head away, ignoring them.



    



    



    



    That was supposed to be her brother.



    



    



    



    Only Fu Yanyan, looking at He Yan blocking her, couldn't help but feel warm inside.



    



    



    



    In the kitchen, Wang Ling came out carrying dishes, her face full of smiles, saying, "You're here? Just in time, the dishes have just finished cooking, we can eat now."



    



    



    



    Zhao Yun followed behind, also carrying dishes. Seeing Jiang Mingchuan holding dishes in his hands, she smiled and said, "You guys are considerate, our family is so shameless, just showing up empty-handed."



    



    



    



    Wang Ling and her husband laughed upon hearing this.



    



    



    



    Only Jin Xiuzhu could discern that Zhao Yun was showing off her close relationship with Wang Ling, implying that they didn't need to bring anything when visiting.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu chuckled, "I really didn't expect so many people to come for dinner. We thought it was just us, so I thought it wouldn't be nice to come empty-handed. I specially made a dish to bring over. I didn't mean to compare with you. If I had known, I definitely wouldn't have dared to bring it."



    



    



    



    With one sentence, she mocked both families, mocking Captain Yan for coaxing them over and also mocking Zhao Yun for her lack of manners and tendency to overthink.



    



    



    



    As for whether it would make the situation awkward, Jin Xiuzhu wasn't afraid. She wasn't a pushover; she wouldn't hesitate to stand up for herself.



    



    



    



    Standing beside Jin Xiuzhu, Jiang Mingchuan glanced at her but said nothing.



    



    



    



    Captain Yan, who was bent over coaxing the two children, felt embarrassed once again and hurriedly stood up to usher them in.



    



    



    



    There was a momentary awkwardness on Wang Ling's face, and she quickly said, "Come in and have a seat."



    



    



    



    She also called out to her son inside the house, "Xiao Xing, you can do your homework later. Come out and have dinner."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu didn't go to the kitchen to help. Instead, she sat her daughter on a stool and pretended to be busy pouring her a glass of water to drink.



    



    



    



    For dinner, there were six dishes and a soup, and Jin Xiuzhu happened to sit opposite Zhao Yun.



    



    



    



    Wang Ling and Captain Yan livened up the atmosphere, urging everyone not to be polite and to help themselves to the dishes.



    



    



    



    Wang Ling even personally served Jin Xiuzhu a crab, saying, "Today, some soldiers who served under Old Yan before came to visit us, and he specially brought some of these over. Try it, there's a lot of roe."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu smiled, "It's such a pity. I've been feeling unwell lately and can't eat anything too cold in nature."



    



    



    



    She didn't touch the crab but instead picked up some greens with her chopsticks.



    



    



    



    Wang Ling, seeing the situation, looked somewhat awkwardly towards Zhao Yun on the other side.



    



    



    



    She couldn't quite grasp Jin Xiuzhu's attitude. She didn't know if it was really about not being able to eat or something else. If it was something else, some words might not be appropriate. After all, she didn't want to offend Jin Xiuzhu and her husband.



    



    



    



    Zhao Yun understood her meaning and hesitated for a moment before speaking up voluntarily: "Actually, I wanted to invite you all for this meal today. It's my fault, really. Here's what happened: this morning, Liu Hongyue came to my house and said she had an argument with Captain Qi.



    



    



    



    I didn't think much of it, so I just comforted her a bit. I didn't realize from her complaints that she had actually reported my sister-in-law's job at the cafeteria. She even said if I hadn't asked about my sister-in-law's job, she wouldn't have thought of reporting it."



    



    



    



    "I've only just come here, and I don't know many people. I heard before that my sister-in-law worked at the cafeteria, and considering my own cooking skills were decent, I couldn't help but ask her a few questions. Later, I heard that my sister-in-law was specifically invited by the head chef, so I dismissed the thought. I never imagined there was this whole issue behind it. I felt guilty thinking about it, so I mustered up the courage to ask Sister Wang to help invite you all for a meal and to apologize to you."



    



    



    



    Having said that, she stood up on her own initiative, picked up the teacup next to her, and said, "Cheers to you all, and I wish sister-in-law a better job in the future."



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan heard this and looked at Jin Xiuzhu. Now, he had also learned Jin Xiuzhu's way: making decisions for oneself. This was true for their children's matters, and so he wouldn't interfere now either.



    



    



    



    Zhao Yun noticed this, lowered her eyes, and then drank the tea in her hand.



    



    



    



    Wang Ling quickly chimed in, "I'm partly to blame for this. They met because of me. But don't worry, we won't associate with Liu Hongyue anymore."



    



    



    



    Yang Yao politely raised his glass to Jiang Mingchuan, "I've talked to Xiao Yun about it. She knows she was wrong. From now on, she'll consult me first. This incident was truly unexpected."



    



    



    



    Wang Ling nodded in agreement, "Yes, if I had known Liu Hongyue's true colors, I would never have gotten close to her."



    



    



    



    Then she praised Jin Xiuzhu, "You're really capable. Working at the newspaper now, you make us military wives proud."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu, hearing this, quickly composed herself and smiled at Wang Ling, "You're right, Sister-in-law. I'm stubborn, but instead of arguing, I found a job at the cafeteria and even found better work."



    



    



    



    "When I was young, with so many children in the family, I was the least favored. I didn't even have the opportunity to study. I could only help the elderly in the village and beg them to teach me a few skills. After coming here, thanks to the wise leadership, they opened a literacy class and taught me how to read. Since others can write articles, I'm sure I can too. With determination, I write every day. I've almost worn out newspapers, but someone finally noticed me."



    



    



    



    Wang Ling, being soft-hearted, could imagine how much hardship Jin Xiuzhu must have faced in private. However, what she felt most was admiration.



    



    



    



     The praise she had just given wasn't insincere; she genuinely felt that Jin Xiuzhu was bringing honor to military spouses.



    



    



    



    "Now it's paying off. Oh, do you need paper? I know someone at the paper mill. I can ask them to get some for you."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu was surprised, "You know people at the paper mill, sister-in-law?"



    



    



    



    "Yeah, she’s a classmate of mine. We're very close…"



    



    



    



    The two of them got more and more engrossed in their conversation. By the end, they could only hear the voices of Jin Xiuzhu and Wang Ling. Jin Xiuzhu spoke cleverly and charmingly, effortlessly responding to whatever Wang Ling said and even posing questions to her. By the time the meal was finished, Wang Ling was still somewhat reluctant for the conversation to end.



    



    



    



    Zhao Yun didn't even realize when she had sat down, and she found herself enthusiastically chatting with Jin Xiuzhu about her son's poor grades, completely forgetting the original purpose of the meal.



    



    



    



    It wasn't until both families were about to leave that Wang Ling remembered the matter they had come for in the first place. She hesitated for a moment before bringing it up.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu, reluctant to part ways, held Wang Ling's hand affectionately and whispered softly, "I was actually quite concerned at first, but tonight's conversation with my sister-in-law was so enjoyable. I'll overlook these things for your sake. Oh, by the way, sister-in-law, remember the paper I asked for? I'll make some delicious food for you and bring it over tomorrow."



    



    



    



    Wang Ling waved her hand, "No need for the food, you can keep it for yourself. I'll definitely get you the paper."



    



    



    



    She even put two uneaten crabs from the table into her pockets, "Steam them tomorrow, they'll still be good to eat."



    



    



    



    The two bid farewell amidst laughter and warmth. Once everyone was out of sight, Wang Ling turned around and saw Zhao Yun still there. There was a momentary discomfort on her face, but recalling Jin Xiuzhu's words, she regained her confidence and said, "Xiao Jin told me it's all in the past now. But you, you need to be more careful with your words in the future. Luckily, it's Xiao Jin we ran into, who’s magnanimous. If it were someone else, they might hold a grudge."



    



    



    



    Zhao Yun forced a smile, feeling somewhat regretful about letting Wang Ling intervene. She had originally planned to apologize in person, fearing that Jin Xiuzhu wouldn't be pleased, but with Wang Ling and her husband present, the other side would at least have some reservations.



    



    



    



    But she never expected Jin Xiuzhu to be so adept at speaking. During dinner, she had tried to interject several times but was always redirected by Jin Xiuzhu, who smoothly shifted the conversation back to herself. All she could do was watch them chat and laugh.



    



    



    



    She forced herself to smile and said, "Sister-in-law is indeed formidable. Otherwise, I really wouldn't know what to do."



    



    



    



    Wang Ling patted her hand and said a few words.



    



    



    



    Zhao Yun wasn't sure if it was her imagination, but she always felt that Wang Ling wasn't as warm towards her as before.



    



    



    



    After chatting for a while, Zhao Yun and Yang Yao left with their child. Before leaving, Tang Ying looked at the crabs on the table with longing eyes. There were still two left in the plate.



    



    



    



    Wang Ling noticed and pretended not to see, tilting her head slightly and gesturing for her son to tidy up the table.



    



    



    



    Zhao Yun left with the child, but the moment she turned her back, her face darkened.



    



    



    



    Wang Ling had just given Jin Xiuzhu two large crabs.



    



    



    



    After everyone left, Wang Ling complained to her husband, "Although I've only known Jin Xiuzhu for a short time, I have to say, we really hit it off tonight. Maybe I was biased against her before."



    



    



    



    Captain Yan glanced at her and said impatiently, "Who can't you get along with?”



    



    



    



    People are flattering you. It's just that Jin Xiuzhu is obviously more capable.



    



    



    



    Wang Ling shook her head and continued, "Compared to Jin Xiuzhu, Zhao Yun is still lacking. When she asks me for something, she only brings a bag of pears. Look, when we invited Xiao Jiang and his wife for dinner, they specially brought a pot of good dishes. In a few days, I'll ask for Xiao Jin some paper, and she will definitely send me some delicious pastries again. Actually, sometimes making friends depends on sincerity."



    



    



    



    That's why she gave crabs to Jin Xiuzhu but not to Zhao Yun.



    



    



    



    Captain Yan couldn't say anything to her. "Next time, don't get involved in these things. Don't meddle in other people's affairs."



    



    



    



    If she hadn't gotten involved, Captain Yan wouldn't have persuaded Jiang Mingchuan and his wife to come.



    



    



    



    He figured it out. Both Jin Xiuzhu and Zhao Yun weren’t simple characters.



    



    



    



    Only his own wife was foolish enough to be used by others.



    



    



    



    ***



    



    



    



    As the family of four walked back, when there was no one around, Jin Xiuzhu reached out and twisted Jiang Mingchuan's ear hard.



    



    



    



    This twist was quite forceful, causing Jiang Mingchuan to grimace in pain. He turned his head to look at her, feigning ignorance, "What's wrong?"



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu glared at him, "You still have the nerve to ask me what's wrong? So, according to you, there's no one else involved? Oh, I see, in your eyes, Zhao Yun is family too?"



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan rubbed his ear, "I really didn't know about this."



    



    



    



    If he had known, he would have definitely told Jin Xiuzhu, "Tomorrow I'll go and scold Captain Yan."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu gave him a disdainful look, "If you didn't know, how could I know? Scold Captain Yan? If you're so capable, go scold him now."



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan fell silent.



    



    



    



    Seeing him play dumb again, Jin Xiuzhu got angry and reached out to twist him again.



    



    



    



    This time, Jiang Mingchuan reacted quickly, dodging to the side.



    



    



    



    Seeing this, Jin Xiuzhu angrily hammered him with her fist.



    



    



    



    Seeing his mother's stern demeanor, He Yan couldn't help but whisper to his younger sister beside him, "Mom is so fierce. I don't want to marry a wife like her in the future."



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan curled her lips slightly, casting him a disdainful glance before bluntly retorting, "Forget it. Can you even find a wife? Dream on."



    



    



    



    He Yan looked at her incredulously, "Am I really that bad?"



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan retorted, "You wet the bed last night."



    



    



    



    He Yan fell silent.



    



    



    



    He silently vowed in his heart that he would definitely get married before his sister when he grew up.



    



    



    



    Back at home, after the two children finished washing up and went to bed, in the master bedroom, Jiang Mingchuan brought a basin of foot-soaking water for Jin Xiuzhu. She leisurely soaked her feet while reclining on the bed and viewing the paintings, then opened her mouth, waiting for Jiang Mingchuan to feed her.



    



    



    



    The person who said she couldn't eat crab at the dinner table was now opening her mouth faster than anyone else, and if the peeling was too slow, they would be scorned.



    



    



    



    There was also a piece of paper by the bedside, on which was written—



    



    



    



    "Promissory Note:



    



    



    



    After receiving the salary at the end of November 1969, Jiang Mingchuan will buy Jin Xiuzhu a sweater.



    



    



    



    
      Signed: 
      Jiang Mingchuan,
      


    

    October 13, 1969."



    



    



    



    
      Underneath, there was a clear handprint.
    

  
    True to her word, Jin Xiuzhu brought over a plate of red date cakes to Wang Ling's place the next evening.



    



    



    



    Wang Ling handed her a stack of thick paper, including letter paper, plain paper, and some patterned paper. Wang Ling also asked her, "Do you need fabric? Something happened to one of our recent factory orders; luckily only half was made. We've decided to sell the remaining half at a discount for domestic sales. If you want, I can bring you some. It's all good fabric, specially customized high-end four-piece sets. But I think making clothes out of it would be great."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu's interest was piqued. "What kind of patterns?"



    



    



    



    "We have all sorts. Solid blue, solid white, and also some with patterns. Buying more won't lose you money. These fabrics sell for seventy to eighty in department stores in big cities. We're selling them domestically for ten. If you buy more, I'll give you a discount. I'm not just saying this; you have two kids, and you can save them for their weddings in a few years. This stuff won't spoil, it's really good. I'm even planning to hoard four or five sets myself."



    



    



    



    Since Wang Ling had made the offer, Jin Xiuzhu couldn't refuse. She counted her money and said, "Alright, bring me a set first. If it's good, I'll buy more. I'm a penny-pincher by nature. I'm still a bit unsure about things I haven't seen or touched."



    



    



    



    Hearing this, Wang Ling didn't feel that Jin Xiuzhu doubted her. Instead, she thought Jin Xiuzhu was straightforward and said with a smile, "Okay, I'll bring you a set. Let's say eight yuan, not making a single extra cent from you."



    



    



    



    "Thank you then, sister-in-law. I want the patterned ones."



    



    



    



    "Sure thing."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu took the paper back home and was surprised to find that the paper Wang Ling gave her was all good quality. It felt like she had spent quite a bit on it.



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan followed behind her and couldn't help but ask, "Mom, are you and Aunt Wang Ling good friends now?"



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu nodded as she touched the paper. "Of course."



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan glanced at her.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu turned to look at her and smiled. "Do you know who reported your mom's job at the cafeteria?"



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan frowned, "Isn't it Aunt Liu?"



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu smiled softly, "It is her, but also not her."



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan didn't understand and tilted her head in confusion. Suddenly, she thought of Zhao Yun, whom they had dinner with last night.



    



    



    



    Perhaps because of her own pettiness, she never liked Zhao Yun and her daughter. But in her past life, everyone said Zhao Yun was gentle and kind, and Tang Ying was clever and well-behaved. Compared to them, she and Jin Xiuzhu were seen as thieves and jokes.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu explained briefly, "After the incident, who was the first person Liu Hongyue seeked out?"



    



    



    



    Zhao Yun.



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan answered in her heart.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu seemed to think of something and sneered, "She didn't go to anyone else but Zhao Yun. Why? Is it because she trusts her? But compared to Zhao Yun, who she's known for a shorter time, isn't your Aunt Wang more reliable?



    



    



    



    Or is it because in her heart, Zhao Yun has more responsibility in this matter? Zhao Yun would feel guilty and help her resolve the immediate crisis. Zhao Yun has been here for two or three months and has had some interactions with Liu Hongyue. How could she not know Liu Hongyue's nature? Isn't it interesting that she didn't ask anyone else but went directly to Liu Hongyue?"



    



    



    



    With Jin Xiuzhu's explanation, Fu Yanyan understood.



    



    



    



    Indeed, Aunt Wang is Captain Yan's wife and has a certain authority among the military wives. She's also easy to get along with. When something happens among the military wives, they usually go to her for mediation. Logically, Liu Hongyue should have gone to Aunt Wang, but she went to Zhao Yun instead.



    



    



    



    When people face difficulties, their first reaction is to find someone who can help them. Why did Liu Hongyue think Zhao Yun could help her? Because Zhao Yun is kind and gentle?



    



    



    



    No, it's because Liu Hongyue felt that Zhao Yun owed her. Zhao Yun had to help her, or else Zhao Yun would suffer as well.



    



    



    



    And Zhao Yun's words last night confirmed this. Zhao Yun cleverly involved Aunt Wang, using the dinner to bring the facts to light and downplaying her own influence. Even if Liu Hongyue spoke out later, no one would suspect Zhao Yun of anything.



    



    



    



    Following Jin Xiuzhu around every day, Fu Yanyan often listened to her gossiping with Aunt Qian and had become familiar with most of the military wives in the unit.



    



    



    



    She also knew what kind of person Liu Hongyue was: petty, jealous, and openly malicious. For instance, she directly went to Captain Qi's superior to cause trouble at the military academy, and she would also go to people's homes to argue with them. She wasn't very smart, and this kind of reporting didn't seem like something she'd understand unless someone prompted her.



    



    



    



    Understanding all this made Fu Yanyan break out in a cold sweat.



    



    



    



    She suddenly thought of her past life. Back then, her and Jin Xiuzhu's reputation in the unit had gotten worse and worse. Whenever they went out, people would point and whisper about them.



    



    



    



    Could all of that have been related to Zhao Yun as well?



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu saw her daughter looking down in silence and thought she didn't understand. She reached out and touched her little head, saying, "You're still young. It's okay if you don't understand. Mom is just talking casually."



    



    



    



    If they were still in the Dajing Dynasty, Jin Xiuzhu would have explained these little tricks to her in detail. Life in the inner courtyard for women wasn't easy. One careless move could cost a life. Just like the former wife of the Marquis, who raised the fourth young lady to be naive and spoiled. When the lady passed away, the fourth young lady became a pitiful girl with no protection and was married off to a widower just as she came of age.



    



    



    



    But it's different here. Yanyan doesn't have to deal with a bunch of scheming people in the inner courtyard. She can study, go out to work, and live a life with dignity and hope.



    



    



    



    When it comes to understanding people's hearts, it's enough to grasp the basics and avoid being taken advantage of.



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan softly replied, "Mm."



    



    



    



    She thought that the current Jin Xiuzhu was not to be trifled with either. Jin Xiuzhu saw through Zhao Yun's tricks and, instead of getting angry and confronting her, deliberately got close to Wang Ling, taking her away from Zhao Yun's side. This probably made Zhao Yun even angrier than a slap in the face, right?



    



    



    



    Thinking of this, she felt that Jin Xiuzhu was quite crafty, but she liked it. Unlike the woman from her past life, who only vented her anger on her children.



    



    



    



    As expected, Fu Yanyan was right. In the following days, Jin Xiuzhu and Wang Ling became closer. Sometimes, when Wang Ling and her husband were too busy to come back, Yan Xing would come to the Jiang household for meals.



    



    



    



    Not long after, Jiang Mingchuan came back and told Jin Xiuzhu that Liu Hongyue had returned to her hometown.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu was chopping vegetables. Hearing this, she looked up at him in surprise and said, "She went back?"



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan rolled up his sleeves to help peel garlic and nodded, "She went back this morning. Someone saw her."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu frowned, "What about the child?"



    



    



    



    "He didn't go. Qi Min probably wants to keep him close to teach him. The child is still young. With some guidance, he should be able to mend his ways."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu thought he was wrong. Some children can indeed be taught well, but some are inherently bad.



    



    



    



    Moreover, it seemed too late to think about teaching him now. She couldn't help but say, "What were they doing before? Was the child like this from the start?"



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan sighed, "Where was the time to teach? They didn't follow the military before. It's only been these past few years."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu didn't understand the rules here and simply said, "I don't care about others, but you must set a good example as a father. I haven't let you worry about household affairs, but when it comes to raising children, their education and manners, you must take charge."



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan agreed, worried that their children might turn out like Qi Kang in the future.



    



    



    



    So, after dinner, Jiang Mingchuan started supervising He Yan's homework. He also gave his daughter tasks, telling her to sweep the floor and wipe the tables every morning, explaining that their mother worked hard every day and needed her help.



    



    



    



    Afraid his daughter wouldn't know how, he even brought a basin of water and taught her how to wipe properly.



    



    



    



    He Yan glanced over distractedly, only to be glared at by Jiang Mingchuan. "Have you finished your homework?"



    



    



    



    He Yan shrank back and quickly lowered his head to continue writing.



    



    



    



    Meanwhile, Jin Xiuzhu took the crystal dumplings she made that afternoon to Captain Yan's house.



    



    



    



    The door was opened by Yan Xing. When he saw Jin Xiuzhu, the boy's face lit up with a bright smile. "Aunt Jin, you brought something delicious again?"



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu smiled as well. "These are crystal dumplings that Auntie made. Have your mom cook them for you tomorrow morning."



    



    



    



    "That's great! Please come in."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu glanced inside. "Is your mom at home?"



    



    



    



    Yan Xing took the dumplings from her hands and shook his head. "No, she was called out in a hurry just now, and I don't know when she'll be back. I was just about to make dinner."



    



    



    



    "You haven't eaten yet? Then quickly cook these dumplings and eat them."



    



    



    



    "Okay."



    



    



    



    Yan Xing nodded happily and went to the kitchen to get a bowl for the dumplings. When he returned to the living room, he whispered to Jin Xiuzhu, "I just heard that Qi Kang was beaten up very badly. Uncle Qi isn't home, and Aunt Liu isn't either, so my mom went over."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu raised her eyebrows and couldn't help but ask, "Who beat him up?"



    



    



    



    Yan Xing shook his head. "That I don't know."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu returned home with the empty plate, planning to ask Qian Yufeng about it tomorrow.



    



    



    



    Unexpectedly, early the next morning, Wang Ling came over to deliver the four-piece set that Jin Xiuzhu had requested. The fabric was indeed good, soft, and firm to the touch, with a pale yellow color adorned with pink lotus flowers and green lotus leaves, looking quite elegant.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu paid the money, and Wang Ling only asked for five yuan. "I just got back and was worried that Xiaoxing hadn't eaten. Then I saw the note Xiaoxing left on the table and found out he ate the dumplings you sent last night. Thank you so much. I'll sell this to you as a defective product this time, but next time, I'll charge the normal price."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu poured her a glass of water. "Have you eaten yet? There's some leftovers at home. I'll stir-fry it for you."



    



    



    



    Wang Ling gulped down the entire glass of water. "Alright, then I won't stand on ceremony. I haven't eaten anything since last night."



    



    



    



    She slumped in the chair, speaking with a weak voice.



    



    



    



    "Then sit for a while. It’ll be ready soon."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu went to the kitchen to make fried rice, pouring all the leftovers from breakfast into the pan together. Soon, the kitchen was filled with a delicious aroma.



    



    



    



    When she brought the fried rice outside, Wang Ling's stomach was already growling with hunger.



    



    



    



    Wang Ling ate the fried rice in big mouthfuls while Jin Xiuzhu sat opposite her reading a book.



    



    



    



    After Wang Ling had eaten half and her hunger was slightly alleviated, she finally looked up and said, "If Old Yan hadn't gone to the provincial meeting, I really wouldn't want to deal with this. That child was crying and screaming in pain. The doctor checked him several times and said there were no serious injuries, just needed a few days of rest at home. But the kid just refused to get up, making my life miserable."



    



    



    



    
      Jin Xiuzhu curiously asked, "What exactly happened?"
    

  
    Wang Ling scooped a big spoonful of food into her mouth and shook her head, "I'm not too sure either. When I was called over, the kid was lying on the ground, crying and screaming, with blood all over the place. It really scared me. He said it was Captain Yang's son who hit him, because Yang Yingxiong was angry that his mom arranged for Zhao Yun to marry his dad. His dad and grandma no longer cared about him. Now that Liu Hongyue is gone, he took revenge and beat the kid."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu blinked. So it was Liu Hongyue who had arranged the match between Zhao Yun and Yang Yao.



    



    



    



    This made it seem that Zhao Yun and Liu Hongyue were quite close. Now that Liu Hongyue was in trouble, Zhao Yun was quick to distance herself, which seemed rather cold-hearted.



    



    



    



    Wang Ling helplessly said, "I'll call the factory later to ask for leave. I won't attend the meeting today. I'll go to the hospital again in the afternoon. I need to inform Zhao Yun about this. No matter what, she has to take her child to the hospital for a check-up. Otherwise, it will sound bad if word gets out."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu nodded and said gently, "No matter what, the child is innocent. Let me know when you’re going this afternoon, I'll go with you."



    



    



    



    Wang Ling looked at Jin Xiuzhu with some gratitude, feeling that she was truly kind-hearted.



    



    



    



    Thinking this, she also said it out loud, "If Liu Hongyue had been half as kind as you, she wouldn't have ended up like this."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu smiled without saying anything. She was just going to watch the drama.



    



    



    



    At noon, Jiang Mingchuan came back with a few small persimmons in his hand. They were red but not fully ripe.



    



    



    



    "These are wild persimmons picked from the mountain. They’ll be ready to eat in a day or two."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu took them and looked at them more closely. She had never seen such small persimmons before and found them quite interesting.



    



    



    



    While having dinner, Jin Xiuzhu recounted the events of the morning to him. She first talked about the four-piece set incident. Upon hearing that one set cost eight yuan, he immediately felt a pang of pain in his wallet. “That’s way too expensive! That money could buy several bolts of cloth.”



    



    



    



    “How can that be the same? These sets sell for seventy to eighty yuan in the department stores. I’m even thinking of buying another one or two sets to save for when the kids grow up and get married.”



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan hesitated, “But aren’t you planning to buy a sweater next month?”



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu fell silent after hearing this. After a while, she suggested, “Then why don't you borrow some money from someone else?”



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan: “…”



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu asserted confidently, “You said you wanted to let me live a good life…”



    



    



    



    Seeing she was about to bring up past grievances again, Jiang Mingchuan quickly interjected, “Okay, okay, I’ll borrow the money and buy it.”



    



    



    



    He had already resigned himself to their lifestyle. With the family eating lavishly every day, saving money seemed impossible. They might as well muddle through like this. At least all the spending was on food, and their two kids were growing up healthy and strong.



    



    



    



    Satisfied, Jin Xiuzhu then brought up Qi Kang’s son and mentioned that she planned to visit the hospital with Wang Ling that afternoon.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan didn’t object and even praised Jin Xiuzhu for doing the right thing. “Adults are adults, and children are children. Qi Min has been away from the base for a few days, so it’s good to check on them.”



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu responded with a hum.



    



    



    



    She didn’t mention that she was just curious about what had happened.



    



    



    



    Wang Ling went home for a nap and didn’t come to find Jin Xiuzhu until after two in the afternoon. Jin Xiuzhu took her two children and went out with her. Since it was the weekend, He Yan was also at home.



    



    



    



    The two adults and one child took a boat to the county town, then transferred to a bus to the county hospital.



    



    



    



    Upon arrival, Jin Xiuzhu bought a bag of pears at the entrance. It was pear season, and they were relatively cheap.



    



    



    



    Wang Ling took her directly to the second floor of the inpatient department at the back. Qi Kang was in room 209. As soon as they entered, they saw the boy lying in bed asleep, with a bandage wrapped around his head.



    



    



    



    Seeing this, Wang Ling's heart softened a bit. She didn't disturb him and quietly exited the room. She then asked the nurse standing at the door next to theirs about the boy's condition.



    



    



    



    The nurse said, "The doctor said the boy is fine. He could have been discharged a while ago. The flu is quite serious recently, and staying in the hospital isn't good."



    



    



    



    Wang Ling, with a good temper, replied, "Alright, alright. We'll leave when the boy wakes up."



    



    



    



    The nurse nodded and reminded her, "Remember to pay the bill."



    



    



    



    Then she left.



    



    



    



    Wang Ling looked at Jin Xiuzhu and whispered, "See, I wasn't lying to you. It's really nothing serious."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu gave her a sympathetic look.



    



    



    



    Wang Ling complained, "I spent four yuan last night, and I haven't paid the room fee yet. This kid really doesn't care about people."



    



    



    



    The door to the ward was open. Jin Xiuzhu glanced at the figure lying in the bed behind her. Earlier, she had noticed the boy secretly scratching his leg. Although the movement was very small, she still saw it.



    



    



    



    He was pretending to sleep.



    



    



    



    Wang Ling said to Jin Xiuzhu, "Let's wait a bit longer."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu nodded.



    



    



    



    The two of them lowered their voices as they entered the hospital room. There were three beds in the room, but only Qi Kang was there.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu and Wang Ling sat on the bed near the door, chatting quietly. They started by talking about Jin Xiuzhu’s job, and then, somehow, the conversation shifted to Fang Min.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu had always been curious about Fang Min and Commissar Zhu's relationship. The age difference between them was quite significant, and they had no children. She didn’t feel comfortable asking directly, so there was always a layer of distance between them, as she was afraid of accidentally touching on a sensitive topic.



    



    



    



    She had asked Qian Yufeng about it before, but she didn’t know either. She only said that Fang Min was proud and didn’t interact much with others.



    



    



    



    Wang Ling, however, knew about it and told her, "Fang Min’s family is really impressive. Her grandparents were both renowned literary figures, and her paternal family were wealthy merchants who donated all their assets during the war. Her parents studied abroad and returned to serve the country. Her mother was a war correspondent and her father was a writer. Now they both work at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu blinked. She didn’t understand some of the terms, but from Wang Ling's tone, she guessed they were very impressive.



    



    



    



    "However, Fang Min wasn’t very lucky. It’s not that she had bad luck, but her childhood was tough. Her mother was still fighting in the war when she was pregnant with her. She got separated from the main troops once and gave birth to her in a village.



    



    



    



    Later, she entrusted her to a family there. When they finally found her, that family had sent their own child in her place. She stayed in the village until she was seven or eight before her parents found out and brought her back. But her parents always favored that other child. Her grandparents probably couldn’t bear to see this, so they took her to raise her themselves."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu didn’t quite understand, "Why didn’t they care for their own child but favored someone else’s?"



    



    



    



    Wang Ling sighed, "How can I put it? They raised her as their own for so many years, and suddenly realizing she's not their biological child… but after all those years of care, the emotions invested were genuine."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu still didn't understand, but wisely chose not to say anything. Instead, she asked, "Who is Commissar Zhu?"



    



    



    



    Wang Ling continued, "Her grandparents were getting old and before they passed away, they chose a husband for her, which is Commissar Zhu. Commissar Zhu used to be their student."



    



    



    



    After finishing, she leaned in and whispered into Jin Xiuzhu's ear, "Commissar Zhu used to have a wife who ran away with someone to a foreign country."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu was shocked for a moment, then nodded. She hadn't expected Fang Min, who came from a good and affluent family, to have such a past.



    



    



    



    Just as she was about to say something, the door opened from the outside.



    



    



    



    She turned her head to see Zhao Yun coming in with a child in her arms, followed by a little boy.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu recognized him. He was Yang Yao's son, whom she had met once before at night.



    



    



    



    When Zhao Yun saw the two sitting together warmly, her expression changed, but she quickly showed an apologetic look on her face. "Sorry for the delay."



    



    



    



    Then she turned to look at the boy lying on the bed and then at Wang Ling, her eyes full of uncertainty.



    



    



    



    Wang Ling stood up, glanced at her watch, saw that it was already half-past three, then walked to the bed and called out to Qi Kang, "Wake up, your Aunt Zhao is here. The doctor said you can go home."



    



    



    



    The boy remained motionless.



    



    



    



    Seeing this, Wang Ling was a bit annoyed. She actually guessed he was pretending to sleep. "Fine, if you want to sleep, we'll all leave. Wait for your father to come back and deal with you."



    



    



    



    Whether it was her words or not, Qi Kang moved slightly.



    



    



    



    Zhao Yun put down the girl she was holding and stepped forward quickly. "Kangkang, I am your Aunt Zhao. Our Yingxiong really didn't do it on purpose. He's still young and doesn't understand things. Auntie apologizes on his behalf. I'm sorry, okay?"



    



    



    



    Qi Kang didn't respond.



    



    



    



    Zhao Yun immediately pulled the boy standing at the door, "Quickly apologize to Kangkang. Look at him, he's lying in bed because you beat him. I know you're unhappy with me, but it has nothing to do with him."



    



    



    



    The boy's eyes were indifferent, acting as if he hadn't heard her.



    



    



    



    Zhao Yun's eyes turned red, and she pleaded, "Can’t you just say sorry? If word gets out, it won't sound good for you. Auntie won't harm you."



    



    



    



    The boy bit his lip hard and didn't say a word.



    



    



    



    Zhao Yun, not getting his apology, seemed to give up. She wiped her tears and turned to comfort Qi Kang, "Kangkang, your brother didn't mean it. He's just angry. How about this? Auntie will go pay for you first, then buy you some treats. When your dad comes back, I'll talk to him, okay?"



    



    



    



    Upon hearing this, Qi Kang rarely spoke up, "Tell my dad to bring my mom back, or I won't forgive you."



    



    



    



    Zhao Yun's expression stiffened, but she didn't comply with his demand. Instead, she said, "Auntie will go pay for you."



    



    



    



    Then she said to Wang Ling, "I'm going to pay."



    



    



    



    With that, she took the boy and left.



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan, who was standing next to Jin Xiuzhu, looked at Qi Kang lying in bed, then at the lonely boy standing at the door. The boy seemed to sense her gaze and looked up at her.



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan directly met a pair of aggrieved, sorrowful eyes.



    



    



    



    She was slightly stunned.



    



    



    



    That look was all too familiar to her. In her previous life, whenever He Yan did something wrong, he would blame her. Even though she hadn't done anything, Jin Xiuzhu would never listen to her explanations and would scold her harshly. The feeling of injustice and pain always made her nose sting whenever she recalled it.



    



    



    



    The boy quickly lowered his eyes.



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan didn't know much about him. Her only impression of him was that before Jin Xiuzhu and Jiang Mingchuan divorced in their previous life, he had run away from home. Later, someone spread a rumor that he had behaved inappropriately towards his own sister.



    



    



    



    Since Zhao Yun had come, Wang Ling didn't bother to intervene. After Zhao Yun finished paying and returned, Wang Ling made an excuse about having something to do at home and left.



    



    



    



    As they walked out of the hospital, Wang Ling couldn't help but soften her tone, saying, "Zhao Yun really has it tough."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu felt a pang of sympathy. If Wang Ling were to enter a noble's inner residence, she probably wouldn't survive a month, always seeing the good in everyone.



    



    



    



    She nodded, saying, "It really isn't easy. Take my Xiao Yan for example. When he first arrived here, he was so thin and small, and his clothes were dirty. Now he finally looks lively. Children, if you treat them well with a sincere heart, they'll understand."



    



    



    



    Hearing this, Wang Ling instinctively looked at He Yan, who was holding Jin Xiuzhu's hand. He had indeed changed a lot.



    



    



    



    If Jin Xiuzhu hadn't mentioned it, she would have almost forgotten what he used to look like. Actually, the He Yan Jin Xiuzhu saw has already improved.



    



    



    



    When he first arrived at the unit, he was truly pitiful, as thin as rail, dirty and smelly, with tangled hair. Now he had become sturdy and healthy, with a round chin.



    



    



    



    Thinking about the Yang family’s child she had just seen, his clothes didn't fit well, his pants were too short, and he was dirty. It was understandable if it was from fighting, but it had already been a day since the fight.



    



    



    



    Moreover, Zhao Yun had been married for two or three months, but the boy was still so thin. Compared to her own fair and clean daughter standing beside him, the difference was stark.



    



    



    



    A shiver ran down her spine as she felt she had discovered something.



    



    



    



    He Yan tightly held Jin Xiuzhu's hand. Although he was young, he wasn't completely naive. He felt sorry not only for Qi Kang, who was lying in bed, but also for Yang Yingxiong, who was standing at the door.



    



    



    



    
      One of them didn't have their mother by their side, and the other didn't have a mother at all. He didn't have one either, but he had the best new mother in the world.
    

  
    Jin Xiuzhu returned home with her children after dark. Jiang Mingchuan isn't home yet; he probably hasn't come back yet. She didn't feel like cooking, so she took the kids to the cafeteria to eat and brought a meal back for Jiang Mingchuan.



    



    



    



    When they arrived, the cafeteria was empty. The chefs were eating in the back and, seeing Jin Xiuzhu, invited her to join them. Jin Xiuzhu didn't stand on ceremony and sat down with her two children.



    



    



    



    Chef Zhang asked her, "Why haven't you cooked yet?"



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu recounted the afternoon's events.



    



    



    



    The chefs had heard some things about the kids fighting. Military wives often came to the cafeteria, so they were familiar with the chefs and occasionally chatted with them.



    



    



    



    Especially Chef Zhang, who knew every little thing that happened in the barracks. "I think that Yang family's kid was framed. I've seen that kid many times before. His dad used to bring him to the cafeteria often. He was well-behaved, not the type who gets into fights. If you said Qi Kang hit him, that'd be more believable."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu frowned at his words.



    



    



    



    The cook sitting next to him interjected, "You never know with these things. A barking dog seldom bites. Maybe that kid is a little tyrant in private."



    



    



    



    Chef Zhang sighed, "He's no tyrant. His mother died not long after giving birth to him. His stepmother divorced his father a year after marrying him. His grandmother, afraid of taking responsibility, blamed it all on him, claiming he drove her away. Whenever his dad was home, he'd keep him by his side because his grandmother wouldn't even feed him properly."



    



    



    



    "She doesn't care for her own grandson?"



    



    



    



    "As long as her son is around, grandsons are plentiful. Look, didn't Captain Yang remarry? He'll soon have another grandson."



    



    



    



    These words made sense. However, each family had its own troubles, and no one thought much more about it. They quickly moved on to other topics. After finishing her meal, Chef Zhang packed another meal for Jin Xiuzhu to take home.



    



    



    



    As he saw her off at the door, Chef Zhang couldn't help but say to his young apprentice, "Captain Jiang is lucky after all."



    



    



    



    If he had really married Zhao Yun, his future days would have been hard.



    



    



    



    The apprentice didn't understand and looked at his master in confusion.



    



    



    



    Chef Zhang knocked him on the head, "You're still too young."



    



    



    



    On the way home, He Yan walked beside Jin Xiuzhu carrying the meal box. After a while, he suddenly looked up at her and said, "I think Yang Yingxiong is a bit pitiful."



    



    



    



    He had always thought he was pitiful himself. His father died, his mother remarried and abandoned him, his uncle and aunt took everything from his family and treated him poorly, and his grandmother didn't dare intervene, fearing that his uncle and aunt wouldn't take care of her when she got old.



    



    



    



    But Yang Yingxiong was different. He had a father, so why was he still so pitiful?



    



    



    



    He Yan thought to himself that if his own father were still alive, his uncle and aunt wouldn't dare treat him like that, and his grandmother wouldn't be afraid to intervene.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu didn't know how to comfort him. After all, she had seen people who were even more unfortunate, and these events and people couldn't really stir her sympathy.



    



    



    



    She could only pat his head, "Things will get better when you grow up."



    



    



    



    He Yan lowered his head and couldn't help but mutter softly, "If they didn't like him, they shouldn't have had him."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu didn't hear this, but Fu Yanyan, who was walking beside them, did. She couldn't help but glance at Jin Xiuzhu.



    



    



    



    In her heart, she thought this was also something she had wanted to say in her previous life.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan came back late at night, and the food was already cold. Jin Xiuzhu told him to go wash up while she went to the kitchen to heat the food. He was quick in washing up, and by the time Jin Xiuzhu went to call him for dinner, he was already lying on the bed, fast asleep.



    



    



    



    She decided not to wake him and left the food warming in the kitchen.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu lay down with her back to him, listening to his deafening snores, and gave him a kick in frustration.



    



    



    



    The man seemed to sense something but didn’t wake up. He instinctively reached out, pulled the blanket over her, and even patted her a few times.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu suddenly felt at ease and closed her eyes.



    



    



    



    She slept until the next morning. When Jin Xiuzhu got up, the house was empty except for her and her daughter.



    



    



    



    Her daughter was playing in the living room. Seeing her awake, she said, “Dad cooked porridge in the pot.”



    



    



    



    After freshening up, Jin Xiuzhu went to the kitchen to serve herself some porridge.



    



    



    



    She spent the whole day drawing at home. In the afternoon, Fang Min dropped by.



    



    



    



    Unlike Jin Xiuzhu, who was always running around, Fang Min’s biggest daily exercise was going to the army gate to send out manuscripts and collect fees. Sometimes, if she saw Jin Xiuzhu’s, she would pick them up for her.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu’s manuscript fees were much higher this time. The previous book only paid half the money, and now that it was completed, the other half came in. In addition, there were payments for various illustrations she had sent to other newspapers over this period. After Fang Min left, Jin Xiuzhu counted the money twice. It totaled 36 yuan and 60 cents.



    



    



    



    This was much more than she earned at the cafeteria. It also included some sugar coupons, fabric coupons, tea coupons, and soap coupons.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu went to her room, took the middle book from the top of the bookshelf, and took out all the money hidden inside. She counted it again, including the newly received money, totaling 262 yuan and 78 cents.



    



    



    



    This money included what she brought from her hometown, her earnings from the cafeteria over the past six months, and the money Jiang Mingchuan handed over.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan’s salary was not low, but he only brought home a large part of it each time. Jin Xiuzhu suspected he was sending money to his sister or lending it to others.



    



    



    



    She took out 2 yuan and 78 cents and put the rest back in the book, placing it back on the top shelf. This money would not be touched again.



    



    



    



    When she returned to the living room, she met her daughter’s curious gaze.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu adjusted her expression and said, “Children shouldn’t be so curious about adult matters.”



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan bluntly said, “Mom has a lot of money. Why does Dad still need to borrow?”



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu didn’t feel embarrassed being exposed. Instead, she sneered, ““Others can borrow from him, but he can't borrow from others? After suffering a few losses, he’ll learn his lesson.”



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan looked at Jin Xiuzhu with some admiration, surprised that she knew about Dad Jiang lending money to others.



    



    



    



    In her previous life, it was indeed like this. Whenever someone had difficulties, they found Jiang Dad. But when Dad Jiang once fell ill and had to undergo surgery, draining the family’s funds, “Jin Xiuzhu” had a big fight with him, forcing him to go door-to-door to demand repayment.



    



    



    



    However, very few people repaid, and after that, Dad Jiang learned his lesson and stopped lending. This incident also led to a lot of gossip about their family.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu took the two yuan and some change to the supply and marketing cooperative to buy meat and vegetables. She cooked a large meal in the evening.



    



    



    



    She originally thought of inviting Fang Min from next door to join them, but Jiang Mingchuan came back, and He Yan hadn’t returned yet.



    



    



    



    After waiting a while, Jin Xiuzhu became worried and asked Jiang Mingchuan to go out and look.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan changed his shoes and went downstairs. Not long after, she heard the father and son talking on the stairs outside, and Jin Xiuzhu breathed a sigh of relief.



    



    



    



    He Yan rushed into the house, excitedly calling for his mom and sister. He explained that the teacher had been angry and kept them after school to memorize their lessons, which is why he was late. "The Chinese teacher randomly called on people to recite the text today. Many hadn't memorized it, so we had to stay after school and recite it one by one before we could leave."



    



    



    



    "Is that so? Quickly wash up and come eat."



    



    



    



    "Okay, okay."



    



    



    



    Dinner consisted of four dishes and a soup, all of He Yan's favorites. He chatted away while eating, recounting the events of the day at school.



    



    



    



    He mentioned that Wei Ningqing ranked first in the test while he came in third. He also talked about a student who was caught sleeping in class and got punished, and how the math teacher now had a significant other.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu used to insist on silence during meals, but she had gradually grown accustomed to the lively dinners and occasionally asked a question or two.



    



    



    



    Halfway through the meal, they suddenly heard a commotion upstairs.



    



    



    



    The four of them paused and instinctively fell silent.



    



    



    



    The noise from upstairs grew louder and louder, and a sharp voice became distinctly audible:



    



    



    



    "It's all your fault! He hasn't been back for a whole day and night, and you still have the nerve to eat..."



    



    



    



    "Oh my poor grandson! What have we done to deserve this?"



    



    



    



    "Mom, stop shouting. I'll go out and look for him."



    



    



    



    "You only know how to protect her! Do you even consider me your mother? Married for so long and still not pregnant. I take care of her every day, and she hasn't given me a grandson. Instead, she's driven my eldest grandson away..."



    



    



    



    Zhao Yun seemed to say something in response. After a moment of silence, the old lady started yelling again, "Did you hear what she just said? How can you let her talk to me like that? Yang Yao, I raised you with such difficulty, and now you let her treat me this way..."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu strained her ears to listen. Jiang Mingchuan, however, seemed unfazed and continued eating his meal. Seeing that Jin Xiuzhu had stopped eating, he picked up a piece of good meat and put it on her plate, saying helplessly, "Eat your meal."



    



    



    



    He seemed completely uninterested in the neighbors' affairs.



    



    



    



    He Yan, unusually, kept his head down and quietly shoveled food into his mouth.



    



    



    



    Sitting next to him, Fu Yanyan gave him a curious glance.



    



    



    



    Around eight in the evening, there was a knock on the door.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu was sitting at the table with her son, writing and drawing, while Jiang Mingchuan was helping their daughter with her reading.



    



    



    



    Hearing the knock, Jiang Mingchuan handed the book to his daughter and got up to answer the door.



    



    



    



    When he opened it, he saw Zhao Yun standing there with red, tearful eyes, and instinctively paused.



    



    



    



    Zhao Yun, choking back her tears, said, "I'm so sorry to bother you this late. I just wanted to ask if you've seen our child. Last night, Yang Yao came back and found out about the fight, and he got angry and beat him. We thought that was the end of it, but we haven't seen him all day today."



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan frowned, "When did you last see him?"



    



    



    



    "We didn't see him this morning. We thought he left early for school, so we didn't worry. He does leave early sometimes. Yang Yao went out to look for him just now but hasn't found him yet."



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan, not wanting to judge, simply said, "I'll go out and help look for him."



    



    



    



    "Really? That would be great. Thank you so much, Captain Jiang."



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan nodded, "Go ask the others as well. I'll just change my shoes."



    



    



    



    "Okay."



    



    



    



    Zhao Yun sniffed but didn't leave, standing at the door waiting.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu heard it too but didn't mind. She just reminded, "Be careful."



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan responded with a gentle "Mm" and said softly, "Finish up and go to bed early. You don't need to wait for me."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu nodded.



    



    



    



    Even after the door closed, they could still hear the voices of the two talking in the hallway. Fu Yanyan looked at Jin Xiuzhu, surprised that there was no emotion on her face. She simply lowered her head and continued drawing, seemingly unaffected.



    



    



    



    Noticing her daughter's gaze, Jin Xiuzhu couldn't help but ask, "What's wrong? Is there something you don't understand?"



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan shook her head, lowered her eyes, and whispered, "Dad went out with that person."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu looked puzzled. "So what? Does he dare have any funny business behind my back?"



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan said nothing, but in her heart, she thought that in her past life, Jin Xiuzhu was not like this. Whenever Dad talked to any aunt, she would throw a fit and scream, let alone going out with Zhao Yun.



    



    



    



    Next to her, He Yan held his pen without moving for a long time. Fu Yanyan calmly asked him, "Do you know where they are?"



    



    



    



    He Yan's body stiffened. He hadn't expected to be found out so quickly. He quickly shook his head. After shaking, he saw his mother looking at him suspiciously. He shrank his neck and then nodded slightly.



    



    



    



    
      Both mother and daughter squinted at him simultaneously.
    

  
    Feeling a bit guilty, He Yan had no choice but to confess, "Yang Yingxiong ran away last night. I heard that he stayed in the classroom all night. When school was almost empty after our group finished reciting, I passed by his class, and he hadn't left. I went with Wei Ningqing to find him. At first, he didn't say anything, but after I gave him the leftover buns from lunch, he told us about his father hitting him. Wei Ningqing secretly hid him in his attic."



    



    



    



    Because of this, he came home late.



    



    



    



    He Yan would often bring some snacks besides lunch, sometimes buns. He usually didn't eat them all at once, saving some to eat with Wei Ningqing on the way home from school.



    



    



    



    Wei Ningqing's grandmother couldn't cook, and his grandfather only cooked a big pot of mixed stew. He wasn't willing to take others' food, but he would accept it when asked questions on the way home.



    



    



    



    He Yan felt proud because his lunch was the most plentiful and delicious in the whole class.



    



    



    



    He thought for a moment and added, "Yesterday, it wasn't him who started the fight. Qi Kang hit him first, cursing his stepmother, saying it was her fault that his own mother was scolded. He also called Yang Yingxiong a pitiful kid nobody wanted. Yang Yingxiong fought back, hitting him with a rock, causing a lot of bleeding. He was scared silly.



    



    



    



    When people came, Qi Kang said it was Yang Yingxiong who started it. He also said Yang Yingxiong was mad that his mom was matchmaking for Yang Yingxiong's dad, making his dad and grandma not love him anymore. Yang Yingxiong said his grandma never loved him in the first place..."



    



    



    



    At this point, He Yan felt like crying. Seeing Yang Yingxiong, he saw a reflection of his past self, always being wrong no matter what he did. His uncle and aunt's children would blame him for their mistakes, and his uncle and aunt would beat him with sticks without asking.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu didn't really want to get involved in these matters, but hearing this, she told her son, "Go tell your dad."



    



    



    



    He Yan puffed out his cheeks, feeling reluctant. He thought Yang Yingxiong's family didn't treat him well.



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan reminded him, "If something happens to Yang Yingxiong, his family will come looking for mom and dad."



    



    



    



    Knowing his sister was smarter than him, He Yan ran out to find his dad.



    



    



    



    About an hour later, Jiang Mingchuan and his son came back.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu was already in bed.



    



    



    



    After showering, Jiang Mingchuan returned to the room and got into bed, hugging her from behind.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu, still awake, asked, "How did it go?"



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan didn’t know how to explain, so he just said, "When we found him, the child was hiding in the attic sleeping. The Wei family's child said he planned to wait until his grandparents were asleep to go find him. Then we brought him back."



    



    



    



    "At first, the child didn’t want to go with Yang Yao, crying and saying it was Qi Kang who hit him first, but no one listened to his explanation."



    



    



    



    His grandmother scolded him for being a spendthrift, only knowing how to waste money. His father didn’t ask anything before hitting him, and Zhao Yun insisted that he apologize to others...



    



    



    



    The scene was very awkward at the time, with Commander Wei and his wife present. But it might be for the best; the child’s life should be much easier from now on.



    



    



    



    It was also that night that Jiang Mingchuan learned that Wei Ningqing, who always played with He Yan, was actually Commander Wei’s grandson.



    



    



    



    Thinking about this, he mentioned to Jin Xiuzhu, "From now on, just interact normally. No need for special treatment. Whatever it was like before, it will stay the same."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu didn’t expect him to talk to her about these things. When she was with Lord Hou, he never mentioned anything about official matters, making it clear that in his eyes, she was just a concubine and a plaything.



    



    



    



    She turned around, hugged him, and agreed, "Okay."



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan patted her back, "Go to sleep. I'll make breakfast for you tomorrow morning."



    



    



    



    "I want to eat egg custard."



    



    



    



    "Okay."



    



    



    



    The next day, Jin Xiuzhu guessed that Zhao Yun would definitely come again, so as soon as they finished breakfast, she took her daughter next door to visit.



    



    



    



    Sure enough, in the morning, they heard a knock on the door outside.



    



    



    



    Fang Min looked at her, "It sounds like someone is at your place."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu didn’t even look up, "Ignore it. It's Zhao Yun from upstairs."



    



    



    



    Fang Min was puzzled, not understanding how she knew who it was without looking.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu then explained the events of the past few days to her, including Liu Hongyue’s report and Zhao Yun’s apology under the pretense of having a meal.



    



    



    



    After hearing this, the always quiet and elegant Fang Min couldn’t help but widen her eyes, amazed at how much had happened recently. Before she met Jin Xiuzhu, she rarely interacted with other military wives, so no one told her about these things, leaving her quite shocked.



    



    



    



    "So Qi Kang deliberately hit Yang Yingxiong but ended up being injured by Yang Yingxiong, then falsely accused Yang Yingxiong, and pretended to be seriously hurt, all to make the Yang family plead with his father to bring his mother back?"



    



    



    



    Fang Min quickly pieced together the logic and concluded that reality was more exciting than fiction, with layers of twists and turns.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu nodded and said, "The Yang family’s situation is complicated."



    



    



    



    Fang Min fell into thought. She had hit a bottleneck in her writing this past month. In the previous book, readers sent letters saying that her novels were too predictable. They could guess the plot just from reading the beginning.



    



    



    



    She should have started writing a long time ago, and her editor had urged her several times, but she kept revising, never satisfied. Somehow, after hearing Jin Xiuzhu's words, a lonely figure huddled in a corner appeared in her mind, gradually merging with her childhood self, sparking a strong desire to create.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu continued, "If I go out now, she’ll say how great Jiang Mingchuan was last night, helping her find the child. If she doesn’t find me, she’ll definitely come by again in the evening. At that time, Jiang Mingchuan will be home too, and she’ll say how sorry she is for causing trouble last night, and how her good intentions were misunderstood by the child, making herself seem all pitiful..."



    



    



    



    Fang Min turned her head to look at her.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu raised an eyebrow, "You don't believe me? If you don't believe it, just wait and see tonight."



    



    



    



    These little tricks were ones she had used countless times before.



    



    



    



    Sure enough, around 8 PM, Fang Min noticed someone knocking on the door next door again. Perhaps Jin Xiuzhu's words that morning had piqued her curiosity. Unable to resist, she opened her door to take a look and indeed saw Zhao Yun standing at the door next door.



    



    



    



    When Zhao Yun saw her open the door, she smiled apologetically.



    



    



    



    Fang Min closed her door but didn't leave; instead, she stood behind it, eavesdropping.



    



    



    



    Within seconds, she heard the sound of the door opening next door. It was likely Jiang Mingchuan who opened it, and Fang Min heard him ask what the matter was.



    



    



    



    Zhao Yun said, "I really troubled you last night. If it weren't for your help, who knows when we would have found the child? This child, I don't know why, but he doesn't talk to us about what's on his mind. At the time, we didn't think much of it. When we heard he had sent someone to the hospital, we were so afraid it would damage his reputation, so we thought we had to calm the other party down first, but he misunderstood, thinking I didn't trust him..."



    



    



    



    As she spoke, her voice choked up.



    



    



    



    Fang Min was not moved by her words. Instead, she was amazed at Jin Xiuzhu’s foresight. Everything she predicted had come true.



    



    



    



    In the living room, Commissioner Zhu sat at the table reading a book. Seeing her sneaky behavior, he couldn't help but laugh and asked, "What are you doing?"



    



    



    



    Fang Min's face was a bit unnatural, and just as she was about to leave, she heard Jin Xiuzhu’s voice outside—"Move aside, please." It wasn’t clear to whom she was speaking, but soon there were footsteps thudding down the hallway.



    



    



    



    Then, there was a knock on the door upstairs. Fang Min, curious, opened a crack in the door and saw that both Jiang Mingchuan and Zhao Yun seemed a bit confused.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu’s voice was loud. Upstairs, it was Captain Yang who had opened the door and asked, "What's going on?"



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu said, "Captain Yang, I heard you are very knowledgeable and incredibly smart. You see, I’ve been studying recently, and I encountered some problems I couldn’t solve, so I wanted to ask for your help. You know, I come from the countryside, and I’m always lagging behind others."



    



    



    



    "Alas, it’s really tough. During the day, I have to take care of the children and the house, and only have time at night. My husband and children are busy, so I can only come to you. Please, could you help me? I really want to improve. If you don't help me, how can I go on..."



    



    



    



    Her tone was coquettish, and she choked up at the end, as if she were about to cry.



    



    



    



    Fang Min widened her eyes and couldn’t help but press her face to the crack of the door to see better. She saw Jiang Mingchuan’s face next door gradually darken.



    



    



    



    She was so engrossed in watching that she didn’t notice a shadow suddenly appear behind her, also craning his neck to look curiously.



    



    



    



    Upstairs, Captain Yang seemed a bit uneasy, “So... what about Jiang Mingchuan?”



    



    



    



    “Him?” Jin Xiuzhu snorted coquettishly, “He’s ignoring me. He’s talking to your wife, and she’s crying. Let’s not bother with him. Teach me…”



    



    



    



    Fang Min didn’t see Captain Yang’s reaction. She only saw Jiang Mingchuan’s face darken as he sprinted up the stairs, taking four steps at a time, disappearing in the blink of an eye. Then his voice came from upstairs, barely containing his anger, “Get back home.”



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu seemed displeased, “What are you doing? I want Captain Yang to teach me. Everyone says he’s gentle and knowledgeable…”



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan ignored her words, picked her up directly, and carried her downstairs. Jin Xiuzhu let out a surprised yelp and, after being put down, didn’t forget to wave at Captain Yang, “Teach me next time then.”



    



    



    



    Then Fang Min saw the couple coming downstairs. As they passed by Zhao Yun at the door, neither of them paid her any attention. Jin Xiuzhu, who was still under Jiang Mingchuan's arm, even waved subtly in Zhao Yun’s direction.



    



    



    



    Fang Min: “…”



    



    



    



    Afterwards, two small heads peeked out from the door, looking around. He Yan stuck his tongue out at Zhao Yun before shutting the door with a “bang.”



    



    



    



    Zhao Yun glared at the door with a dark face, staring for a while before turning and heading back upstairs.



    



    



    



    Fang Min, still lingering in the moment, reluctantly pulled her gaze back. As she turned her head, she saw another person standing beside her.



    



    



    



    The person met her gaze, straightened up awkwardly, cleared their throat, and made a comment, “That was quite interesting.”



    



    



    



    Then they turned and went back to their seat.



    



    



    



    Fang Min looked at the refined figure retreating and bit her lip, holding back a smile.



    



    



    



    Who would have thought that the always serious and taciturn commissar also enjoyed a bit of gossip?



    



    



    



    Next door, Jin Xiuzhu innocently asked, “Why did you carry me back? That was so rude. How embarrassing for Captain Yang to see.”



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan, with a stern face, said, “Do you think that was appropriate? Knocking on someone’s door in the middle of the night and talking to another man in that tone…”



    



    



    



    He had never heard such a tone before.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu looked puzzled, “It’s fine. You guys were having such an intense conversation that I had no choice but to go find Captain Yang. What’s inappropriate about that? Zhao Yun was just downstairs. Don’t overthink it. Captain Yang is a good person.”



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan’s face darkened even more as he listened, but Jin Xiuzhu’s words left him speechless.



    



    



    



    He held back his frustration and finally said sternly, “In any case, you’re not allowed to go.”



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu replied nonchalantly, “Got it, got it.”



    



    



    



    Her indifferent tone made it clear she didn’t take it seriously.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan gritted his teeth and said nothing more.



    



    



    



    Not far away, He Yan, who was lying on the table doing his homework, widened his eyes in curiosity to sneak a peek, only to have his head suddenly knocked by his sister. Fu Yanyan gave him a warning look and mouthed, “Keep writing.”



    



    



    



    He Yan rubbed his head and obediently bent down to write.



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan glanced at the two not far away and couldn’t help but curl her lips into a smile.



    



    



    



    That night, lying in bed, Jiang Mingchuan tossed and turned, unable to sleep. The more he thought about Jin Xiuzhu’s tone when talking to Yang Yao, the more it bothered him. He couldn’t help but lean over and whisper in her ear, “Stay away from Yang Yao in the future.”



    



    



    



    
      Jin Xiuzhu pushed him away disdainfully, “You’re so annoying.”
    

  
    Zhao Yun returned upstairs to find the door of the house ajar. Before she even entered, she heard the old lady's sharp voice berating someone inside.



    



    



    



    "How did I end up with such a useless son? You can't even control your own wife."



    



    



    



    "All you do is defend her, but her heart isn't with you. She's always thinking about someone else."



    



    



    



    "That Liu Hongyue isn't any good either. She arranged this marriage for you, thank goodness she's gone now, or I'd have cursed her to death. Otherwise, I'd have scolded her to death. Ha! A hen that doesn't lay eggs."



    



    



    



    "Why couldn't you have met someone like Jin Xiuzhu downstairs? She's beautiful and capable. What can your wife do? Just laze around the house, eating and drinking..."



    



    



    



    Zhao Yun couldn't listen any longer. She pushed the door open and  walked in. The man sitting on the stool looked up, meeting her gaze with a hint of scrutiny in his eyes.



    



    



    



    The old lady bent over, sweeping the floor, and seemingly on purpose, swinging the broom a few times in Zhao Yun's direction.



    



    



    



    Zhao Yun ignored her and went straight to the room to check on her daughter.



    



    



    



    The old lady was somewhat afraid of Zhao Yun. After dealing with her for so long, she always ended up on the losing end. Once Zhao Yun left, the old lady finally dared to mutter, "Look at that deadpan expression. Does she treat this place like her home? She looks down on you."



    



    



    



    Yang Yao pursed his lips and lowered his eyes, whispering, "Stop talking."



    



    



    



    Seeing her son's lack of backbone, the old lady felt pained and said, "I'm just worried about you. Tell me, what kind of woman can't you find? Why are you so afraid of her?"



    



    



    



    Yang Yao remained silent.



    



    



    



    The old lady wanted to say more, but Yang Yao stood up and left. Watching her son's slumped shoulders, she pursed her lips, feeling utterly disappointed.



    



    



    



    In the room, Zhao Yun was teaching her daughter to read. Noticing his entrance, she didn't even lift her head.



    



    



    



    At night, as they lay in bed, Yang Yao looked at the woman lying with her back to him. After some hesitation, he moved closer and embraced her from behind. The woman's body stiffened. Yang Yao's hand moved, attempting to get closer, but she suddenly grabbed his hand.



    



    



    



    Although she didn't say anything, her attitude was clearly rejecting him.



    



    



    



    Yang Yao felt a coldness settle in his heart. Silently, he withdrew his hand and turned over, facing away from her.



    



    



    



    Zhao Yun stared at the curtains, her emotions in turmoil. She knew Yang Yao was good to her and liked her very much, but for some reason, every time he touched her, she felt repulsed.



    



    



    



    She didn't like him.



    



    



    



    But to say she was deeply in love with Jiang Mingchuan wasn't accurate either. It was just that she couldn't accept feeling inferior and that Jiang Mingchuan had chosen someone else over her. She couldn't stand seeing the two of them living better than she did.



    



    



    



    A couple of days later, He Yan came back from school and told Jin Xiuzhu that Yang Yingxiong's father had taken him to confront Qi Kang's father, explaining that his son was not only beaten but also falsely accused, and asked Qi Kang to stop spreading rumors.



    



    



    



    Captain Qi, upon hearing this, confronted his son with a stern face. After learning the truth, he gave Qi Kang a beating.



    



    



    



    Now, Yang Yingxiong's father gave him some pocket money and meal tickets every week. If there was no food at home, Yang Yingxiong could go to the canteen to eat.



    



    



    



    These past few days, Yang Yingxiong has been much happier. He even treated He Yan and Wei Ningqing to two buns to thank them for giving him buns and shelter that afternoon.



    



    



    



    Now, the three boys went to and from school together every day. After school, Yang Yingxiong would go to Wei Ningqing's house to do homework. Knowing that his stepmother had a strained relationship with He Yan's mother, he didn't dare go to He Yan's house downstairs.



    



    



    



    He would stay until almost dinnertime before going home. He told his friends that he didn't have a room at home. He shared a room with his grandmother, who slept in the bed while he slept on the floor, and she didn't let him tell his father.



    



    



    



    He Yan and Wei Ningqing advised him to tell his father, but Yang Yingxiong just shook his head, "It's no use. As soon as my grandmother starts crying, my dad gives in."



    



    



    



    Wei Ningqing didn't understand, "Then why does your stepsister have her own room?"



    



    



    



    Yang Yingxiong replied matter-of-factly, "Because she has a mother."



    



    



    



    He didn't seem sad at all, even cheerfully telling them, "I have money now. If I'm hungry, I can go to the canteen to eat, and Grandma doesn't even know. Before, whenever my dad wasn't home, she wouldn't cook for me and would hide the rice and eggs."



    



    



    



    He Yan and Wei Ningqing felt sorry for Yang Yingxiong, so they secretly saved some of their snacks to give to him. Yang Yingxiong didn’t take them for nothing. Every time he ate their snacks, he would help them with their chores.



    



    



    



    ***



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu hadn’t seen Qian Yufeng for some time, so she took advantage of the nice weather to visit the Wu family with her daughter.



    



    



    



    When they arrived at the Wu family’s house, Qian Yufeng was not at home. Aunt Wu said she had gone back to her parents' home because her sister-in-law had quarreled with her mother. Her sister-in-law had run back to her own family that morning.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu chatted briefly with Aunt Wu, left some pastries, and then went home with her child.



    



    



    



    That afternoon, before it got dark, Qian Yufeng returned from her parents' home. She had likely heard that Jin Xiuzhu had looked for her, so she especially came by with a handful of fresh vegetables.



    



    



    



    Her face looked a bit haggard, and her hair was messy, clearly having not rested well. Without needing Jin Xiuzhu to ask, she started pouring out her troubles, "You’re lucky you don’t have to deal with in-laws, sister-in-laws, and other relatives. I feel like I’m stuck in the middle, pleasing no one. My husband's family thinks I bring all the good stuff to my own family, and my family thinks I’m taking advantage of them."



    



    



    



    "I went home with good intentions to mediate, but my mom blamed me for stirring things up. What did I do wrong? It was my mom who told me that all the things I brought home were taken by my sister-in-law to her own mother’s house, so I just asked her to remind my sister-in-law. I don’t know what my mom said to her, but they had a big fight.



    



    



    



    Of course, it’s not fair—those things were from what I saved from my two children’s mouths to honor my parents and feed my nieces and nephews. How can my sister-in-law take them back to her own family? She got so mad she ran back to her own family, saying I take a lot of things every time I go back."



    



    



    



    "How ungrateful! She only sees what I take away, not what I bring. Does she think I’m taking just a few vegetables? She must be blind if she can't see the money I bring back. You tell me, why is my life so hard? Now my mom is blaming me too."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu didn’t know how to comfort her. She had never experienced this kind of situation, where one is caught between family conflicts like Qian Yufeng. She could only say, "When people are angry, they say all kinds of things. It doesn’t mean they don’t know the truth deep down. Things will get better once the anger subsides.”



    



    



    



    Qian Yufeng sighed, "That’s all I can hope for. I’m just too soft-hearted. A few kind words from my family, and I’d give them my all. But thinking about it, my parents haven’t treated me that well. As a child, I had endless chores, and now that I’m married, I still can’t relax even when I go back to my parents' home."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu looked at her.



    



    



    



    Qian Yufeng smiled helplessly, "You might not understand. If my mom praises me, I feel energized all over. But afterward, I always regret it. Why can’t I toughen up and stand up for myself?"



    



    



    



    Hearing this, Jin Xiuzhu showed a sympathetic expression.



    



    



    



    Qian Yufeng sniffed and smiled, "It’s all in the past. I came because my mother-in-law said you were looking for me. What’s the matter?"



    



    



    



    "Nothing much. I hadn’t seen you for a few days and missed you a bit."



    



    



    



    Hearing this, Qian Yufeng felt a lump in her throat and suddenly couldn’t speak.



    



    



    



    She and Jin Xiuzhu were just friends, yet Jin Xiuzhu would miss her after a few days and even bring some food to visit her. In contrast, she gave her all to her family and was repaid with accusations of causing trouble and jealousy.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu patted her on the shoulder and said, "Take good care of Daya in the future. Don’t let her suffer as you have."



    



    



    



    Qian Yufeng was stunned by these words.



    



    



    



    After sending Qian Yufeng out, Jin Xiuzhu turned around to find her daughter staring at her with wide eyes.



    



    



    



    She smiled and asked, "What’s wrong?"



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan shook her head, silent for a moment before she couldn't help asking, "If Aunt Qian herself isn't living well, why does she treat sister Daya like that?"



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu also felt sorry for Daya. Otherwise, with her temperament, she wouldn't have said such a thing, "Some mothers can sacrifice everything for their sons but can't stand to see their daughters living even a bit better than themselves."



    



    



    



    It was the first time Fu Yanyan had heard such a statement, and she was somewhat surprised.



    



    



    



    Qian Yufeng returned home exhausted. Pushing open the door, she saw her husband and mother-in-law chatting in the living room, their faces smiling as they looked up at her return. Their smiles faded slightly upon seeing her.



    



    



    



    She had also mentioned the incident at her parents' home this time. Her mother-in-law didn't say anything, but Erzhu blamed her for only caring about her parents' family and not her own.



    



    



    



    Despite feeling somewhat uncomfortable, she dared not say anything and went straight to the kitchen. Daya was busy stir-frying vegetables, and the pungent smell of chili made her cover her nose with one hand while holding the spatula with the other.



    



    



    



    Seeing her approach, Daya's eyes lit up, and she called out, "Mom."



    



    



    



    Qian Yufeng rolled up her sleeves, took over the spatula, and asked, "Where's your brother?"



    



    



    



    Daya turned around to chop vegetables, replying, "He went out to play."



    



    



    



    Qian Yufeng nodded. She calmly watched the vegetables stir-frying in the pan, her hands busy but her mind elsewhere.



    



    



    



    She thought about her mother-in-law, who, despite outwardly being fair and just, unconsciously favored her son, and about her husband, who claimed to be the head of the family but never knew how to care for her. She also thought about her parents, who favored her brother, believing that sons were family while she was just water splashed out…



    



    



    



    Finally, she took a deep breath, pursed her lips, and suddenly took out a few candies from her pocket that Jin Xiuzhu had given her. Jin Xiuzhu said candies were sweet and could ease the bitterness in her heart.



    



    



    



    But even so, she couldn't bear to eat them and intended to bring them back for her two children.



    



    



    



    Whether it was Jin Xiuzhu's suggestion to treat Daya better or her own guilty conscience, she took out all the candies from her pocket, a total of five.



    



    



    



    
      She unwrapped one and ate it herself, leaving the remaining four candies in Daya's pocket. Seeing Daya's surprised expression, she stubbornly said, "Eat them yourself. Don't tell your brother."
    

  
    Daya looked at her with a mixture of confusion and disbelief.



    



    



    



    Qian Yufeng didn't say anything else. She threw the candy wrappers into the fire under the stove with even more force and continued stir-frying the vegetables, seemingly venting something.



    



    



    



    Indeed, candies could indeed lighten the bitterness in her heart, and she felt much less distressed.



    



    



    



    Daya touched her pocket from the outside and could feel several candies inside. She looked at her mother again.



    



    



    



    In the past, her mother always gave the candy to her brother, only occasionally giving her one, but never all to herself.



    



    



    



    Her feelings were complicated, her eyes stung with unshed tears. She wondered, if only her mother had noticed her earlier.



    



    



    



    ***



    



    



    



    In late November, Jiang Mingchuan took Jin Xiuzhu to the city to buy sweaters.



    



    



    



    The weather had recently cooled down just right. The family of four wrapped themselves in the cotton coats Jin Xiuzhu had made at the beginning of the year and happily went out.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu insisted on going to the city because she felt that the department store in the city was large and there were many styles of clothes.



    



    



    



    After arriving at the department store in the city at ten in the morning, Jin Xiuzhu went straight to the sweater counter on the second floor with her two children. There were many more colors and patterns of sweaters than padded jackets. There were red, yellow, blue, and white sweaters, as well as various patterns and knitting styles, making Jin Xiuzhu's eyes dazzle.



    



    



    



    Sweaters were not cheap. The cheapest ones cost five or six yuan, and the expensive ones cost forty or fifty. The feel was indeed different—soft and warm to the touch.



    



    



    



    The clerk said they were imported yarns made from wool.



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan beside her also touched one and felt that the texture was a bit like the woolen sweaters of later generations. Jin Xiuzhu, who had done business in the south in her previous life, had two of these clothes, thick and soft, each costing several hundred. They were worn only when going out to negotiate business, usually packed in a bag and put into the wardrobe.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan saw that Jin Xiuzhu wanted the most expensive one, which he couldn't understand. It was light gray, without any patterns on it, and looked much simpler compared to the other colorful sweaters, but it felt soft when touched.



    



    



    



    He said, "If you buy this one, you can only get one. If you buy something else, you can get two."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu didn't hesitate anymore and picked up the expensive one.



    



    



    



    No matter how many cheap ones she could get, she wouldn't like them. It was better to buy one she liked and wear it every day.



    



    



    



    The store clerk smiled and wrapped it up for them, then carefully explained how to wash the sweater. Since it was expensive, it needed gentle handling.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu took note of this.



    



    



    



    After leaving the sweater counter, Jin Xiuzhu generously asked Jiang Mingchuan, "Is there anything you want? I'll buy it for you too."



    



    



    



    "No need, I don't lack anything."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu glared at him playfully, "You treat me well, so of course, I'll treat you well too."



    



    



    



    Without waiting for his agreement, she took him to look at some fall clothing and eventually picked out a blue set for him. Then she bought outfits for the two kids as well, spending seven yuan in total.



    



    



    



    After shopping, they went to the supply and marketing cooperative to buy some flour and to the meat factory for meat. They initially planned to eat at the state-run restaurant but decided it was too expensive and bought flour to make food at home instead.



    



    



    



    He Yan was very happy, "I want to eat dumplings."



    



    



    



    "Then we'll make dumplings." Their vegetable garden had finally started producing. Previously, when food was scarce, other people's gardens were often stolen from. However, theirs was watched over, and some kind-hearted people even fertilized it for them.



    



    



    



    It had to be said, most of the military wives in the barracks were especially warm-hearted and kind.



    



    



    



    On their way back to the barracks, they stopped by the garden to pick some cabbage and green onions.



    



    



    



    Once home, Jin Xiuzhu took her son to the kitchen to make dumplings. He Yan was particularly good at cooking; once Jin Xiuzhu showed him a couple of times, he almost always got it. Now, if Jiang Mingchuan had to leave early in the morning, He Yan would cook breakfast before going to school, so his mom and sister could eat when they got up.



    



    



    



    He efficiently assisted his mom while Jiang Mingchuan sorted the groceries in the living room. Jin Xiuzhu called from the kitchen, "Come knead the dough."



    



    



    



    "Coming."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu prepared the filling, Jiang Mingchuan kneaded the dough and rolled out the wrappers, and He Yan and his sister were in charge of wrapping the dumplings.



    



    



    



    Now that the weather was cool, they made extra dumplings without worrying about them spoiling. They spread them out on a sieve and covered them with a layer of gauze to prevent bugs.



    



    



    



    While Jin Xiuzhu was cooking the dumplings, Jiang Mingchuan diligently washed the new clothes. When Jin Xiuzhu called him to eat, he didn't come. Instead, he carefully hung the clothes to dry, smoothing out any wrinkles to avoid leaving marks.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu found this amusing, "It's just a piece of clothing."



    



    



    



    The two children looked at their father hanging clothes on the balcony. He Yan saw his new clothes and grinned, feeling very happy.



    



    



    



    In the past, even when his biological parents were still around, he only got new clothes during the New Year.



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan looked at Dad Jiang's back, thinking how could it be the same? In her previous life, she had never seen Dad Jiang wear new clothes. She and He Yan got new clothes for the New Year, even though Jin Xiuzhu was frugal.



    



    



    



    Because other kids had them, Dad Jiang would take them to the county to buy a set each, including new shoes. At that time, she and He Yan would cherish their new clothes just like Dad Jiang did now.



    



    



    



    But back home, there was always a storm waiting for them. Jin Xiuzhu would go crazy, scolding them. Even if Dad Jiang bought clothes for her too. She was never happy, always pulling a long face and cursing. While other families' New Year's Eve was lively and cheerful, theirs was as cold as ice.



    



    



    



    In her memory, Dad Jiang never bought himself new clothes, always wearing others' old ones.



    



    



    



    The dumplings that night were delicious. Under the dim light, the family of four ate contentedly. In the end, there were three dumplings left in the pot. Jin Xiuzhu served them, giving each person one more. Jiang Mingchuan wanted to give his to her, but Jin Xiuzhu refused, "I'm really full."



    



    



    



    He Yan was eating with his cheeks puffed out. "So delicious."



    



    



    



    Noticing there was only one left in his sister's bowl, he took one from his own and put it in hers. Fu Yanyan turned her head to look at him and realized he also had only one left in his bowl.



    



    



    



    He Yan, afraid she wouldn't take it, covered his own bowl. "You eat more so you can grow taller."



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan pursed her lips but didn't say anything.



    



    



    



    As the weather got colder, time seemed to pass faster. At the beginning of December, heavy snow fell, and it was as if overnight, the entire world turned white.



    



    



    



    The happiest were the children, who, seemingly unafraid of the cold, ran outside to play in the snow. Early in the morning, He Yan made several snowballs and brought them upstairs to show his sister.



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan was also awake. She was wrapped in a thick quilt, sitting at the table and looking at the snowy world outside through the glass window.



    



    



    



    He Yan proudly showed her the snowball in his hand, not caring that his little hands were red from the cold.



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan reached out a finger to poke the snowball, then quickly retracted her hand.



    



    



    



    Outside, Jiang Mingchuan called, "Come eat breakfast."



    



    



    



    He Yan wanted to give the snowball to his sister, but she didn't want it, so he reluctantly took it with him. Soon hearing Jiang Mingchuan's nagging voice from outside, "Remember to bring this with you later. Add some coal in the morning, then add some more at noon to reheat the food before eating."



    



    



    



    It had been very cold lately. Jiang Mingchuan had brought back several bags of coal, which he used to warm the house. He also made a small clay stove for He Yan to take to school every day, putting coal in it so he could warm his feet during class and reheat his food at noon.



    



    



    



    At first, He Yan was laughed at, but soon many kids at school started copying him.



    



    



    



    "Okay."



    



    



    



    After breakfast, Jiang Mingchuan saw He Yan off at the door, still nagging, "There's a lot of snow on the road. Don't run around. You might slip..."



    



    



    



    "I know."



    



    



    



    He Yan quickly ran downstairs. Beside him appeared a thin figure in an ill-fitting black coat patched in many places, quietly following him.



    



    



    



    He Yan knew his sister was watching from the window upstairs, so he waved his arms exaggeratedly, his face beaming with a bright smile.



    



    



    



    The boy next to him couldn't help but look up, just in time to see Fu Yanyan rolling her eyes.



    



    



    



    He Yan was not angry, but instead laughed even more happily and bragged to Yang Yingxiong beside him, "Look how cute my sister is, with her big eyes. Your sister definitely can't roll her eyes like that."



    



    



    



    Yang Yingxiong: "..." What's there to be proud of?



    



    



    



    However, he felt more envy in his heart. It was clear that He Yan and his sister had a good relationship. He also had a sister, but his grandmother didn't allow him to talk to his stepsister, and she didn't look up to him. He felt miserable staying at home, so he would always run out before dawn and wait for He Yan downstairs.



    



    



    



    Once He Yan started talking about his sister, he wouldn't stop. He would say his sister was very smart and that next summer, their mother would send her to school, so she could join them.



    



    



    



    Yang Yingxiong nodded.



    



    



    



    Chattering all the way, Yang Yingxiong quietly followed He Yan. At the gate, they met up with Wei Ningqing, and the three little figures clumsily walked forward together. From a distance, He Yan's voice and occasionally Wei Ningqing's responses could be heard.



    



    



    



    Yang Yingxiong looked at the snowy scene ahead, feeling an immense warmth and fulfillment inside. To him, He Yan and Wei Ningqing were now his family, the closest people to him besides his father.



    



    



    



    The heavy snow continued for a week, soon affecting the surrounding production teams. Jin Xiuzhu heard about it from Qian Yufeng.



    



    



    



    Last time, she had been so upset by her maternal family that she hadn't returned in over a month. This winter, the snow was so heavy that the vegetables in their private plots were almost all frozen, and the two chickens at home stopped laying eggs. With nothing to eat, her maternal family had no choice but to come to her for help.



    



    



    



    Although Qian Yufeng was angry, she couldn't completely ignore the situation. She gave some rice and money.



    



    



    



    "The production team can't even start work. Around this time in previous years, we were already working in the fields."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu didn't quite understand and vaguely replied, "The snow is indeed too heavy this year."



    



    



    



    "Exactly. Without work, there are no work points, and there will be much less grain at the end of the year. How will we get by next year? When I came over, the snow was already knee-deep. In a few days, the kids will surely have to take a break from school."



    



    



    



    Qian Yufeng's prediction came true. By noon that day, He Yan had returned, saying that several students had fallen on the way to school, and one even broke a leg. The school decided to start the break early.



    



    



    



    In the evening, the military leaders issued an emergency notice, instructing several company commanders to lead their troops out for disaster relief, as many roads were blocked and some houses had collapsed.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan came home, grabbed some clothes, and left without eating.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu hurriedly rolled two rice balls, wrapped them in oil paper, and stuffed them into his coat pocket as he went out. She also gave him two handfuls of candy. "Take these and eat when you're hungry."



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan nodded hurriedly, "Stay safe at home and don't go out these days."



    



    



    



    "Okay."



    



    



    



    He quickly disappeared down the stairs. Next door, Fang Min opened her door, looking worried. Her husband, the political commissar, had also gone out without saying when he'd be back.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu knew Fang Min preferred staying still and quiet, so she said, "Come eat at my place these days. Being alone can make you overthink. If you feel uncomfortable about it, we can trade meal tickets. I won't be losing out."



    



    



    



    Her main concern was that it wasn't safe for Fang Min to go out alone, especially since it got dark around three or four in the afternoon now, but the canteen's dinner started at 5:30 PM.



    



    



    



    Fang Min felt relieved hearing this and didn't stand on ceremony, agreeing to the offer.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu asked, "Have you eaten yet?"



    



    



    



    Fang Min shook her head. Usually, her husband cooked while she washed the dishes, but now that he wasn't around, she couldn't cook.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu quickly said, "Then come and eat. I made extra."



    



    



    



    Fang Min came over.



    



    



    



    He Yan, a little chatterbox, liked to talk about what happened at school during meals. The little girl sitting next to him occasionally interjected, making Fang Min laugh several times.



    



    



    



    
      She thought about her own home, which had become cold and lonely without her husband. But the Jiang family seemed unaffected. Watching the gentle smiles of the mother and her two children, she felt a little moved.
    

  
    Jiang Mingchuan had been gone for over ten days without any news, leaving Jin Xiuzhu somewhat worried. She took her daughter to Captain Yan's house.



    



    



    



    Captain Yan had also been busy and hadn't returned for several days. Wang Ling had been at home recently because of the heavy snow. The factory had been closed for a few days due to the snow.



    



    



    



    Wang Ling worked at a textile factory in the city but had voluntarily transferred to a factory in the county last year due to poor efficiency. She thought she could return home daily instead of only once a week if she worked in the city. She was now the deputy director.



    



    



    



    The factory's poor performance and the director's upcoming retirement led to minimal oversight. With the heavy snow causing many issues, the director ordered a halt to production, sending all workers home. This also helped save money as the factory struggled to pay wages.



    



    



    



    When Jin Xiuzhu arrived, Wang Ling was at home altering clothes, resizing her husband's old clothes for her son. She used an old sewing machine discarded by the factory.



    



    



    



    Boys around twelve or thirteen grow rapidly, and Wang Ling couldn't afford new clothes, so she altered adult clothes instead.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu watched curiously. It was her first time seeing such a device and found it very interesting.



    



    



    



    Wang Ling expertly operated the sewing machine, her hands deftly handling the fabric while her feet swiftly worked the pedal.



    



    



    



    She managed to converse with Jin Xiuzhu simultaneously, "Don't worry. They won't be back for at least a month after going out for disaster relief. Last summer, Lao Yan went out for flood relief for two months and returned with a broken arm. They not only rescue people but also divert floods and help build houses. The people's soldiers are meant to serve the public."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu frowned, realizing the extent of Jiang Mingchuan's duties. It was unlike the officials and soldiers in the Dajing Dynasty. They never cared about the people's lives and only worried about how much they could exploit.



    



    



    



    After leaving Wang Ling's house, Jin Xiuzhu went to the army gate to check for any letters. Finding none, she left.



    



    



    



    The snow on the road was deep, and Jin Xiuzhu couldn't help but laugh at her daughter's struggle with her short legs. "I told you to stay home, but you didn't listen."



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan pressed her lips together and stubbornly trudged forward.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu smiled and said, "I wonder where you got this stubbornness from?"



    



    



    



    Then she knelt in front of her daughter, "Come on, I'll carry you."



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan hesitated, staring at her mother's back.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu glanced back, thinking her daughter didn't trust her, and reassured her, "Come on. The snow is thick, and it won't hurt if you fall."



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan clenched her hands at her sides, then slowly stepped forward, raising her hands awkwardly.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu had never carried anyone before, but she had seen other parents in the residential area do it. She reached back, hooked her hands under her daughter's legs, and stood up with effort. The child was heavy, and it took all her strength to stand upright, wobbling slightly before steadying herself. She adjusted her position and started walking.



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan initially tensed up but gradually relaxed after a while. The wind that had stung her face was now blocked by Jin Xiuzhu's body, providing much-needed warmth.



    



    



    



    She looked at the back of her mother's head and, driven by some impulse, carefully rested her face on her mother's back. Jin Xiuzhu's hair, cold and smooth, carried a faint fragrance. She could even hear Jin Xiuzhu's heavy breathing.



    



    



    



    This was the first time Jin Xiuzhu had carried her, and the feeling was very peculiar.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu asked why she didn't stay home.



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan felt a pang of discomfort. Despite her past resentment, meeting her mother again in this world made her want to stay close.



    



    



    



    Back home, He Yan was already busy preparing lunch in the kitchen. Hearing the noise outside, he came out with a spatula, seeing his mother and sister covered in snow. He quickly helped brush off the snow and said to Jin Xiuzhu, "Aunt Fang brought a letter earlier. It's for our family. I left it in the living room."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu took off her coat and hung it on the wooden rack by the door. She put on a lighter cotton jacket from the rack and nodded, "Okay."



    



    



    



    He Yan returned to the kitchen to continue cooking. Jin Xiuzhu went to the living room and took out the letter to read.



    



    



    



    She had thought it was from the newspaper, but upon closer inspection, it wasn't. The letter was addressed to Jiang Mingchuan, sent by his adoptive parents from the capital.



    



    



    



    In the room, her daughter was eating a small bowl of braised pork with radish. He Yan had specifically set aside a small portion for her before finishing the cooking.



    



    



    



    In the past, Jin Xiuzhu wouldn't have approved, but now she usually turned a blind eye, allowing some leniency at home.



    



    



    



    As time went on, Jin Xiuzhu was willing to forgo some of her strict rules. She gradually realized that a family's happiness was the most important thing.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu opened the letter and saw that the tone of the writer was much more sincere this time. They wrote about how heavy the snow was this year and how cold the weather had become.



    



    



    



    The couple missed their son, who was enduring hardships away from home, and they invited Jiang Mingchuan to come back to the capital for the New Year. They expressed their desire to meet his wife and two children. They also mentioned that his adoptive father was getting old and his legs were becoming increasingly frail, with knee pain so severe that he could barely walk...



    



    



    



    These words didn't affect Jin Xiuzhu much, but if Jiang Mingchuan saw them, he would probably feel deeply guilty.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu curled her lips and said to the little head next to her, "They're not his biological parents."



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan looked up at her, puzzled.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu smiled, "If they truly cared about their child, they wouldn't complain about their ailments to him. Look at Aunt Qian, does she save anything good for herself? No, she always leaves it for her son. It's the same principle."



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan fell into deep thought, suddenly recalling a long-forgotten memory.



    



    



    



    In her past life, after "Jin Xiuzhu" divorced, she took Fu Yanyan south. Life was tough at first, and they were even scammed. They squeezed into a few square meters of a small shack. One night, it rained heavily, and the noise woke her up. She opened her eyes to see "Jin Xiuzhu" sitting beside her, holding an umbrella to shield her from the rain.



    



    



    



    Although "Jin Xiuzhu" wasn't always very kind to her, she did experience some warmth from her.



    



    



    



    Dinner was two dishes and a soup: braised pork with radishes, shredded potatoes with peppers, and tofu cabbage soup.



    



    



    



    These days, Fang Min had been eating with them. Every time she saw He Yan prepare so many dishes, she couldn't help but marvel.



    



    



    



    Commissar Zhu had also taught her to cook, but she could never get it right and even ruined a pot once. After that, he didn't let her cook anymore.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu heard that Fang Min's hometown was also the capital, so she couldn't help but ask, "Are you going back to the capital for the New Year?"



    



    



    



    She thought they could travel together if Fang Min was going.



    



    



    



    Fang Min shook her head, "I probably won't. I went back once this year."



    



    



    



    The time she returned was for her grandparents' death anniversary. It was the only time each year she would go back to the capital. She wasn't close to her family, and her parents favored her sister more.



    



    



    



    However, over the past few years, as her parents aged, they started to pay more attention to her, but she didn't like it.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu nodded and then mentioned the letter from the capital she received today, "I don't quite understand. If we go back for the New Year, is there anything we should be mindful of?"



    



    



    



    Fang Min, feeling Jin Xiuzhu's kindness, wanted to reciprocate. She thought for a moment and then shared what she knew, "Just bring some gifts when you go back. You can make some pastries and bring some sweets. There aren't many rules in the capital."



    



    



    



    She paused, seeming to remember something, and looked at Jin Xiuzhu hesitantly before adding, "I heard that Jiang Mingchuan's parents arranged a childhood betrothal for him, but after his parents passed away, it was never mentioned again. Later, the girl he was betrothed to married his younger brother, the son of his adoptive parents. They have a son and a daughter now."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu raised her eyebrows in surprise.



    



    



    



    These were things Fang Min's grandmother had told her. Her grandmother knew Jiang Mingchuan's mother's family. The small villa not far from her grandmother's house used to belong to Jiang Mingchuan's mother, though she wasn't sure if it still did.



    



    



    



    Her grandmother had once wanted to introduce Jiang Mingchuan to her, but her grandfather disagreed. He said Jiang Mingchuan was too quiet and wouldn't talk much, and if she didn't speak either, they'd be like two mute people together. Moreover, Jiang Mingchuan's adoptive family had a lot of troubles, and her straightforward nature would make her an easy target for bullying.



    



    



    



    Grandma thought it over and agreed, finally choosing Political Commissar Zhu for her.



    



    



    



    Looking back now, Fang Min felt guilty for causing her elderly grandparents so much worry.



    



    



    



    She shared everything she knew with Jin Xiuzhu. In the eyes of others, Jiang Mingchuan’s adoptive parents were exceptionally good people, but her grandparents didn’t seem to think so. Fang Min added, “If you go, it’s best to be cautious.”



    



    



    



    Fang Min rarely spoke ill of others, so after saying this, she felt a bit embarrassed and lowered her head.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu understood her good intentions and smiled. “Don’t worry, I never let myself get taken advantage of.”



    



    



    



    Fang Min nodded, recalling a scene she had witnessed before, and felt it made sense. Jin Xiuzhu was much more capable than she was.



    



    



    



    As they were finishing their meal, a loud argument suddenly erupted from upstairs. The four people at the table instinctively paused their eating.



    



    



    



    The voices were so loud that they were impossible to ignore. They heard the old lady’s sharp voice cursing:



    



    



    



    “All you do is bully me, an old woman with a good heart. Look at you, married for so long without any sign of a baby, and you still dare to give me attitude? How dare you?”



    



    



    



    “This is my house. You’re leeching off us, eating and drinking for free, and you even brought along a burden. My grandson doesn’t even get candy while you stuff your face with sweets every day, spending my son’s money to raise someone else’s child. How shameless can you be?”



    



    



    



    “That troublemaker Liu Hongyue just couldn’t stand to see our family doing well, and now she’s getting her retribution, isn’t she? And you, heartless wretch, didn't even have the guts to speak up when things went wrong. That fool Jin Xiuzhu actually believed your lies. If you ask me, it wasn’t Liu Hongyue who reported it, it was you scheming behind everyone’s back…”



    



    



    



    Before the old lady could finish, there was a sudden loud bang from upstairs, followed by her frightened scream.



    



    



    



    It sounded like something had crashed to the ground, the impact felt most acutely by Jin Xiuzhu and the others living below. He Yan was so startled he dropped his chopsticks.



    



    



    



    Fang Min’s eyes widened in shock.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu calmly reassured her, “You’ll get used to it. Let’s eat.”



    



    



    



    Fang Min: “…”



    



    



    



    After finishing the meal, Jin Xiuzhu escorted Fang Min to the door. Seeing that the door next door was closed, she was about to shut her own door when she heard footsteps from above. Looking up, she saw Zhao Yun coming down with a sullen face, carrying her child.



    



    



    



    The old lady upstairs opened the door and cursed, “You think leaving will scare me? If you’ve got the guts to leave, don’t bother coming back, you jinx!”



    



    



    



    Zhao Yun spotted Jin Xiuzhu, hesitated, then quickly lowered her head and hurried past.



    



    



    



    The girl in her arms was crying and sobbing, “Grandma doesn’t like me.”



    



    



    



    Even as Zhao Yun walked away, Jin Xiuzhu could hear her whispering, “She’s not your grandma…”



    



    



    



    
      Jin Xiuzhu closed the door and sent the two children, who had been watching the commotion, off to do their homework before she started to clean up the dishes.
    

  
    In the middle of the night, Jin Xiuzhu was woken by someone shaking her. She groggily opened her eyes and saw her daughter standing by the bed. With a hoarse voice, she asked, “What’s wrong?”



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan frowned and said, “Someone was knocking on the door just now.”



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu was taken aback. She sat up and listened carefully but didn’t hear anything. She looked at her daughter.



    



    



    



    Fuyanyan was certain. “There really was someone.”



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu thought for a moment and then got out of bed to check it out.



    



    



    



    She casually threw on a coat and Fu Yanyan followed her. When they reached the living room, they heard a faint, intermittent knocking on the door, as if the person outside had little strength.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu instantly became alert and cautiously walked to the door, asking, "Who's there? It's late at night. If you have something to say, just say it."



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan pulled the light switch on the wall, and the living room instantly lit up.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu felt bolder and asked again, "Who's outside? Don't play tricks, or I'll call for help."



    



    



    



    After a moment, a weak voice came from outside, "Aunt... it's me... Yang Yingxiong..."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu and Fu Yanyan exchanged glances. Fu Yanyan frowned and said, "It sounds like him." She recognized the voice.



    



    



    



    Just as she was about to open the door, Jin Xiuzhu, still wary, asked again, "Are you alone?"



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan paused.



    



    



    



    After a while, Yang Yingxiong's weak voice came again, "Yes, I'm alone, Auntie... I feel so bad... my head hurts..."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu's face grew serious. She pulled Fu Yanyan, who was standing in front, behind her and went to open the door herself.



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan watched her mother's back in a daze.



    



    



    



    As soon as the door opened, the light from the living room illuminated the entrance, revealing Yang Yingxiong sitting on the ground. His face was flushed red, and he could barely keep his eyes open.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu hurriedly went forward to help him up and touched his forehead, finding it burning hot. "He's got a fever!"



    



    



    



    Yang Yingxiong, barely conscious, muttered, "I don't know... I feel so bad... Grandma ignored me, so I came downstairs to find you..."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu helped him to a chair. "Wait here. Auntie will get dressed and take you to the doctor."



    



    



    



    Yang Yingxiong groggily nodded.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu rushed back to her room to get dressed, grabbed some money, and stuffed it into her pocket. She called out to Fu Yanyan outside, "Go wake up your brother and tell him to bring the flashlight."



    



    



    



    Outside, Fu Yanyan said, "I'll go with you."



    



    



    



    "You stay home and watch the door. Let your brother come with me. The roads aren't safe at night."



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan went to wake He Yan.



    



    



    



    When He Yan heard that Yang Yingxiong was sick, he immediately got up to get dressed. When he reached the living room, he took the flashlight from his sister. Fu Yanyan reminded him, "Put on your scarf and hat."



    



    



    



    He Yan obediently put on his scarf and hat.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu struggled to lift Yang Yingxiong onto her back. She expected him to be heavy but found he wasn't much heavier than her daughter.



    



    



    



    The previous Jin Xiuzhu wouldn't have been able to carry him, but perhaps because the current "Jin Xiuzhu" had a stronger body, she found him heavy but manageable.



    



    



    



    Mother and son walked side by side in the snow. He Yan held the flashlight in one hand and tried to support Yang Yingxiong's bottom with the other, attempting to lighten his mother's load.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu gritted her teeth and trudged forward, adjusting her grip on Yang Yingxiong every few steps. He seemed delirious from the fever, mumbling incoherently.



    



    



    



    When they reached the health clinic, He Yan knocked on the door to wake the doctor. The doctor opened the door and let them in, instructing Jin Xiuzhu to lay the child on the bed.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu carefully laid Yang Yingxiong down. As he slid off her back, he suddenly grabbed her sleeve with surprising strength and cried out, "Mom... Mom... don't go..."



    



    



    



    Tears streamed from his eyes.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu was about to pull her sleeve away when she stopped, feeling a wave of compassion. She gently patted his head and said softly, "Mom won't leave, Mom is here with you. Be good."



    



    



    



    Yang Yingxiong seemed to hear her, and stopped crying, though he still clung tightly to her sleeve.



    



    



    



    Seeing that Yang Yingxiong was already delirious with fever, the doctor, mistaking Jin Xiuzhu for his parent, couldn't help but remark, "This is quite serious. He should have been brought in earlier."



    



    



    



    The doctor placed a thermometer under Yang Yingxiong's armpit.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu sat nearby, watching. She noticed He Yan standing beside her and asked, "Are you sleepy?"



    



    



    



    He Yan shook his head.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu told him to bring a chair over and sit next to her. He Yan did as he was told.



    



    



    



    Mother and son waited for a while. The doctor took out the thermometer, checked it, then left the room. A moment later, he returned with a stand and an IV drip to give Yang Yingxiong an infusion.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu didn't fully understand the medical procedures, but she listened attentively to the doctor's instructions, nodding continuously. After the doctor left, seeing how slow the IV drip was, she said to He Yan, "Why don't you lean on Mom and take a nap?"



    



    



    



    He Yan shook his head, "I'm not sleepy, Mom. You sleep."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu felt another surge of warmth in her heart.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu didn’t sleep. After a while, He Yan, unable to stay awake any longer, nodded off, leaning against her shoulder. She helped him lie down next to the bed, letting him sleep there.



    



    



    



    Lying on the bed, Yang Yingxiong gradually calmed down, his brow unfurrowing.



    



    



    



    Who knows how long they waited? Jin Xiuzhu, having forgotten to bring her watch, couldn’t tell the time. Seeing that the IV drip was almost finished, she hurriedly called for the doctor. The doctor came, waited for a moment, then removed the needle from Yang Yingxiong's hand and prescribed some medication for Jin Xiuzhu, instructing her on how to administer it.



    



    



    



    "If he still has a high fever tomorrow, bring him back."



    



    



    



    "Okay."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu paid, then hoisted Yang Yingxiong onto her back, and took He Yan home.



    



    



    



    The return journey was less urgent. Mother and son even had the presence of mind to chat. He Yan said, "Mom, just now Yang Yingxiong called you Mom."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu nodded, explaining, "He probably misses his own mother."



    



    



    



    He Yan said a bit sadly, "Yang Yingxiong said he doesn't know what his mom looks like. There are no photos of her at his house."



    



    



    



    He didn’t have a photo of his own mom either. It had been so long since he’d seen her that he was starting to forget what she looked like.



    



    



    



    He used to imagine she would come looking for him, but he had stopped hoping for that.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu spoke softly, "Don't mention this to him when he wakes up. It will make him sad."



    



    



    



    He Yan nodded, "Okay."



    



    



    



    The next morning, Yang Yingxiong woke up in He Yan’s bed, disoriented. The warm quilt and the quiet room made him feel like he had slept for a very long time, perhaps the best sleep he had ever had.



    



    



    



    He blinked, slowly sitting up, then recognized He Yan's room. He had been here once or twice before.



    



    



    



    What he remembered most were the framed awards on the wall. He Yan's awards were framed, He Yan said his mom had asked his dad to frame them so they would be preserved for a long time.



    



    



    



    Yang Yingxiong used to have awards too, but his grandmother had used them to start the fire.



    



    



    



    He couldn't remember what had happened the previous night, only that he had felt very uncomfortable, calling out to his grandmother in bed. After calling a few times, his grandmother had turned over impatiently. Then he had somehow ended up outside…



    



    



    



    Just as he was thinking this, the door opened from outside. He Yan saw that he was awake and his eyes lit up, "Did you sleep well? How are you feeling? Does your body still hurt?"



    



    



    



    Yang Yingxiong shook his head. He Yan came in, reached out to feel his forehead, then touched his own, frowning thoughtfully, "You probably still have a bit of a fever. Get up and drink some porridge, take the medicine the doctor gave you."



    



    



    



    Yang Yingxiong paused for a moment, then got out of bed and began dressing carefully. He asked timidly, "Did you take me to the doctor?"



    



    



    



    He Yan replied, "My mom took you."



    



    



    



    Then he roughly explained what had happened the night before and added, "Mom took my sister to visit someone. There's porridge left for you in the pot."



    



    



    



    Yang Yingxiong silently got dressed, feeling a bit guilty, thinking he had caused Aunt Jin a lot of trouble.



    



    



    



    While drinking the porridge, Yang Yingxiong couldn't help but say softly, "When my dad gets back, he'll give you the money."



    



    



    



    He Yan, knowing Yang Yingxiong's personality, simply agreed.



    



    



    



    Yang Yingxiong added, "And, thank you." He also thanked Aunt Jin.



    



    



    



    He Yan smiled, "It's good that you're okay."



    



    



    



    Yang Yingxiong lowered his head, feeling touched, and softly murmured. After a while, he suddenly said to He Yan, "Last night, I think I dreamt of my mom. She was very gentle and patted my head, telling me to be good."



    



    



    



    He Yan was stunned.



    



    



    



    "I couldn't see her face clearly, but I felt that she was very beautiful, probably like Aunt Jin."



    



    



    



    Saying this, Yang Yingxiong's tone carried a hint of pride.



    



    



    



    He Yan recalled what Jin Xiuzhu had told him the previous night and, after a pause, said, "That's really nice. Your mom must be thinking about you and can't let go."



    



    



    



    Yang Yingxiong nodded slightly, feeling that this was true.



    



    



    



    He also had a mother who loved him very much, she was just no longer there.



    



    



    



    In the following days, Jin Xiuzhu let Yang Yingxiong stay with them, living and eating with He Yan. As for expenses, they would settle it when his father returned.



    



    



    



    Thus, Yang Yingxiong anxiously stayed in He Yan's room. One time, seeing Jin Xiuzhu drawing, he told her, "Aunt Zhao also writes articles at home and has sent them out several times, but there hasn't been any response."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu was a bit surprised by this but didn't think much of it.



    



    



    



    At the beginning of January, Jiang Mingchuan came back.



    



    



    



    When he first entered the door, Jin Xiuzhu almost didn't recognize him. He had lost a lot of weight and was filthy from head to toe.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu and the two children didn't dare approach him. Jiang Mingchuan, seeing their hesitation, said helplessly, "Please heat some water for me. I want to take a bath."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu hurriedly instructed He Yan to heat the water while she went to the room to find clean clothes for him.



    



    



    



    After Jiang Mingchuan finished his bath and came out, Jin Xiuzhu noticed numerous scratches on his face and hands. She grabbed his hand to take a closer look and saw that his hands were also chapped and cracked from the cold, frowning with concern, "How did it get so bad?"



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan, afraid she would be scared by what she saw, pulled his hand back, "It's nothing, it will be better in a couple of days."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu didn't say anything more and went into the kitchen to cook for him.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan followed her in to help.



    



    



    



    He Yan also wanted to go in, but was stopped by Fu Yanyan, "Mom and Dad have things to talk about."



    



    



    



    He Yan didn't understand, "I also have things to say. I have a lot to tell Dad."



    



    



    



    
      Fu Yanyan: "..."
    

  
    Jin Xiuzhu quickly prepared a pot of noodles. In the morning, she had intentionally kneaded more dough, planning to use it for breakfast over the next couple of days. Now she used it all, adding mushrooms and meat to the noodles.



    



    



    



    Once it was ready, she had Jiang Mingchuan take the pot outside to eat. He seemed famished, eating rapidly without saying a word. He didn’t care about burning his mouth.



    



    



    



    The two children sat on either side of him. He Yan, concerned, said, "Dad, eat slower and blow on your food. Have you not been eating well recently? You’ve lost weight. I almost didn’t recognize you…”



    



    



    



    He kept chattering, but Jiang Mingchuan had no time to respond.



    



    



    



    Finally, his sister couldn’t stand it and sternly said, “Be quiet.”



    



    



    



    He Yan fell silent for a moment.



    



    



    



    Sitting across from Jiang Mingchuan, Yang Yingxiong looked at him with a mix of anxiety and hope. Noticing this, Jin Xiuzhu asked, “Has Captain Yang returned?”



    



    



    



    The disaster relief effort had mobilized most of the troops, including Jiang Mingchuan and Yang Yao.



    



    



    



    Yang Yingxiong felt grateful and glanced at Jin Xiuzhu.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan also noticed Yang Yingxiong but didn’t think much of it, assuming he was just there to play with He Yan. He took a moment to look up and said, “He should be back, but I don’t know if he’s home yet.”



    



    



    



    Yang Yingxiong hesitated.



    



    



    



    He Yan kindly asked, “Do you want me to go back with you and check?”



    



    



    



    Yang Yingxiong instinctively looked at Jin Xiuzhu.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu made the decision for him, “Don’t rush. There’s nothing for you to do at home anyway. Listen to Auntie, wait until after dinner, and I’ll take you back. I can also ask your dad for the infusion money and talk to him about a few things.”



    



    



    



    Yang Yingxiong, initially conflicted, felt relieved upon hearing this. He wanted to see his dad but was also afraid he might not be home yet.



    



    



    



    Hearing Jin Xiuzhu’s plan alleviated his burden.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan glanced at Jin Xiuzhu, who then explained what had been happening at home.



    



    



    



    After listening, Jiang Mingchuan frowned and told her, “I’ll go with you tonight.”



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu thought about it and agreed, feeling more confident with him by her side.



    



    



    



    Captain Yang often couldn’t see things clearly, and she needed to give him a good reminder.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan finished the entire pot of noodles. He Yan dutifully took the pot to the kitchen to wash, while Jin Xiuzhu fetched a razor and a basin of hot water to shave Jiang Mingchuan’s beard.



    



    



    



    In the bedroom, Jiang Mingchuan lay on the bed with his head resting on Jin Xiuzhu’s lap, closing his eyes in contentment. Jin Xiuzhu leaned over to shave him.



    



    



    



    Sunlight streamed brightly through the window. Jin Xiuzhu worked gently, and soon enough, Jiang Mingchuan began to snore softly.



    



    



    



    Seeing him sleep with a furrowed brow, Jin Xiuzhu, after shaving his beard, massaged his head’s pressure points.



    



    



    



    He Yan had finished washing the pots and was intending to play with his dad. When he reached the doorway of the room, he saw a touching scene.



    



    



    



    He didn't really understand what "warm and romantic" meant, but he felt that having parents like this was really nice—dad treating mom well, and mom treating dad well too.



    



    



    



    He covered his mouth, retreated quietly, and returned to the living room where Yang Yingxiong was drawing with his sister. He whispered, "Dad fell asleep on Mom's lap."



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan began packing up the drawing paper, preparing to go back to her room to sleep.



    



    



    



    Seeing his sister ignoring him, He Yan complained to Yang Yingxiong once they were alone, "Sometimes my sister isn't cute at all."



    



    



    



    Yang Yingxiong felt He Yan had misunderstood. In fact, his sister was very cute. She stayed in the living room with him when no one else was around so he wouldn't feel lonely.



    



    



    



    Every member of He Yan's family was good, creating an image of a loving family in his mind.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan had slept for a long, long time. When he woke up, he felt weak all over.



    



    



    



    After getting dressed, he went out.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu was talking with Fang Min at the door. Fang Min mentioned that the political commissar had returned, so she wouldn't be coming over for dinner tonight.



    



    



    



    She also had a can of tea leaves in her hand, saying it was something the commissar had been reluctant to drink and thanking them for their recent care.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu politely declined but accepted the tea and asked if they had any vegetables at home that they could share.



    



    



    



    "We do. I bought some this afternoon."



    



    



    



    "That's good."



    



    



    



    Fang Min went home feeling relieved. Though the commissar often went on long business trips, this time felt different, and seeing him brought a sense of peace.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu saw Jiang Mingchuan coming over and called him to eat. Dinner was ready, with dishes laid out on the table—three dishes and a soup. She had just been about to go to the room to call him.



    



    



    



    Having eaten a lot at lunch, Jiang Mingchuan wasn't very hungry now. So, he began telling his family about the situation with the snow disaster outside.



    



    



    



    He was responsible for the old houses in the city. The snow had blocked all the roads and knocked down electric poles. Many residential roofs had collapsed.



    



    



    



    "Families of ten or more squeezed into makeshift shelters. We had to evacuate the area first. There are also elderly people who can't endure the cold and have frozen to death..."



    



    



    



    His voice trailed off, and Jiang Mingchuan's tone turned somber. "The city isn't as nice as you think."



    



    



    



    When they had gone to the department store in the city to buy sweaters, Jin Xiuzhu had said the city was better—higher wages and convenient shopping. But she had only seen the well-off families in the city; more families were struggling, barely making ends meet.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu snorted, "You just don't have money."



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan: "..."



    



    



    



    He Yan, overhearing this, chuckled as he held his bowl.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan looked at him irritably. "What are you laughing at? You're worse off than me."



    



    



    



    Mimicking after his mother, He Yan snorted too. "I have money."



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan raised an eyebrow. "Where did you get the money?"



    



    



    



    "The money Mom used to give me to buy candy. I saved it all. Among everyone in the family, you're the poorest."



    



    



    



    "..."



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan didn't respond, but everyone else laughed, including Yang Yingxiong, who was quietly eating. He secretly smiled, thinking the He family was so interesting. They never quarreled, and even when they bantered, it was amusing.



    



    



    



    After dinner, Jiang Mingchuan and Jin Xiuzhu took Yang Yingxiong upstairs.



    



    



    



    As they left, Jin Xiuzhu told Yang Yingxiong, "You don't need to say anything later. If your father asks how you were at my house, just tell the truth. Auntie won't harm you."



    



    



    



    Yang Yingxiong tightly gripped Jin Xiuzhu's hand and nodded firmly.



    



    



    



    Unlike He Yan, Yang Yingxiong hadn't experienced much, so he saw things more simply. When Auntie said she would go upstairs with him and talk to his father, he knew she was going to support him and make his father treat him better.



    



    



    



    Upstairs, Jiang Mingchuan knocked on the door.



    



    



    



    It opened immediately. Yang Yao stood at the door, dressed neatly, as if about to go out.



    



    



    



    Seeing Jiang Mingchuan, Jin Xiuzhu, and his son at the door, he was momentarily surprised. "What's this?"



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan stepped forward and politely asked, "Are you going out?"



    



    



    



    Hearing this, Yang Yao felt a bit embarrassed and nodded. "My mom and wife had a fight. I'm going to bring her back."



    



    



    



    He then looked at his son. "Why did Uncle and Auntie bring you back? Did you cause trouble?"



    



    



    



    Yang Yingxiong lowered his head in disappointment, not saying a word.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan frowned at this and was about to speak when Jin Xiuzhu, feeling he was too polite, coldly interrupted, "Captain Yang, when did you come back?"



    



    



    



    Yang Yao sensed something was wrong from Jin Xiuzhu's tone and looked at his son again. Seeing only the top of his son's head, he honestly replied, "Around three or four in the afternoon."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu nodded. "Three or four in the afternoon. It's seven in the evening now. Several hours have passed. You haven't been home for over a month, and the first thing you do is go looking for your wife. That's fine, but what about Yang Yingxiong? Isn't he your child?"



    



    



    



    Yang Yao realized Jin Xiuzhu misunderstood and quickly explained, "What's wrong with Yingxiong? My mom said he hasn't been going to school and has been playing with friends, sometimes coming back late."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu's face only grew colder at his explanation. "Captain Yang, I don't mean to sound harsh, but some things need to be said.



    



    



    



    As a neighbor, I see you as an extremely irresponsible and weak-willed man. You're in your thirties or forties, with both elderly and young to care for. As a son, you blindly believe your malicious, unethical mother, showing no discernment. As a husband, you haven't protected or supported your wife, forcing her to flee with her child in the middle of the night. As a father, you haven't shielded your young, helpless son from your mother's abuse."



    



    



    



    "I ask you, after living with your mother for so many years, do you really know nothing of her character? Is it that difficult to add another bed in your son's room? Are you truly unaware of your mother bullying him?"



    



    



    



    "If you dislike him so much or don't care for him, why did you even have him in the first place? Did you bring him into this world just to suffer? He had to crawl downstairs in the middle of the night, burning with fever, to knock on my door. Is this what your mother calls playing with friends?"



    



    



    



    Yang Yao looked at his son in shock. "Yingxiong..."



    



    



    



    "You named him Yingxiong, yet you let him live worse than a bear. If you don't want this son, give him to me. I'll take him. My whole family likes him."



    



    



    



    Hearing this, Yang Yingxiong looked up sharply at Jin Xiuzhu, his eyes instantly red.



    



    



    



    When he heard his father was going to find Aunt Zhao, Yang Yingxiong didn't cry. When his father believed his grandmother, he didn't cry. But now, hearing Aunt Jin say she wanted him and that her whole family liked him, he couldn't hold back anymore.



    



    



    



    He lowered his head and continuously wiped his tears with his arm, but the tears wouldn't stop. Finally, he turned around and hugged Jin Xiuzhu's waist. Initially, he sobbed quietly, but then he burst into loud cries.



    



    



    



    The crying grew louder, interspersed with sobs and hiccups, as if he was venting all the grievances he had endured since childhood.



    



    



    



    Maybe it was just the reassurance that someone wanted him that gave him the courage.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan looked at the child with a complex expression and then glanced at Yang Yao. "Being filial is good, but you can't ignore your child. If my wife hadn't opened the door, who knows what could have happened."



    



    



    



    Yang Yao remained silent.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu made up her mind; her eyes cold as she looked at him. "I'll take the child for now. You can come and get him once you've sorted things out at your home."



    



    



    



    Yang Yao neither opposed nor agreed, merely watching as Jiang Mingchuan and his wife left with the child. He stood at the doorway until the three of them disappeared around the corner, and his son didn't look back once.



    



    



    



    Yang Yao stood at the door for a while, then turned back inside. As he did, he saw his mother sneaking around near his room's door.



    



    



    



    When his mother met his gaze, her expression faltered. She quickly pretended to clutch her chest and cry out in pain. Usually, Yang Yao would feel sorry for her, but this time, he stood coldly at a distance, just watching.



    



    



    



    Yang Yao said calmly, "In a few days, I'll send you back to our hometown."



    



    



    



    The old lady's face changed dramatically at this, "What do you mean? Are you trying to send me away? Are you kicking me out? How am I supposed to live alone at my age? You believe whatever that hussy says... Oh, my poor husband... Why did you leave me alone? It would have been better if you'd taken me with you..."



    



    



    



    Initially, she was only pretending, but now she was genuinely sitting on the ground, pounding her chest, and crying out loud.



    



    



    



    Seeing his mother using her usual tactics to force him to submit, Yang Yao trembled with anger. He picked up a nearby stool and smashed it on the ground with a loud bang, scaring his mother into silence.



    



    



    



    Yang Yao paced back and forth in the living room like a madman. He shouted, "Are you trying to drive me to my death? Do you want me dead? Do you not believe I'll die right here in front of you? You've meddled in everything since I was a child. Whoever I played with, you had to interfere. Whatever I did, you had to get involved."



    



    



    



    "You can't stand to see me happy. When Fangzi was angered to death by you, you said it was her stubbornness. When Xiaojun wanted to divorce me because of your meddling, you said she had ulterior motives. Now that I've only been married to Zhao Yun for a few months, you've already driven her away. Yingxiong is my son, and you torment him behind my back. Do you know how people curse me? They call me weak and irresponsible, saying they would raise my son if I couldn't."



    



    



    



    "What do you want from me? I've lived all these years like clay in your hands, molded however you wanted. Are you proud of that? Fine, I'll divorce Zhao Yun and abandon my son. Are you satisfied now?"



    



    



    



    He slapped himself repeatedly, his eyes red with anger as he looked at his mother. "Is this enough? Is this enough..."



    



    



    



    
      The old lady was so frightened by her son's madness that she kept backing away, too scared to say another word.
    

  
    That night, Jiang Mingchuan returned to the room after making sure all three children were asleep.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu was sitting on the bed, applying some balm, then letting down her hair and picking up a comb.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan closed the door and then blew out the kerosene lamp on the table at the foot of the bed.



    



    



    



    The only electric light in the house was in the living room, and they rarely used it to save on the high electricity costs.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan climbed into bed. After a nap in the afternoon, he felt much more energetic. He watched Jin Xiuzhu comb her hair in the dim light coming from outside the window and asked, "Were you serious earlier, or was it just talk?"



    



    



    



    "About what?"



    



    



    



    "Adopting Yang Yingxiong?"



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu rolled her eyes at him, thinking he was a bit foolish. "He has his real father. No matter how much I like him, I won't fight his real father for him. Yang Yao is just not clear-headed and lacks manliness, easily controlled by his mother. If I didn't say it like this, he wouldn't take Yingxiong seriously."



    



    



    



    She initially planned to send the child back directly, but seeing Yang Yao blindly believe everything his mother said, she changed her mind. She decided to wait until Yang Yao came to take the child back himself.



    



    



    



    A child who is too well-behaved doesn't get any rewards.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan looked at her with some emotion. He wasn't very good at handling family relationships. He had intended to advise Yang Yao from a neighbor's perspective, but Jin Xiuzhu had given him a thorough scolding. 



    



    



    



    He had to admit, Jin Xiuzhu had made significant progress recently. Her scolding was both elegant and satisfying, even making him feel good.



    



    



    



    Compared to He Yan, he felt Yingxiong was more like his younger self.



    



    



    



    People said it was his home and his parents, but he alone knew he didn't fit in with anything in that household.



    



    



    



    Whenever his younger brother was unhappy, he would tell him to get out, saying it wasn't his home. His adoptive mother would tell him not to bully his brother, even though it was always his brother bullying him. His grandmother would make him lie down to be a horse for his brother to ride. When he refused, she would beat him with a stick, and he stubbornly stood there without moving.



    



    



    



    His adoptive father would offer a few words of comfort when he returned. As a child, he was moved, but as he grew up, he seemed to understand something.



    



    



    



    Many people said he had reached this point because of his adoptive father, but it was clear that he had earned it with his own efforts. So, he chose to stay away from the capital and that home.s



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu always said he was too soft-hearted, a people-pleaser. He was just afraid to refuse because he feared his refusal would anger others.



    



    



    



    Just like when he was young, his brother would get angry if he didn't help him and threaten to kick him out of the house.



    



    



    



    After Jin Xiuzhu lay down, Jiang Mingchuan tightly hugged her from behind, thinking how great it would have been if he had someone like Jin Xiuzhu to support him when he was a child.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu misunderstood, thinking he had other intentions. After a moment of silence, she gently patted his hand and softly said, "Let's wait a few days until you've recovered a bit more."



    



    



    



    He was too thin now, and she worried that if she got pregnant, the baby would be weak.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan: "..."



    



    



    



    ***



    



    



    



    In the following days, Yang Yao came to see his child every evening, sometimes bringing fruits or candies. He also paid for the child's infusion and meal expenses for those days.



    



    



    



    Following Jin Xiuzhu's advice, Yang Yingxiong initially ignored him. After two or three days, he occasionally glanced at him, and after a week, he started talking to him, but not much.



    



    



    



    Seeing his child finally acknowledge him, Yang Yao felt a mixture of sadness and joy. He promised, "Dad will never let you be bullied again. It was all Dad's fault before."



    



    



    



    No matter what, Yang Yingxiong still loved his father deep down. His eyes silently reddened.



    



    



    



    Yang Yao told Jin Xiuzhu and Jiang Mingchuan, "In a few days, I'll take leave to send my mother back to our hometown. I'll ask my uncle and cousin to help take care of her, and I'll send money back every month."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu didn't care what decisions he made. She only cared about Yang Yingxiong. She took out a piece of paper and said, "The other day, Jiang Mingchuan and I officially recognized Yang Yingxiong as our godson. From now on, we are his godparents. If he gets bullied again, we'll take him back. This is also his home. Have a look, and if you agree, sign it."



    



    



    



    It was a letter of commitment, stating that if Yang Yingxiong were ever mistreated again, he would be given to Jiang Mingchuan and Jin Xiuzhu to raise.



    



    



    



    Yang Yao looked at the child and then signed his name.



    



    



    



    Yang Hero saw it too, biting his lip. Instead of feeling sad, he felt very happy because he sensed his godparents valued him, feeling he had another support besides his father.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu reminded him, "I hope you don't tell Zhao Yun about this."



    



    



    



    Yang Yao didn't ask further and nodded.



    



    



    



    Yang Yingxiong left with his father.



    



    



    



    Once they were gone, the house felt much quieter. He Yan worriedly asked Jin Xiuzhu, "Mom, will Yang Yingxiong's dad treat him well?"



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu folded the paper. She wasn't sure but said, "He should. After all, something only feels valuable when someone else wants it."



    



    



    



    He Yan didn't understand and looked at his dad, but his dad was looking at his mom.



    



    



    



    He then looked at his sister, who rolled her eyes at him again.



    



    



    



    He Yan complained, "Mom, Sister rolled her eyes at me again."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu replied without thinking, "Then roll your eyes twice at her."



    



    



    



    He Yan: "..."



    



    



    



    It was quickly approaching mid-January, and the whole family was planning to return to the capital on the 28th of the month. Everyone was busy packing up their things.



    



    



    



    Qian Yufeng came over to ask Jin Xiuzhu if she wanted to stock up on New Year's goods, mentioning that her family's production team would be slaughtering a pig the next day and asking if Jin Xiuzhu wanted to buy some meat.



    



    



    



    Wang Ling also came by, bringing a set of couplets given by a friend, saying, "Do you want some slightly flawed ones? There's a batch in the warehouse we're preparing to sell domestically. If you want, I can set some aside for you at a good price."



    



    



    



    Qian Yufeng, overhearing this, got excited. However, since she wasn't familiar with Wang Ling and knew she was Captain Yan's wife, she didn't dare speak up, even though she might have with someone else. She was wondering when Jin Xiuzhu had gotten so close to Captain Yan's wife.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu noticed Qian Yufeng's interest and asked, "Do you have a lot? If so, I’d like to get more."



    



    



    



    Recently, Jin Xiuzhu had received several payments from her writing, saving up quite a bit of money.



    



    



    



    Wang Ling smiled broadly, "Yes, there's plenty. Just let me know how much you want."



    



    



    



    Fang Min was also at Jin Xiuzhu's house. She had arrived the earliest and was holding an embroidery frame, having recently been learning embroidery from Jin Xiuzhu.



    



    



    



    Wang Ling saw the embroidery Jin Xiuzhu had completed and, surprised, picked it up to look at it. She asked, "Did you do this?"



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu nodded, assuming Wang Ling liked it, and generously said, "If you like it, I can make you a handkerchief next time."



    



    



    



    Qian Yufeng, already aware of Jin Xiuzhu's embroidery skills, hadn't thought much of it before. Seeing Wang Ling treat it like a treasure, she immediately said, "I want one too."



    



    



    



    Never one to miss out on a good deal, Jin Xiuzhu laughed, "Everyone can have one."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu saw Qian Yufeng and Wang Ling out, chatting for a bit at the door. Just then, they happened to see Zhao Yun coming up the stairs with her child.



    



    



    



    The sight of them made Zhao Yun's face change momentarily, but she quickly composed herself and smiled, greeting Wang Ling.



    



    



    



    Wang Ling, unaware of Zhao Yun's previous departure from home, saw her carrying a bag and asked, smiling, "Are you back from getting New Year's supplies?"



    



    



    



    Zhao Yun forced a smile, nodded, and said, "I have something to do, so I'll go ahead."



    



    



    



    She then went upstairs with her daughter.



    



    



    



    Qian Yufeng and Wang Ling also went downstairs. Once they were out of earshot, Qian Yufeng couldn't hold back any longer and eagerly told Wang Ling about Zhao Yun running away from home. Being close to Jin Xiuzhu, she knew everything that happened in the building.



    



    



    



    Wang Ling patted her mouth, "Oh dear, I really shouldn't have said anything."



    



    



    



    Then she curiously asked, "Did Captain Yang send his mother away?"



    



    



    



    "Yes, he sent her away a few days ago. Jin Xiuzhu said his mother started crying at the crack of dawn."



    



    



    



    Wang Ling nodded, "That's good. Poor Yingxiong, though."



    



    



    



    Qian Yufeng said, "It's much better now. He has his own room, and if he wants to eat something, he can cook it himself. If he doesn't feel like cooking, he can go downstairs to eat."



    



    



    



    Wang Ling felt a pang of sympathy, "Jin Xiuzhu and her husband are good people."



    



    



    



    She felt she had judged them correctly.



    



    



    



    Qian Yufeng wholeheartedly agreed. Her own mother-in-law had once told her to learn from Jin Xiuzhu and be more cautious, to watch what she said, and to speak kindly.



    



    



    



    She had worried that Jin Xiuzhu might outsmart her, but now she saw that Jin Xiuzhu wasn't scheming at all. She was simply good-hearted, helping others without any ulterior motives.



    



    



    



    
      On January 28, 1970, Jiang Mingchuan and his family of four boarded the train to the capital.
    

  
    Jin Xiuzhu and her family set off at four in the morning. It was still pitch black outside. Jiang Mingchuan wrapped their daughter in a cloth and carried her on his back, while he held a large bag in each hand.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu held He Yan’s hand and carried a small bag filled with food and a water bottle. He Yan also had his backpack, which contained his saved-up pocket money and some snacks from home. Though they hadn't reached the capital yet, he had already promised his two friends that he would bring them gifts upon his return.



    



    



    



    This was his second long trip.



    



    



    



    The first time was when he accompanied his father to the army base, during which he had been nervous and unsure about what would happen. This time, however, he was full of excitement and anticipation.



    



    



    



    His mother had promised to take him to see various sights, eat roast duck, and climb the Great Wall. He was eager to share all these experiences with his friends when he got back.



    



    



    



    They first took a boat to the county, then transferred to a bus to the city, and from the city, they boarded a train to the provincial capital, with several transfers along the way.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan had initially bought seated tickets, followed by two sleeper tickets for later.



    



    



    



    The family of four squeezed onto the train with difficulty. It was the Chinese New Year period, so the train was especially crowded with students, educated youths, and people returning home to visit their families.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan carried their daughter in front, with He Yan in the middle. Fearing his mother might get lost in the crowd, He Yan held Jin Xiuzhu's hand tightly, creating a path for her with his surprising strength.



    



    



    



    After finding their seats, Jin Xiuzhu sat in one seat while her son and daughter shared another. Jiang Mingchuan stood nearby, guarding them against the crowd.



    



    



    



    Looking at the packed train car, Jiang Mingchuan said to his wife and children, “Hang in there for a bit. We’ll reach the provincial capital by noon, and the sleeper tickets in the afternoon will be more comfortable.”



    



    



    



    He Yan obediently nodded, curiously looking around with his legs swinging leisurely. With his parents there, he felt none of the anxiety or unease of traveling far from home.



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan couldn’t help but glance at him, noticing the joy and ease in his eyes.



    



    



    



    She realized she could no longer see him as the person he was in their previous life. Now, he seemed like an ordinary, happy child without worries or hidden agendas.



    



    



    



    Noticing his sister looking at him, He Yan turned to her and touched his face, asking, “What’s wrong?”



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan lowered her eyes, “I’m thirsty.”



    



    



    



    He Yan turned to the other side and called, “Mom, sister is thirsty.”



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu immediately rummaged through her bag and handed over a green military water bottle. Fu Yanyan took it and drank. After she finished, He Yan took a couple of sips before returning the bottle to Jin Xiuzhu. He then pulled out three pieces of candy from his backpack, giving one to his sister, one to his mother, and putting the third in his own mouth, squinting happily at the sweetness.



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan didn’t eat hers. She just played with it in her hands, lost in thought.



    



    



    



    He Yan was completely different from his previous life, and this trip was different too. In their past life, their family had never gone to the capital.



    



    



    



    Back then, “Jin Xiuzhu” was very insecure. At first, she tried to please Jiang’s adoptive parents by frequently writing letters and sending gifts. Later, she realized Jiang Mingchuan's adoptive parents didn’t treat him well, so she gave up trying to please them. However, she often used this issue to mock Jiang Mingchuan during arguments, saying he was unlikeable and incapable, even his parents disliked him.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan had once suggested taking the family to the capital for the New Year. “Jin Xiuzhu” had agreed, even making new clothes and buying clam oil for herself. But on the day they were to leave, some army wives saw her in her new clothes and made a couple of comments. She flew into a rage, returned home, and cut all her new clothes to shreds with scissors.



    



    



    



    Back then, Fu Yanyan didn’t understand much. She just felt that “Jin Xiuzhu” was very scary, and even He Yan turned pale with fear. Their father sent them back to their room while he went to mediate, but as expected, the two started arguing again.



    



    



    



    Thinking back now, in their previous life, the whole family lived in a stifling and oppressive environment.



    



    



    



    They arrived in the provincial capital at 11:30 in the morning and had a warm meal of dumplings at a nearby state-run restaurant. At 2:30 in the afternoon, they squeezed onto another train. Jiang Mingchuan had bought lower and middle berths: he and his son slept on the lower berths, while Jin Xiuzhu and their daughter took the middle ones. Their large bags were stored under the lower bunks.



    



    



    



    Before it got dark, the family of four sat together on the lower berth, the two children had taken off their shoes and were playing with string figures under a blanket.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu was reading a book when Jiang Mingchuan returned with a kettle of hot water. He placed the kettle on the table beside them and sat next to Jin Xiuzhu.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu paused while flipping through her book, turned her head, and quietly asked Jiang Mingchuan, "I seem to have heard someone mention before that your biological mother's family used to be quite wealthy?"



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan didn't think much of it, assuming she was curious about his biological parents. A look of reminiscence appeared on his face. "Yes, when I was young, I lived in a very large estate. My maternal grandmother passed away early, so I never met her. I only met my grandfather. My mother was his youngest child, the only one who survived. He just wanted my mother to live a healthy life but didn’t expect her to dedicate herself to a great cause."



    



    



    



    "After my grandfather passed away, my mother donated all the family assets except for two small Western-style houses. One was left by my grandmother to my mother, which she later gave to me. It's in the capital. I’ll take you to see it when we have time. It’s very beautiful. The other one is in S Province, left for my sister."



    



    



    



    "Those years, she took me and moved around a lot. Later, she stopped letting me call her 'mom.' After that, I rarely saw her. The last time I saw her, she was holding my sister. She told me my father had died and said that my sister would be raised by her adoptive parents, but I should never forget her."



    



    



    



    Those property titles were also given to him by his mother at that time, telling him to guard them well, as they could ensure a lifetime of security for him and his sister if needed.



    



    



    



    He no longer remembered his mother’s face and expressions but still remembered her words—“Mother can give up everything, but she can’t bear to see you suffer.”



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu asked, “Where are the property titles? Why haven’t I seen them?”



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan looked a bit embarrassed. “Mine is with my adoptive mother, and my sister's is hidden away by me.”



    



    



    



    When he was a child, he feared they would be stolen. After moving to his adoptive parents’ house, he hid them separately. His was discovered by his adoptive brother, who cried and fussed for it, and his adoptive mother took it away. When he asked for it back, she said she was keeping it safe for him.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu: “…”



    



    



    



    Forget it, she didn’t want to say anything about it anymore. She would definitely get it back anyway.



    



    



    



    Curiously, she then asked, “And your sister?”



    



    



    



    A hint of pride appeared on Jiang Mingchuan’s face. “My sister got into college and is still studying. When we get back, let's go see her, okay?”



    



    



    



    He looked at Jin Xiuzhu, seeking her opinion.



    



    



    



    Without thinking, Jin Xiuzhu nodded, “Sure.”



    



    



    



    Only Fu Yanyan, sitting behind them and playing with string figures, paused.



    



    



    



    If she remembered correctly, in their previous life, Aunt Jiang did not fare well. The couple who adopted her later had their own child, just three years younger than Aunt Jiang.



    



    



    



    After Aunt Jiang graduated from college and was assigned a good job, that younger sister, who hadn’t gotten into college, forced Aunt Jiang to go to the countryside in her place, taking over Aunt Jiang’s job. She was even told she was adopted and owed them for raising her.



    



    



    



    Whenever Dad went to visit Aunt Jiang, the couple would say they didn’t want him disturbing their life. He never found out the truth until Aunt Jiang secretly wrote him a letter from the countryside, asking for help. Dad died on the way to find her, and Aunt Jiang died in childbirth.



    



    



    



    This was what He Yan recounted at "Jin Xiuzhu’s" hospital bed in her past life. When he found Dad, he had been crushed by a car, probably to silence him. No one knew what really happened, and the case was eventually ruled an accident.



    



    



    



    Thinking of this, she felt a bit distressed. How desperate must Aunt Jiang have been in her past life?



    



    



    



    In this life, she definitely wouldn’t let such a thing happen again.



    



    



    



    After a grueling three-day, two-night train journey, they finally arrived in the capital in the afternoon, around three or four o'clock. Before getting off the train, Jin Xiuzhu took out a mirror to check her appearance, tidied her hair, and fixed her daughter’s hairstyle.



    



    



    



    When Jiang Mingchuan stepped off the train, the familiar yet strange place stirred complex emotions within him.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu and the two children were completely curious, while Jiang Mingchuan led them to the bus stop, saying, “Today is New Year's Eve. The buses will stop running early, let’s hurry.”



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu didn’t understand but simply followed him with her bag.



    



    



    



    They waited at the bus stop outside the train station for a while before boarding the No. 17 bus. As the bus moved, more and more scenery came into view—wide, clean streets and tall, orderly buildings. Jin Xiuzhu was amazed by what she saw.



    



    



    



    Indeed, it was the capital. It’s far more prosperous than any city she has ever seen, especially the many people riding bicycles and driving small cars.



    



    



    



    They switched buses halfway, and by the time they reached their destination, it was already past six in the evening, and it was dark.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan’s adoptive parents lived in the military district compound. The two guards at the gate were new faces and didn’t recognize Jiang Mingchuan, so they stopped him.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan said, “We are relatives of Logistics Director Pan Shenglin. I am his adopted son, Jiang Mingchuan. Could you please inform him?”



    



    



    



    One of the guards responded, “Please wait a moment.”



    



    



    



    He then turned and ran into the compound.



    



    



    



    The other guard said, “Please come with me to register.”



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan put down his bag and followed the guard into a small booth to write down his name and ID number.



    



    



    



    
      After about ten minutes, two figures appeared from a distance, one following the other. Under the dim streetlight, the middle-aged man walking in front became clearer. He was followed closely by the young guard who had gone to fetch him.
    

  
    The middle-aged man had graying hair and noticeable wrinkles on his forehead. His features were somewhat ordinary, but his smile made him look honest and sincere.



    



    



    



    As he got closer, he hurried forward, patting Jiang Mingchuan’s arm, looking very excited, “It’s good that you’re back, just good. I was just talking to your mom about you, thinking you wouldn’t come back this year.”



    



    



    



    Hearing this, Jiang Mingchuan felt a sour and tight feeling in his chest, his voice choked with emotion, “Dad.”



    



    



    



    “Yes, yes,” the man responded happily. Finally noticing Jin Xiuzhu and the two children, he quickly said, “This must be the your wife and children? Very good, very good. Let’s go home for dinner. Your mom made a lot of delicious food today.”



    



    



    



    He took the bag from Jiang Mingchuan’s right hand and grabbed his arm with the other hand, lamenting, “You, child, once you’re out, it’s like you’ve flown away. We hardly see any letters from you. Look at your brother; he wants to come home every day. If only you had stayed in the capital like him, we could see you whenever we miss you. Listen to me, come back whenever you can. It’s best for our family to stay together…”



    



    



    



    
      He rambled on, sounding like a loving father missing his son.
      


    

    



    



    



    
      


    

    Jiang Mingchuan listened quietly, neither agreeing nor disagreeing.



    



    



    



    Only Jin Xiuzhu felt something was off. If outsiders heard this, they might think Jiang Mingchuan was unfilial. Besides, despite Jiang Mingchuan’s adoptive father’s affectionate words, he had come alone to greet them. If he truly missed Jiang Mingchuan, wouldn’t he have brought the whole family?



    



    



    



    Raising an eyebrow, Jin Xiuzhu diverted her attention to observe their surroundings.



    



    



    



    They winded through several paths before arriving at a brightly lit, two-story house at the back. Jiang Mingchuan’s adoptive father called out, “Qianyun, our son is back!”



    



    



    



    There was a moment of silence inside, then the sound of a chair scraping the floor. The door soon opened to reveal a thin, middle-aged woman. She had a long face, narrow eyes, and prominent hollows in her cheeks and temples, likely due to age.



    



    



    



    Seeing them, she forced a smile, though it looked stiff, either from rarely smiling or not being able to smile at them. She dryly said, “You’re back?”



    



    



    



    Facing Jiang Mingchuan, the woman’s expression softened a bit as he greeted him, "Mom."



    



    



    



    She then shifted her gaze to Jin Xiuzhu, scrutinizing her.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan’s adoptive father seemed dissatisfied with her behavior and spoke harshly, "Your son is back, and you’re just standing there? Go and get them some bowls and chopsticks."



    



    



    



    Then he turned to the younger son sitting motionless at the table and scolded, "Your brother’s back, and that’s your attitude? No manners at all."



    



    



    



    Tao Qianyun immediately defended him, "Why are you scolding him? He’s been tired all day."



    



    



    



    She glanced at Jiang Mingchuan, showing little joy in her eyes, "I’ll get the chopsticks."



    



    



    



    With that, she turned and left.



    



    



    



    As she reached the table, she addressed the woman feeding a child, "Come with me to get some bowls and chopsticks."



    



    



    



    The woman paused in her action of picking up food. Jin Xiuzhu noticed the sudden tension in her hand as if she were suppressing something, but in the end, she put down her chopsticks and obediently followed.



    



    



    



    As soon as she left, the little boy being fed started to fuss.



    



    



    



    The young man next to the boy scolded, "Why are you crying? Unlucky thing! You insisted on coming here. You’re just annoying."



    



    



    



    He ignored the child and lazily turned to Jiang Mingchuan at the door, grinning, "Oh, it’s my brother. Why didn’t you tell me earlier? I would’ve gone to pick you up."



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan’s initial excitement gradually cooled.



    



    



    



    It sounded like an insult.



    



    



    



    Pan Shenglin reprimanded, "What kind of attitude is that? Where are your manners? Your brother comes home, and you don’t even greet him?"



    



    



    



    In the past, Jiang Mingchuan would have brushed it off, but this time, thinking about his wife and children enduring this treatment, he chose not to respond.



    



    



    



    The atmosphere grew tense.



    



    



    



    Pan Shenglin glanced at his younger son, then at Jiang Mingchuan, who remained silent.



    



    



    



    Finally, he awkwardly invited Jiang Mingchuan and his family to sit, personally fetching chairs. Jiang Mingchuan said nothing, set down his bag, and quietly told Jin Xiuzhu, "Let’s sit and eat first."



    



    



    



    Originally excited to meet his new grandparents, He Yan now sensed something was wrong and couldn’t help but look at his sister.



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan whispered to him, "Don’t talk. Mom and Dad are here."



    



    



    



    He Yan nodded obediently. Knowing his parents were there gave him confidence. Yes, with Mom and Dad here, there was nothing to fear.



    



    



    



    The round dining table had ten dishes on it, which seemed barely touched, indicating they had just started eating.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu ended up sitting across from Jiang Mingchuan’s brother.



    



    



    



    Pan Jun raised an eyebrow meaningfully at Jin Xiuzhu. He wasn’t unattractive, inheriting the best features of his parents, with decent facial features, but his gaze made people uncomfortable, especially when it lingered on Jin Xiuzhu.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan, sensing this, felt a surge of anger. He had been used to being ignored since childhood, but he couldn’t tolerate his brother’s lecherous gaze at Jin Xiuzhu.



    



    



    



    He abruptly stood up and switched seats with Jin Xiuzhu, subtly blocking her from Pan Jun’s view.



    



    



    



    Pan Jun noticed and smirked, muttering something under his breath that no one could hear.



    



    



    



    It probably wasn't anything good.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan's face looked a bit grim.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu also felt uncomfortable, and her expression fell.



    



    



    



    Soon, Jiang Mingchuan's adoptive mother came out with bowls and chopsticks. She handed Jiang Mingchuan his set, and her daughter-in-law gave Jin Xiuzhu hers.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu instinctively glanced up. The woman had delicate features, but up close, Jin Xiuzhu noticed fine lines around her eyes.



    



    



    



    She didn't look at Jin Xiuzhu. After placing the bowls and chopsticks, she returned to her seat and continued silently feeding her child.



    



    



    



    Pan Shenglin, sitting at the head of the table, tried to liven up the atmosphere, “It’s rare for Mingchuan to bring his wife and children home. Congratulations! Let's toast with tea instead of wine, wishing for a smooth and healthy year ahead."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu didn’t immediately raise her cup. Instead, she looked across the table and saw the mother and son slowly lifting theirs. Only then did she raise hers.



    



    



    



    But no one echoed the sentiment.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu couldn’t help but laugh out loud.



    



    



    



    Tao Qianyun, sitting across from her, looked displeased and asked, “What are you laughing at?”



    



    



    



    Feeling this woman was very rude.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu blinked innocently and said, “Nothing, just feels like everyone here is strangers.”



    



    



    



    She was mocking their pretense. The letter had been so pleasant, but their actions were quite the opposite.



    



    



    



    Zhong Xue, who was feeding her child, unexpectedly looked up at her.



    



    



    



    Pan Shenglin, hearing this, looked a bit embarrassed. He glared at Tao Qianyun and then forced a smile to break the tension, “Indeed, we are not familiar with each other. Mingchuan, introduce us.”



    



    



    



    Although Jiang Mingchuan wasn’t in the best mood, he began the introductions. Knowing his adoptive mother and brother's personalities, he first introduced his adoptive parents.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu and the two children obediently greeted them. When it came time to introduce Jin Xiuzhu and the kids, there was predictably no reaction from across the table.



    



    



    



    Throughout the meal, only Jiang Mingchuan’s adoptive father spoke. Jiang Mingchuan, naturally taciturn, only answered when asked directly. As for Jin Xiuzhu, her participation depended on her mood. If she felt good, she could keep the conversation going, but if not, she wouldn’t say a word.



    



    



    



    So, she kept her head down and ate, constantly picking meat for herself and the children, occasionally for Jiang Mingchuan too.



    



    



    



    Tao Qianyun, sitting across from them, couldn’t bear it. Nearly all the meat dishes were taken by Jin Xiuzhu, like she was starved.



    



    



    



    She deliberately extended her chopsticks to block her.



    



    



    



    But Jin Xiuzhu, smiling, said, “Mom, do you like this? Let me serve you some.”



    



    



    



    She kindly placed a portion on Tao Qianyun’s plate and then took the rest with a spoon into her own bowl.



    



    



    



    She sweetly said, “Life in the city is indeed luxurious. We never get to eat such delicious food in the countryside.”



    



    



    



    Hearing this, Tao Qianyun felt a burst of anger but couldn't express it. She silently cursed Jin Xiuzhu as a country bumpkin and pauper.



    



    



    



    Initially hesitant to say anything due to Jin Xiuzhu’s delicate appearance, now she assumed she was just a shallow rural woman with fair skin.



    



    



    



    After the meal, she asked Jin Xiuzhu to help clean up and wash the dishes, using a pleasant excuse, “Let the men have a good talk while we ladies chat.”



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan, hearing this, was about to get up and help, but Jin Xiuzhu pressed him down. She stood up with a sweet smile, “Mom, you’re too kind. You go rest, leave this to me. I’m very good at housework.”



    



    



    



    She gently pushed Tao Qianyun aside and swiftly cleaned up, saying, “Once I’m done, we can chat.”



    



    



    



    Tao Qianyun, satisfied, thought Jin Xiuzhu had some sense and sat down on the sofa to rest.



    



    



    



    Only Jiang Mingchuan and his two children silently watched, wondering if the sun had risen from the west today.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu didn’t care. She cheerfully carried the pile of dishes to the kitchen. Zhong Xue followed, rolling up her sleeves to help, but Jin Xiuzhu warmly pushed her out.



    



    



    



    Zhong Xue hadn’t been treated so warmly in a long time, and she stood at the doorway, unsure of what to do.



    



    



    



    Luckily, her child came over to ease the awkwardness, holding onto her leg, “Mom, I need to go to the bathroom.”



    



    



    



    Zhong Xue breathed a sigh of relief and took her daughter upstairs.



    



    



    



    As they went up, the little girl opened her hand to reveal a tightly held candy, whispering, “Mom, that new brother gave this to me. I saved it for you.”



    



    



    



    Hearing this, Zhong Xue’s eyes instantly turned red.



    



    



    



    A while later, as everyone was awkwardly chatting in the living room, there was a sudden crash from the kitchen, accompanied by Jin Xiuzhu’s shout.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan rushed to the kitchen, “Xiuzhu—”



    



    



    



    He Yan also called out anxiously, “Mom—”



    



    



    



    Only Tao Qianyun felt a sense of foreboding, yelling, “My dishes!”



    



    



    



    When they all reached the kitchen door, they saw shattered pieces everywhere, no place to step. Jin Xiuzhu was huddled by the door, trembling.



    



    



    



    Seeing Jiang Mingchuan, she threw herself into his arms, crying, “I was so scared. I didn’t mean to. I’ve never used such fine dishes before. They were too slippery…”



    



    



    



    “It’s all my fault. I wanted to make a good impression on your family, so I took out all the dishes from the cabinet to wash. I didn’t expect them to fall. What should I do? Will your parents blame me? It’s all my fault. If only your mom hadn’t asked me to wash the dishes…”



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan: “…”



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan: “…”



    



    



    



    Only He Yan, thinking his mom was really upset, tried to comfort her, “Mom, don’t cry. It was an accident. Grandma seems like a nice person; she won’t blame you.”



    



    



    



    Tao Qianyun was seething, unable to speak, staring daggers at the mother and son.



    



    



    



    He Yan, a bit scared, mustered the courage to ask, “Grandma, you won’t blame my mom, right?”



    



    



    



    “…”



    



    



    



    Tao Qianyun cursed inwardly, Who’s your grandma? She certainly didn’t want this grandson.



    



    



    



    Those were expensive dishes, bought for hundreds of yuan, now they are all gone. Even the special set reserved for important guests was shattered.



    



    



    



    
      Was this mother and son duo here to jinx her?
    

  
    Tao Qianyun’s face twisted with anger.



    



    



    



    Next to her, Pan Shenglin was also very upset. He wasn’t sure if his daughter-in-law had done it on purpose or if it was really an accident, but he could only suppress his anger. Forcing a smile, he tried to lighten the atmosphere, “It’s okay, it’s okay. Breaking things means good luck and peace. Come on, let’s clean this up later.”



    



    



    



    He then instructed his younger son, “Go sweep the floor. Your sister-in-law is a guest, and you just stand there without doing anything. Don’t you have any sense?”



    



    



    



    Pan Jun couldn’t be bothered to respond to him. Instead, he turned to his wife, who was holding their daughter, and said, “Didn’t you hear? Dad wants you to sweep the floor.”



    



    



    



    His tone was extremely dismissive.



    



    



    



    The woman stood there, looking at the broken pieces on the ground, and then, lowering her head, she set down her daughter and turned to get a broom.



    



    



    



    Pan Shenglin glared at his younger son angrily for his disobedience.



    



    



    



    Pan Jun walked away nonchalantly.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan glanced at Zhong Xue, who was silently enduring it all, and frowned.



    



    



    



    He didn’t understand how things had become like this between the two of them.



    



    



    



    Pan Shenglin then invited Jiang Mingchuan and his wife to the living room to talk.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan gently patted Jin Xiuzhu’s back and whispered, “It’s okay now.”



    



    



    



    He Yan chimed in, “Mom, didn’t I say Grandpa is a good man? No one’s blaming you.”



    



    



    



    Now, Grandpa was considered a good person again.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu nodded delicately, peeking out from Jiang Mingchuan’s embrace with a somewhat embarrassed, shy smile.



    



    



    



    Pan Shenglin also smiled, “Come, sit down, have some tea, and rest. You’re a guest at home; there’s no need for you to do such things.”



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu replied happily, “You’re the best, Dad. I won’t do it next time.”



    



    



    



    Pan Shenglin nodded.



    



    



    



    Tao Qianyun glared hatefully at their backs, then at the mess in the kitchen. The more she looked, the more her heart ached.



    



    



    



    In the kitchen, Zhong Xue bent over to sweep the floor.



    



    



    



    Tao Qianyun walked over and hissed, “Where were you just now? Always trying to slack off. Look at this mess. How did our family end up with someone as useless as you?”



    



    



    



    Zhong Xue gripped the broom tightly, her eyes instantly turning red.



    



    



    



    When her parents were still alive, their family had tried so hard to please her. As soon as they had an accident, their attitude changed completely. She regretted not listening to her parents and marrying Pan Jun.



    



    



    



    Thinking of how Mingchuan had been so protective and caring towards his wife just now, her heart felt bitter and sour.



    



    



    



    After venting her anger, Tao Qianyun went to the living room, sitting down next to Pan Shenglin with a sullen expression, watching as her husband and Jiang Mingchuan chatted away. Her own son, meanwhile, was slumped in a corner, dozing off.



    



    



    



    Frustrated, she couldn’t help but say, “Why didn’t you let us know you were coming back? We didn’t prepare a room for you, and it’s getting late. Where are you planning to sleep tonight?”



    



    



    



    She tried hard to suppress her anger and speak gently, but the frustration in her heart was hard to contain, and it sounded like she was chasing them away.



    



    



    



    As soon as she spoke, the living room fell silent.



    



    



    



    This time, Jin Xiuzhu didn't say anything, just looked at Pan Shenglin with a faint smile.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan also looked at Pan Shenglin, silent.



    



    



    



    Pan Shenglin felt embarrassed. All the welcoming words he had said earlier were instantly nullified by his wife’s single sentence. He shot a sharp look at Tao Qianyun and said coldly, "If there's no room, then go tidy one up now. If that's not possible, let Xiaojun go back home."



    



    



    



    Pan Jun immediately protested, "Why? This is my home."



    



    



    



    Tao Qianyun wanted to say more, but Jiang Mingchuan suddenly spoke up, "It's okay. My biological mother left me a house. I remember the property certificate and keys are here with mom. I'll go stay there tonight."



    



    



    



    Tao Qianyun's face stiffened.



    



    



    



    Pan Shenglin was also taken aback. He looked at Jiang Mingchuan, seemingly not expecting him to say such a thing.



    



    



    



    Recovering quickly, he said, "This is also your home. There's no reason to stay elsewhere."



    



    



    



    Then he scolded Tao Qianyun, "Hurry up and go tidy up a room."



    



    



    



    Tao Qianyun's attitude immediately softened, "You're such a child. I was just upset that you didn't tell us earlier that you were coming back. I'm not kicking you out. I'll go tidy up a room now."



    



    



    



    She then hurried upstairs without mentioning the house again.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan pursed his lips.



    



    



    



    That night, lying in bed, Jiang Mingchuan gently touched Jin Xiuzhu's fingers.



    



    



    



    There was a red scratch on the back of her fair index finger, probably from an accidental cut in the kitchen earlier. He felt both distressed and guilty. "It's my fault. We won’t come again next time.”



    



    



    



    He had thought he should at least bring Jin Xiuzhu and the two children back to the capital once. Not only were his adoptive parents there, but also his parents' friends, and he wanted those elders to meet her.



    



    



    



    He hadn't expected his adoptive mother and brother to not even bother pretending to be welcoming.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu smiled, "What's the big deal?"



    



    



    



    Back when she was a maid, she had endured far more hardships and dealt with all kinds of people. People like Tao Qianyun and her son didn’t even register in her eyes.



    



    



    



    She thought for a moment and said, "You've already improved a lot. You now know how to stand up for yourself, like asking your adoptive mother for the house."



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan felt a bit embarrassed, "But I didn't get it."



    



    



    



    In the past, he might have just endured it, but he didn’t want Jin Xiuzhu and the children to suffer alongside him.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu took the opportunity to gently persuade him, "Mingchuan, when I read the letters from your adoptive parents from the capital, I thought they seemed nice. But after coming here today, I realized things might not be as they seemed."



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan stayed silent. He probably knew deep down but had never thought about changing anything.



    



    



    



    But Jin Xiuzhu wouldn’t tolerate it. She wasn’t the type to accept unfair treatment and wouldn’t allow Jiang Mingchuan to be taken advantage of without a fight.



    



    



    



    So, in an even gentler voice, she said, "Do you know, I felt especially sorry for you today. We rarely come back from such a long distance, and we were right at the doorstep, but your adoptive mother and brother didn’t even come to greet us. When they opened the door, your adoptive mother wasn’t welcoming, and your brother gave me uncomfortable looks."



    



    



    



    "I'm not trying to make you feel bad. I just think your adoptive parents might not be as good as you think."



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan looked up at her.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu showed a hint of distress, "You told me that your biological parents were remarkable people and their friends are also very capable. Why didn't any of them adopt you but instead, it was your adoptive parents? Look at He Yan. We treat him as our own child, and he can feel that, so he likes and trusts us. But think back to your childhood… Did your adoptive parents treat you the same way?"



    



    



    



    "Your adoptive parents took you in but didn't care for you. I don't understand why. Were they trying to get something from you?"



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan thought about his adoptive parents' careers over the years. His adoptive father was just an ordinary soldier about to retire when he was adopted, but now he was a director in the logistics department. His adoptive mother, who initially didn't have a job, had been placed in the Women's Federation, and his brother was now a deputy director in a factory…



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu sighed and gently held his hand, "You grew up with them, so you naturally don't see things as clearly as an outsider like me. I just know that today I felt very sorry for you. I don't want you to be taken advantage of without knowing it. You're a kind person and often let things slide, but some things aren't about letting go. You're now a husband and a father. Our family needs you to be our backbone."



    



    



    



    She lowered her eyes, "When I left my hometown to follow you, I never thought of enduring anyone's temper again, nor do I want our children to suffer."



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan squeezed her hand tightly.



    



    



    



    “I won't stop you from being a good person, but you can't be kind to everyone. That's not being good. That's being foolish and enabling bad people to bully good people.”



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan couldn't say a word because no one had ever told him this before. His adoptive parents had always taught him to be tolerant and selfless, just like his biological parents. The elders always praised his biological parents for their bravery and righteousness.



    



    



    



    No one ever expressed sympathy for him or told him not to be overly kind to everyone.



    



    



    



    Feeling a bit down, Jin Xiuzhu said, "Let's sleep. I want to go home early too."



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan watched her close her eyes, tugged the quilt over her, and then looked at the two children lying in the middle. The four of them were tightly squeezed onto one bed, the quilt damp and smelling faintly of mildew.



    



    



    



    He had grown up like this, and he still remembered the first time he met his adoptive mother. Back then, she was kind to him, but after she had her own son and his adoptive father's job stabilized, her attitude towards him changed. Yet, in front of others, she always acted like she liked him.



    



    



    



    In those years, the trauma of losing his parents left him mute for a while. It was only after being severely beaten by the old lady that he angrily shouted, but he still didn’t talk much afterward.



    



    



    



    Reflecting on his past life, he didn't really know what real suffering was because this was how he had always lived. But Jin Xiuzhu said she felt sorry for him.



    



    



    



    This made him feel uncomfortable.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan's mind raced with thoughts and didn't fall asleep until the wee hours of the morning.



    



    



    



    When he woke up, he suddenly said to Jin Xiuzhu, "Today, I'll take you to visit Elder Zhang."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu looked up at him.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan was helping He Yan with his sleeves as he explained, "Elder Zhang knew my grandmother. His youngest son died in the same battle as my father."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu nodded.



    



    



    



    After getting dressed and having some snacks, the family of four took their candies and pastries downstairs. Pan Shenglin and Tao Qianyun were sitting on the sofa with two children beside them, and they could see Zhong Xue busy in the kitchen.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan frowned and glanced over, then told them, "We have some business to take care of. We'll be back in the evening."



    



    



    



    Pan Shenglin said, "Have breakfast before you go."



    



    



    



    Tao Qianyun remained silent.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan shook his head and, as he reached the door, suddenly gathered the courage to turn back and say, "I remember, you didn't used to treat Zhong Xue like this."



    



    



    



    He stared directly at Pan Shenglin as he spoke.



    



    



    



    Pan Shenglin's face stiffened.



    



    



    



    Only Tao Qianyun frowned deeply and, after they left, she asked angrily, "What does he mean by that? Does he think he can ignore us now? Is he going to start meddling in our affairs too?"



    



    



    



    Pan Shenglin felt that Jiang Mingchuan seemed different this time. Hearing Tao Qianyun's words, he turned his head angrily and scolded, "You're an idiot. What good does it do to offend him? He's only here for a few days. Can't you just endure it? If anything happens to me, it'll be your fault."



    



    



    



    Tao Qianyun, dissatisfied, said, "Why should I endure it? I'm still his mother. Didn't you see his wife break all the dishes? It's all because of you, always favoring him, still thinking about his real mother..."



    



    



    



    Before she could finish, Pan Shenglin slapped her hard across the face, making a loud "smack." She looked at him in disbelief.



    



    



    



    Pan Shenglin's eyes were cold. "Say that again, I dare you. If you’re tired of living well, go back to your village. If I brought you here, I can send you back."



    



    



    



    Tao Qianyun was too scared to say anything else.



    



    



    



    Pan Shenglin didn't even look at her and went straight to his study upstairs.



    



    



    



    The little boy nearby had his mouth covered by his sister. He wanted to cry, but Grandpa had scared him too much.



    



    



    



    The girl glanced at her grandmother and took her brother quietly to the kitchen.



    



    



    



    Tao Qianyun sat there, clutching her swollen cheek and crying softly.



    



    



    



    
      In the kitchen, Zhong Xue's eyes were red too. She had heard what Jiang Mingchuan said. In this family, only Brother Mingchuan was kind to her.
    

  
    Outside, Jin Xiuzhu couldn't help but ask Jiang Mingchuan, "What's going on with Zhong Xue?"



    



    



    



    She remembered Fang Min telling her that Jiang Mingchuan once had a marriage arrangement with his brother's lover.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan didn't know how to explain. "In the past, my adoptive parents and brother treated Zhong Xue very well. The best of everything was given to her. Her parents were very influential. Her mother knew my mother, and they once jokingly arranged a marriage for us, but it was a long time ago, and I didn't know about it. Since my parents weren't around, her parents often sent her to play with me when we were kids, but I was too quiet, so she didn't like playing with me. Instead, she got along well with my brother."



    



    



    



    Pan Jun marrying Zhong Xue was considered a step up for him. It seemed that her parents had even tried to prevent the marriage through an engagement, but at that time, he was in the army. His younger brother wrote to him about it, and he didn’t oppose it, so the two eventually got married.



    



    



    



    But now…



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan's heart sank. He suspected that something had happened to Zhong Xue's family. Otherwise, why would they treat her so poorly?



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu also thought of this and seized the opportunity to add fuel to the fire. "So, it must be something happened in her family. Alas, when people leave, the tea gets cold. Such cold-heartedness! Treating Zhong Xue this way and you as well. What a heartless family."



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan remained silent.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu stopped there, saying nothing more.



    



    



    



    No matter how much she said, it wouldn’t be as effective as Jiang Mingchuan figuring it out himself.



    



    



    



    She never liked to interfere in men’s affairs. If things went well, fine, but if not, she could be blamed. Historical records are full of stories of femme fatales who took the blame for men’s mistakes.



    



    



    



    Her outburst last night was due to her vengeful nature, which made her unable to tolerate being mistreated.



    



    



    



    She had come all this way not to be given the cold shoulder.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan took Jin Xiuzhu and their two children to the home of the elderly Elder Zhang, whom he mentioned.



    



    



    



    Elder Zhang didn’t live in this area but in a compound on the next street, with stricter guards at the entrance.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan went forward to negotiate, and soon Jin Xiuzhu and the two children also had to register. They didn't need to be announced; a phone call was made instead.



    



    



    



    After a while, Jin Xiuzhu saw an old man walking briskly with a cane, accompanied by two middle-aged men. When they saw them, the old man’s face showed great excitement. The genuine emotion was a stark contrast to Pan Shenglin’s performance, so much so that even He Yan noticed it and whispered to his sister, “I like them. I wish they were our new grandpa.”



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan reminded him, “Later, call him great-grandfather, don’t get it wrong.”



    



    



    



    “Okay.”



    



    



    



    When Elder Zhang approached, he didn't even need his cane. He enthusiastically patted Jiang Mingchuan’s shoulders and arms. "Good, good, you still remember to visit this old man. I thought you’d never come back after getting married."



    



    



    



    Then he looked at Jin Xiuzhu with satisfaction. "Not bad, not bad. This girl looks blessed."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu’s smile froze for a moment but she still politely greeted, “Hello, Elder Zhang.”



    



    



    



    "Good, good. Everything’s good. Are these your children? They look smart."



    



    



    



    Then he turned to his son, "Where are the red envelopes? Hurry and get the red envelopes."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu told the children to greet them.



    



    



    



    The two sons were amused and embarrassed. Having rushed out upon hearing the news, they hadn’t remembered the red envelopes. “They’re at home, we’ll get them soon. Let’s go inside first, it’s cold outside.”



    



    



    



    "Yes, yes, let’s go inside."



    



    



    



    Elder Zhang held Jiang Mingchuan’s hand tightly, scrutinizing him closely. With teary eyes, he said, "You look just like your father. When your father was young, he looked exactly like you, but he was smarter and more resourceful..."



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan felt the old man’s warm hands and listened quietly. He used to feel very inferior whenever he heard these things, thinking he had embarrassed his parents and let down their expectations as well as those of the elders. So, even when he was wronged, he didn’t dare tell them, fearing it would make him look useless.



    



    



    



    But over the past year, Jin Xiuzhu often praised and affirmed him in front of the children, slowly making him feel he wasn’t that bad after all.



    



    



    



    This was the first time he had ever voluntarily visited during the New Year.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu followed beside them. Perhaps fearing she might be neglected, the two middle-aged men started talking to her, “When did you come back?”



    



    



    



    “Around six or seven last night.”



    



    



    



    “Is this your first time here? The north might be colder and drier.”



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu nodded, “It’s alright, I can adapt. It’s cold and damp where we are too.”



    



    



    



    “That’s good. The old man has been wanting to meet you all since he heard Mingchuan got married. Didn’t expect you to come this year.”



    



    



    



    “Mingchuan thought the same. He wanted to bring us back to meet the elders.”



    



    



    



    "Good, he’s become more sensible."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu smiled.



    



    



    



    Soon they reached Elder Zhang’s house, a two-story building but much larger, with a yard, trees, a swing, and a water tank with a few withered lotus stalks.



    



    



    



    "Come in, come in."



    



    



    



    They all entered, and upon hearing the voices, two middle-aged women came out smiling.



    



    



    



    Elder Zhang introduced them to Jin Xiuzhu, “You can call them First Aunt and Second Aunt.”



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu greeted them, and another woman, slightly older, came out from the kitchen door, smiling shyly.



    



    



    



    Elder Zhang said, “She’s a relative who usually takes care of the old man’s food and drink. You can call her Auntie.”



    



    



    



    “Auntie, happy new year.”



    



    



    



    The woman shyly waved her hand and then covered her mouth, laughing.



    



    



    



    Elder Zhang’s second son went to get teacups and pour tea, while the two aunts pulled Jin Xiuzhu aside to chat. “The children didn’t come back this year. Otherwise, you could have met them.”



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu smiled, “There will be plenty of opportunities in the future.”



    



    



    



    "Yes, yes, yes, make sure to come back and visit often. The old man talks about you all the time," said Second Uncle Zhang, placing the tea cups on the table for them to drink. He then took out three thick red envelopes from his pocket, one of which was for Jin Xiuzhu.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu initially wanted to politely decline, but the two aunts stuffed the envelope into her pocket, saying, "Take it, we’re family. No need to be so formal."



    



    



    



    The old man seemed particularly happy and loudly instructed his son, "Go call Xiao Zhao and the others to come over for lunch. Tell them Mingchuan is back."



    



    



    



    First Uncle Zhang sighed, "It's the first day of the New Year. Many people are visiting their families. Let's call them in a couple of days."



    



    



    



    Suddenly calling people over would surely cause some dissatisfaction among the younger ones.



    



    



    



    The old man snorted.



    



    



    



    Hearing about the meal, First Aunt Zhang instinctively asked Jin Xiuzhu, "Have you had breakfast?"



    



    



    



    Given their old age, it was normal for them to wake up early, but for the younger folks, it might have been too early.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu didn't respond immediately, hesitatingly looking at Jiang Mingchuan.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan felt a bit embarrassed. He had originally planned to take Jin Xiuzhu and the children out for breakfast, but then remembered that state-owned restaurants were closed on New Year's Day. Since they were already out, it felt awkward to return home, so they just came straight over.



    



    



    



    Although nothing was said, it was obvious to everyone that there was an issue. First Aunt Zhang patted Jin Xiuzhu's hand understandingly without prying further and said, "I'll ask Xiao Gu to make you some noodles."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu quickly replied, "No need to go to any trouble. We’re not hungry. We ate a lot last night."



    



    



    



    This was actually true.



    



    



    



    First Aunt Zhang didn't say much more, just smiled and asked her to sit down and rest for a while. Second Aunt Zhang pulled Jin Xiuzhu to sit on the sofa.



    



    



    



    In the middle of the sofa sat the old man with the two children, while Jiang Mingchuan was on the other side. Seeing the women come over, First Uncle Zhang and Second Uncle Zhang moved to sit on small stools nearby.



    



    



    



    The old man, having overheard the conversation, looked a bit displeased. He didn't question Jiang Mingchuan directly but instead asked the children, "What? You don’t have food at home?"



    



    



    



    He Yan looked at his sister.



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan obediently replied, "I don’t know, but Mom and Dad were unhappy last night."



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan was surprised to hear his daughter say such a thing.



    



    



    



    The old man frowned but didn't lose his temper. Instead, he gently asked, "Why were they unhappy?"



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan glanced up at him, calmly stating, "Because Grandpa and Grandma don't like us. Grandpa smiles, but it's too fake. And Grandma doesn't even pretend. When we arrived, she didn't treat us well. That uncle also spoke in a strange tone. After dinner, Grandma made Mom wash the dishes and said there were no rooms for us to sleep in. Dad said we could sleep in the small villa and asked Grandma for the keys and the property certificate. Then Grandma said it was a misunderstanding and let us stay."



    



    



    



    As she spoke, she played with a piece of candy in her hand she had received from the two grandmothers when they arrived.



    



    



    



    The atmosphere in the living room momentarily froze.



    



    



    



    The old man was taken aback by how articulate and organized the little girl was. He couldn’t help but take another look at her. He asked, "What small villa?"



    



    



    



    The little girl continued, "It's the one Dad’s parents gave him. Dad said that when he was little, Uncle found the property certificate and threw a tantrum to get it. Grandma saw it and took it away. Later, when Dad asked for it back, Grandma wouldn't give it to him."



    



    



    



    Although the story was essentially accurate, the exact words weren't the same.



    



    



    



    The old man looked at Jiang Mingchuan, "Why didn’t you ever tell us about this?"



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan was at a loss for words, but Fu Yanyan explained for him, "Because Grandma told Dad not to say anything. Last night, Mom scolded Dad, so today he came to find you."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu: “…”



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan: “…”



    



    



    



    Elder Zhang paused. He was very angry at first, but upon hearing this, he couldn't help but glance at Jiang Mingchuan. “You're a grown man, yet you can't see things as clearly as a child. At least you're not completely stupid and knew to come find us.”



    



    



    



    However, the more he thought about it, the angrier he became. “If it weren't for your wife scolding you, would you have just given up the house? No matter how much gratitude you owe your adoptive parents, that house belongs to your parents and is yours. No one can take it from you!”



    



    



    



    He then slammed his cane on the ground, the sound echoing loudly. “Just like our country, not a single piece of territory can be lost. If anyone tries to take it, we fight back! Have you forgotten the spirit of those soldiers? Without that spirit, could we have the stability we enjoy today?”



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan pressed his lips together.



    



    



    



    Elder Zhang asked loudly, “Did you hear me?”



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan quickly responded, “Yes, I heard you.”



    



    



    



    Elder Zhang looked at him with a touch of compassion. “Having a kind heart is good, but you mustn't be weak and easily bullied. Today, the old man will teach you that you must reclaim what is rightfully yours. Let them say whatever they want. Who cares? Look at those foreign devils. Who speaks well of us? Once our country develops, they will naturally praise us.”



    



    



    



    “Being a person is the same. You must be strong, decisive, and invincible.”



    



    



    



    It was the first time Jiang Mingchuan had heard such words.



    



    



    



    First Uncle Zhang feared that the old man's stern tone might scare Jiang Mingchuan away, so he said, “Mingchuan coming to us shows that he knows what's right, which is a good thing. I'll talk to Pan Shenglin later.”



    



    



    



    But the old man, being stubborn, retorted, “Talk about what? He should go himself. If he can't handle this small matter, how can he lead soldiers in the future?”



    



    



    



    He pointed at his two sons, “It's your fault for spoiling them. Jiaming and Jiasheng are the same, acting indecisive and lacking any spirit. When Mingchuan was little, I wanted to take him back and raise him. But you all insisted that since he was already adopted, people would gossip if we took him back. Look what’s become of the boy? He’s been so tormented he ran off to the south, too scared to come home. If I were younger, I would have dealt with you severely."



    



    



    



    Uncle Zhang felt guilty. He indeed hadn’t handled things well.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan calmed himself and said firmly, “No need, I'll go myself.”



    



    



    



    The old man was finally satisfied, giving him an approving look. “Go get it back today. If you don’t, don’t come see me again. It’ll just make me angry.”



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan couldn’t help but smile bitterly.



    



    



    



    The old man’s mood improved, and he reached over to pat the head of the little girl beside him. “This child is good, smart and clever. She’ll pair well with our Xiao Si in the future.”



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan: “…”



    



    



    



    He Yan only caught the first part and was thrilled to hear his great-grandfather praise his sister. He was even happier than if the praise had been for himself. “My sister is very smart. She knows lots of words even though she hasn't started school yet. She’s the smartest person in our family.”



    



    



    



    The old man laughed heartily, “Good, good. Our Xiao Si is also smart.”



    



    



    



    Without thinking, Fu Yanyan said, “When I grow up, I won't get married. I want to dedicate myself to building our country.”



    



    



    



    
      The old man liked her even more. “That’s the spirit! Then don’t get married! Our country still has many uncompleted tasks, and we’re counting on your generation to complete them."
    

  
    When Jin Xiuzhu and her family returned, it was already past four in the afternoon. They had brought two boxes of sweets and pastries on their way out but returned with several bags of good things and a few bulging red envelopes.



    



    



    



    The two children were very well-behaved, handing their money over to their mother on the way back. They were used to getting pocket money from their mother for sweets, but this was too much to keep for themselves.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu took the money, saying, "Alright, I'll save this for you. When you grow up, I'll give it back to you."



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan glanced at Jin Xiuzhu upon hearing this. In her previous life, her mother had said the same thing but never followed through. She wondered if things would be different this time.



    



    



    



    Only He Yan, oblivious as always, said, "I don't want it. I want to buy clothes for Mom."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu's face immediately lit up with a smile. "My son is so good," she praised.



    



    



    



    He Yan grinned foolishly.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan and Fu Yanyan simultaneously looked at him, thinking he was just a little flatterer.



    



    



    



    By the time they arrived home, it was already dark. When they opened the door, they saw a family of six eating dinner. Instead of plates, they were using various pots and bowls.



    



    



    



    Seeing them return, Tao Qianyun pulled a long face and continued eating, while Pan Jun didn’t even lift his head.



    



    



    



    Zhong Xue glanced up but quickly lowered her head to feed her child. Only Pan Shenglin greeted them with a polite smile, “You’re back? Come and eat.”



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan looked at him, paused for a moment, then nodded. He handed his things to Jin Xiuzhu, saying, “You take these upstairs. I need to talk to Mom and Dad.”



    



    



    



    Thinking it best to keep Jin Xiuzhu away from more potential unpleasantness, he watched her head upstairs with the items.



    



    



    



    The two children hesitated but followed their mother upstairs.



    



    



    



    As soon as Jin Xiuzhu was out of sight, Tao Qianyun remarked sarcastically, “What good stuff do you have that you need to hide? Afraid we’ll steal it?”



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan wanted to retort, but he wasn’t as eloquent as Jin Xiuzhu. Pressing his lips together, he decided to ignore her.



    



    



    



    Pan Shenglin glared at her, then turned to Jiang Mingchuan, inviting him to sit down and eat.



    



    



    



    Zhong Xue got up to fetch chopsticks from the kitchen, but Jiang Mingchuan stopped her, saying, “No need. I’m not hungry.”



    



    



    



    He pulled out a chair and sat opposite Pan Jun.



    



    



    



    Zhong Xue hesitated, but Pan Jun sneered, “He said no, why are you still standing there? Are you stupid?”



    



    



    



    Zhong Xue lowered her head and sat back down.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan frowned at Pan Jun.



    



    



    



    Pan Shenglin gave his younger son a cold look, then explained to Jiang Mingchuan, “The young couple had a fight recently. Don’t mind them.”



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan pursed his lips tightly. Pan Jun, sensing his gaze, looked up defiantly, “What? Not happy? Do you want to meddle in how I talk to my wife?”



    



    



    



    Before Jiang Mingchuan left, he had asked First Uncle Zhang about Zhong Xue’s parents. Only then did he learn that two years ago, her parents had been accused of misconduct and both were sent to the countryside.



    



    



    



    He couldn’t understand how such upright and honest people could be accused of such things. But First Uncle Zhang confirmed that evidence of bribery had indeed been found at their house.



    



    



    



    Zhong Xue had always been proud, and for her to endure this, she must have been hoping her adoptive father would help her parents.



    



    



    



    But Jiang Mingchuan doubted that someone who could change so quickly in the face of family troubles would offer any help.



    



    



    



    This realization struck Jiang Mingchuan deeply. He thought about his own experiences and Zhong Xue’s upbringing. She had been cherished and pampered, with Pan Jun always finding ways to make her happy. Although they rarely spoke, Jiang Mingchuan had always regarded her as a sister, and Zhong Xue had respected him.



    



    



    



    Their relationship with Zhong Xue had changed so drastically over the years. What about him? Would he be treated the same way if he lost his value to them?



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan’s heart felt cold. He believed he wouldn’t be an exception.



    



    



    



    After some internal preparation, he decided to speak directly, as he wasn't good at beating around the bush. He said, “Mom, I want my property deed back. That house was left to me by my mother before she died. You said you’d keep it for me when I was younger. Now that I’m grown and have a family, can I have the deed and keys back?”



    



    



    



    Tao Qianyun’s face stiffened, not expecting Jiang Mingchuan to ask her so directly.



    



    



    



    After a brief pause, she feigned ignorance, looking at him with confusion, “What property deed and keys? When did I ever take your things? Are you out of your mind?”



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan looked at her silently, feeling another wave of coldness wash over him.



    



    



    



    He hadn’t expected such a blatant denial. He had thought she might just delay returning it.



    



    



    



    He looked to Pan Shenglin, who showed no emotion, only frowning at Tao Qianyun, “Did you take his property deed? If you did, give it back to him.”



    



    



    



    Tao Qianyun, emboldened by something, firmly denied, “No, I didn’t take anything. Why would I need his stuff?”



    



    



    



    Then, she looked at Jiang Mingchuan accusingly, “When did I take your things? Are you turning your back on your own mother now that you have a wife? You’ve eaten my food, lived in my house, and now you’re asking for property? I didn’t raise you to be this ungrateful.”



    



    



    



    “Enough,” Pan Shenglin interrupted her, then turned to Jiang Mingchuan, “You must be mistaken. Your mother may be petty, but she wouldn’t take your things.”



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan watched the couple act in tandem, feeling a profound sense of betrayal. He could understand Tao Qianyun’s behavior but now realized his adoptive father had never truly cared for him.



    



    



    



    Pan Jun, meanwhile, looked on with a mocking smile, seeming pleased at Jiang Mingchuan’s isolation.



    



    



    



    At that moment, Jin Xiuzhu came downstairs with the two children, her face showing concern, having overheard part of the conversation.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan’s heart softened at the sight of them.



    



    



    



    He clenched his fists and said as Jin Xiuzhu approached, "Then it must be that I lost it by accident. It's fine. That house was left to my mother by my grandmother. Even without the property deed, we can get a new one issued at the police station. My mother donated all her assets to the state back then, but she kept that house under my name. The police station should have a record of it and will never take it back."



    



    



    



    Hearing this, Tao Qianyun's expression changed, and she couldn't help but steal a glance at her husband.



    



    



    



    Pan Shenglin's face also turned serious.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu stood behind Jiang Mingchuan, her hand gently resting on his shoulder.



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan also led He Yan to stand behind their father. He Yan didn't understand. He just felt that the atmosphere at the dining table was a bit strange. Seeing his sister holding her breath, he instinctively took a deep breath.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan felt the weight on his shoulder and felt slightly reassured.



    



    



    



    Pan Shenglin remained silent, just staring at Jiang Mingchuan with no trace of a smile in his eyes.



    



    



    



    Tao Qianyun was unsure of her husband's intentions. She was scared when she heard the words "police station," but she also feared that Jiang Mingchuan was bluffing. Thinking of the large house, she couldn't help but say, "You've changed completely since you got married. You start to fuss over everything. Even if the house is with Mom, I didn't mean to harm you..."



    



    



    



    Before she could finish, Pan Shenglin scolded her loudly, "Did you take it or not? If you did, give it back to him immediately. Why are you trying to take advantage of him? Have I ever deprived you of food or drink? He is someone we adopted. His things are not ours." His voice grew louder with each sentence.



    



    



    



    Hearing this, Jiang Mingchuan's face turned pale.



    



    



    



    Tao Qianyun was also startled, uncertain of her husband's intentions. She stammered, "I... I don't remember. I'll... I'll go to the room and look."



    



    



    



    Pan Shenglin's face darkened, scaring Tao Qianyun into hurriedly heading to the room.



    



    



    



    Pan Shenglin, seeing how quickly Tao Qianyun exposed herself, was filled with rage. He struggled to suppress his anger and turned to Jiang Mingchuan, saying, "Your mother has always been foolish. If she really took it, don't hold it against her. She might genuinely have forgotten."



    



    



    



    This time, Jiang Mingchuan did not remain silent. He said, "She might forget, but would you? You are a soldier, and you used to be a communications officer. Your memory shouldn't be that bad."



    



    



    



    As he spoke, he looked at Pan Shenglin defiantly.



    



    



    



    He Yan, standing behind, wanted to say something. He was good at finding things; whenever his mother hid snacks, he could always find them quickly after school. He wanted to help, but his sister seemed to know what he was about to say and turned to glare at him, signaling him to keep quiet.



    



    



    



    He Yan obediently closed his mouth.



    



    



    



    Pan Shenglin's expression completely changed. When he heard Jiang Mingchuan's words, his gaze became sharp, and he looked at Jiang Mingchuan with intense pressure, coldly asking, "Are you questioning me? Don't forget, I raised you."



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan felt a burning anger in his chest. Normally, he might have suppressed it, but in the past few days, he realized that everything he believed for the past twenty years was wrong.



    



    



    



    His adoptive parents never cared for him. They might have only used him. It was the same with Zhong Xue, as Jin Xiuzhu had pointed out that this family was not good people.



    



    



    



    He asked, "I want to ask you, were you really close with my father? You don't have to answer. I can ask my father's friends. The reason I ask is that I already have the answer. After my parents died, their friends were immersed in grief, yet I inexplicably became your adopted son. You told me that my parents entrusted me to you before they died, so I followed you. But the story told to others was that my father had once helped you, so you decided to adopt me to take care of me."



    



    



    



    
      Pan Shenglin probably didn't expect Jiang Mingchuan to remember all this.
    

  
    Jiang Mingchuan took a deep breath, "Don't use adopting me as leverage. Yes, you did adopt me, and I stayed in this house for seven years. During those seven years, I was abused and bullied for six of them. My brother liked to take my things and hit me, and I couldn't fight back. Aunt said I was petty, and when she was unhappy, she beat me with thin bamboo sticks because it wouldn't show. When Grandma was still alive, she tortured me even more, making me kneel to be ridden like a horse by my brother and forcing me to bark like a dog. In winter, I had to sleep in the corridor outside... There was so much. Every time I was bullied, you would only come out to say a few words afterward."



    



    



    



    At that time, he thought his adoptive father cared for him. Even when he realized the truth later, he didn't want to think ill of him.



    



    



    



    "Your job was arranged by First Uncle Zhang, and Mom's job was taken care of by Grandma Liu. Even my brother's job was thanks to my parents' friends. When I was fifteen and got into the military academy but didn't receive the admission letter, it was because of you, wasn't it? I always thought I wasn't good enough, so I applied to a southern military academy the next year."



    



    



    



    After saying this, Jiang Mingchuan calmly looked up at Pan Shenglin, "I will never call you dad again. You were never my father. A father is not someone as hypocritical and selfish as you. My father was brave, honest, intelligent, and kind. You are not worthy of being compared to him."



    



    



    



    He finally said what he had kept in his heart for a long time.



    



    



    



    Pan Shenglin's initially composed face instantly turned ugly. He glared at Jiang Mingchuan with hatred, as if looking at an enemy, without a trace of fatherly affection.



    



    



    



    Zhong Xue, sitting opposite, secretly raised her head, looking at Jiang Mingchuan with disbelief. She never expected that her usually silent and submissive brother would one day say these words.



    



    



    



    Beside them, Pan Jun also dropped his nonchalant expression. Jin Xiuzhu noticed that when he was silent, he looked almost identical to Pan Shenglin, with the same cunning in his eyes that couldn't be hidden.



    



    



    



    A thought emerged in her mind: could it be that Pan Jun wasn't as simple as Jiang Mingchuan thought? His childhood bullying might have been a deliberate act, cooperating with his father to play the bad cop so his father could play the good cop, a tactic to suppress Jiang Mingchuan's spirit and resistance.



    



    



    



    It wasn’t unreasonable for her to think the worst of people. She had often seen this method used to ruin illegitimate children.



    



    



    



    Just as the atmosphere reached its tensest point, Tao Qianyun came downstairs, holding a yellowed piece of paper.



    



    



    



    She had hesitated for a long time in the room, guessing that her husband wanted her to take the blame. After all, she knew her husband well.



    



    



    



    To him, his job and reputation were more important than the big house, even if he had initially asked her to keep the property deed safe.



    



    



    



    Seeing everyone silent when she came down, she thought they were getting impatient from waiting. Feeling guilty, she quickly said, "Oh, my poor memory. It turns out it was really with me. It was placed in a corner to pad something. If I hadn't looked carefully, I wouldn't have found it."



    



    



    



    She handed it to Jiang Mingchuan, "Take a look and see if this is it. But the key is really lost."



    



    



    



    As she spoke, her eyes glanced at Pan Shenglin.



    



    



    



    Pan Shenglin also turned his gaze to her, his eyes icy cold.



    



    



    



    Pan Jun's face was also grim.



    



    



    



    Zhong Xue lowered her head and sneered. She had long known that her father-in-law was a selfish and hypocritical man. In reality, he was the worst in the family, while her mother-in-law was merely foolish. That property certificate could have been destroyed by her mother-in-law, but she misinterpreted father-in-law's intentions.



    



    



    



    Thinking of this, she secretly curved her lips into a smile, feeling a sense of satisfaction.



    



    



    



    Tao Qianyun stood there, a bit frightened, not knowing whether to advance or retreat.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu gave her no chance to react. She directly took the paper from Tao Qianyun's hand, opened it, and saw Jiang Mingchuan's name clearly written as the owner of the property.



    



    



    



    She raised her head to look at Pan Shenglin, then at Pan Jun, and let out a cold laugh.



    



    



    



    She didn’t say anything, but the mocking intent was clearly evident.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan suddenly spoke, "From now on, let's go our separate ways. I've never owed you anything. In fact, you owe me and my parents a lot."



    



    



    



    He stood up, intending to leave with Jin Xiuzhu.



    



    



    



    Tao Qianyun was momentarily stunned, looking up at her foster son, who was a head taller than her. She couldn't help but curse, "You ungrateful wretch! What are you saying? It's just a property deed, and now it’s found. We kept it for you out of good intentions. Without us, you would have starved to death long ago..."



    



    



    



    She wanted to say more, but Pan Shenglin interrupted her coldly, "Shut up."



    



    



    



    Tao Qianyun paused, eventually closing her mouth, but her eyes were filled with fire as she looked at Jiang Mingchuan, as if she had suffered a great grievance.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan paused for a moment. He tightly held Jin Xiuzhu's hand and continued walking forward. The family of four went upstairs and found that all the things in their room had been packed.



    



    



    



    He looked at Jin Xiuzhu, who gazed at him with heartache. "Let's go. I'd rather sleep on the street than stay here tonight."



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan smiled, "I won't let you sleep on the street."



    



    



    



    As they were carrying their things downstairs, they saw Tao Qianyun harshly scolding Zhong Xue.



    



    



    



    "Ever since we brought you into this family, nothing has gone right."



    



    



    



    "On such a festive day, why are you acting so lifeless?"



    



    



    



    Pan Jun was sitting nearby, pretending not to hear anything.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan suddenly stopped. He threw down his bag and, catching everyone off guard, rushed over and grabbed Pan Jun by the collar. He dragged him out and punched him in the face. In the blink of an eye, he had hit him seven or eight times, then targeted his stomach, hitting him repeatedly.



    



    



    



    Pan Jun groaned in pain, initially trying to struggle, but Jiang Mingchuan's punches left him no chance to fight back. He was like a rag doll being beaten.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan's eyes were burning with fury. Ignoring Tao Qianyun's heart-wrenching screams, he spat out, "This is for myself and for Zhong Xue. You're a cowardly loser. What did you promise Zhong Xue’s parents? You said you'd take care of her for life, and this is how you do it? She must have been blind to fall for a scumbag like you."



    



    



    



    "Zhong Xue’s parents may not be around, but she has me as her brother. If she ever gets bullied again, I'll come over from the army to beat you up. Remember these punches. Next time, they'll be even harder. If I can hit you once, I can hit you countless times."



    



    



    



    He wouldn’t hit Tao Qianyun, but he had no qualms about hitting Pan Jun.



    



    



    



    By the end, Pan Jun couldn’t stand anymore. Jiang Mingchuan dropped him like trash. Pan Jun lay on the ground, spitting out blood and two teeth, eyes unfocused and unable to get up.



    



    



    



    Tao Qianyun cried and ran over, "Xiao Jun, Xiao Jun—"



    



    



    



    Pan Shenglin was also shocked by the scene. He had never imagined that his usually meek foster son would dare to beat his younger son like this in front of him. This wasn’t just a beating. It was a direct slap in his face.



    



    



    



    His foster son harbored deep resentment toward him.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan looked at Zhong Xue, who had witnessed everything. She suddenly lifted her head and met his gaze.



    



    



    



    This was the first and only time in two years that she dared to look someone in the eye. Her once bright and clean eyes were now filled with exhaustion and grievances, tears brimming but not falling, completely different from the lively and cheerful girl she used to be.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan said in a low voice, "Don't be afraid. No matter what, I am always your brother. No one can bully you. If they dare to do it again, I’ll fight Pan Jun to the death."



    



    



    



    Zhong Xue’s nose tingled, and two years of fear seemed to find a refuge at this moment.



    



    



    



    She had lost her parents, but she still had her brother.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan turned to the family, "I mean what I say."



    



    



    



    Then he left.



    



    



    



    Zhong Xue watched his departing figure and then looked at her husband, who was barely breathing on the floor, and her panicked mother-in-law. For the first time, she wasn’t so scared anymore.



    



    



    



    As the family of four walked out, Jin Xiuzhu and the two children looked at Jiang Mingchuan with admiration.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan felt a bit embarrassed under their gaze, "What’s up?"



    



    



    



    He Yan couldn’t hold back, "Dad was so amazing just now, super amazing, the best in the world."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu looked at him with shining eyes and said, "You are the most amazing man I have ever seen. You make my heart flutter more than ever before."



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan awkwardly replied, "I was just angry. I’ve always seen Zhong Xue as a younger sister."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu praised him, "See, you were too soft-hearted before. When you finally stood up for yourself, you realized it's no big deal. If you have to break ties, then so be it. We’ll all stand by you. You did particularly well tonight, getting the property deed back and standing up for yourself. That’s very impressive."



    



    



    



    As for other matters, Jin Xiuzhu felt they could be dealt with gradually. Pushing too hard all at once could lead to problems, as even a cornered dog will jump over a wall. She didn’t like leaving loose ends, but since they were living in a society governed by law, her previous methods weren’t applicable.



    



    



    



    However, she thought it might be possible to push Zhong Xue a bit.



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan thought more deeply, "When we go home, will Aunt Zhong Xue be bullied?"



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan's face darkened. He naturally had this worry too, but if he did nothing, Zhong Xue wouldn't be better off either. He knew the personalities of his adoptive mother and Pan Jun, they would only get worse.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu said gently, "Don’t worry, we’ll visit her tomorrow and ask if she wants to come home with us. If things don't work out, we can send her some money every month."



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan looked at Jin Xiuzhu with gratitude, feeling he had truly found a treasure.



    



    



    



    He Yan praised mindlessly, "Mom is the best."



    



    



    



    
      Only Fu Yanyan gave Jin Xiuzhu a more scrutinizing look, sensing that Jin Xiuzhu wasn't the type to create trouble for herself.
    

  
    This time, Jiang Mingchuan had specially obtained a letter of introduction from his superior, planning to take Jin Xiuzhu and the two children to stay elsewhere if things went badly with his family.



    



    



    



    On the way, he explained to Jin Xiuzhu, "The small house hasn’t been lived in for many years, so it’s probably very dusty inside."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu nodded, "Having a house gives us some security. We can live there when we get old."



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan felt a warm image in his mind and said, "I’ll take you to see it tomorrow. I lived there for a while as a child. I even had a secret base in my room with lots of toys."



    



    



    



    Those were all made by his grandfather, who always said his mother resembled his younger self the most.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu said expectantly, "That sounds great."



    



    



    



    He Yan joined in excitedly, "I want to go too."



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan laughed, "We’ll all go."



    



    



    



    They went to a nearby guesthouse, and when the staff asked, he said they were visiting family but had no room at home. This was a common situation. Few in the capital lived in big houses. Most families crammed into tiny 20-30 square meter rooms, some even smaller and partitioned by curtains.



    



    



    



    After registering and paying, Jiang Mingchuan received the room number. The family went up to the third floor and found room 309. Jiang Mingchuan had spent extra for a four-person room, unlike the shared dormitories on the second floor.



    



    



    



    Turning on the light, they found the room much larger than at the Pan family’s, with two beds on each side. Jiang Mingchuan made the beds and checked them, saying, "It's not damp. I’ll sleep with Xiao Yan, and you can sleep with our daughter."



    



    



    



    The beds and quilts were too small for all four to sleep together. Jin Xiuzhu took out the necessary items from the bag and placed them on the table.



    



    



    



    After making the beds, Jiang Mingchuan said, "I’ll go downstairs to get some hot water. You all rest for a while."



    



    



    



    He took the kettle and left, returning about ten minutes later. He told Jin Xiuzhu, "There’s a kitchen here. We can buy ingredients and cook tomorrow, though we’ll have to pay three cents for the seasoning. There’s also a bathhouse at the back where we can bathe."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu looked outside at the dark sky, "Let's buy food and cook tomorrow."



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan nodded, "Let's eat something first and then go to the bathhouse for a wash."



    



    



    



    They hadn’t bathed properly for days, having only wiped themselves with hot water while on the train. They hadn’t bathed at his foster parents’ house last night either.



    



    



    



    He Yan excitedly brought out the food given by the elders of the Zhang family before they left. He picked the prettiest box of pastries and said eagerly, "I want to eat this."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu generously replied, "Go ahead and open it."



    



    



    



    "Yay!" He Yan cheered.



    



    



    



    He Yan excitedly opened the box. Inside were a dozen or so exquisitely crafted pastries, each separated by a small compartment. He first took one and ran to give it to Jin Xiuzhu, saying, "Mom, have a bite."



    



    



    



    Then he gave one to his sister, and finally to his dad and himself. The ranking of family members in his heart was clear as day.



    



    



    



    The pastries resembled mooncakes, with a sticky filling that tasted very good. However, He Yan commented, "This is delicious, but Mom's pastries are even better."



    



    



    



    His sweet talk made Jin Xiuzhu smile happily, "I'll make some for you when we get back."



    



    



    



    "Great!" He Yan exclaimed.



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan glanced at him, thinking that anyone who didn't know better might think they were really mother and son.



    



    



    



    After the family of four had filled their bellies, they went downstairs to the bathhouse behind the guesthouse.



    



    



    



    It was the first time for Jin Xiuzhu and the two kids, and they didn't know what to do. The men's and women's bathhouses were separate. Jiang Mingchuan stood outside and carefully explained to the mother and daughter twice. Only when they had remembered everything did he watch them enter the door on the left.



    



    



    



    Once inside, Jin Xiuzhu and her daughter turned a couple of corners and then saw a steamy room full of naked bodies, making Jin Xiuzhu quickly close her eyes in shock.



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan was also a bit scared. Although she had attended boarding school in her past life where there was a bathhouse, it was divided by partitions, and everyone would enter and leave wearing clothes. Here, everyone was bathing and scrubbing each other, fully exposed.



    



    



    



    The mother and daughter stood still for a while before shyly finding a corner to wash. But once the hot water hit them, they both sighed in relief.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu whispered to her daughter, "This is so convenient. It would be great if we had this at home."



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan nodded, thinking to herself that it wouldn't be long. In the future, even hospitals would have these, along with televisions, cell phones, and cars filling the streets…



    



    



    



    It was a world unimaginable to people now, but it was only a few decades away.



    



    



    



    ***



    



    



    



    That night, Pan Jun was taken to the hospital by Pan Shenglin and his wife. He had multiple fractures, and after treatment, the doctor advised him to rest in bed for a while.



    



    



    



    Tao Qianyun was worried and wanted Pan Jun to stay in the hospital for a few more days, but Pan Shenglin, concerned about losing face if seen by acquaintances, had someone drive over and carry Pan Jun back home.



    



    



    



    Once home, Pan Jun lay in bed, moaning in pain.



    



    



    



    Zhong Xue felt nothing inside. She sat numbly on a stool not far away, staring at the floor without expression.



    



    



    



    Pan Jun called out again, saying he was thirsty.



    



    



    



    Zhong Xue didn't respond.



    



    



    



    Pan Jun glared at her venomously, "What, still thinking about that other guy? Think just because he stood up for you that you can boss me around? How long do you think he can stay here? You're my woman. I'll do what I want with you. Even your parents can't interfere, so who does Jiang Mingchuan think he is!"



    



    



    



    He spoke with a lisp, his tongue hurting, and the words coming out unclear.



    



    



    



    Zhong Xue's body stiffened. She thought about her parents, whose whereabouts were unknown, and about Jiang Mingchuan, who had exposed her in-laws' hypocrisy.



    



    



    



    She had once harbored a glimmer of hope that her father-in-law might help her parents out of pity for her hard work. But now, she wasn't sure. If they could treat an adopted son of twenty years like this, what hope was there for her?



    



    



    



    In fact, even without Jiang Mingchuan’s recent actions, Zhong Xue had known for a while that the Pan family trio was no good.



    



    



    



    Before her parents' accident, she had believed her in-laws loved her more than her own parents did. She truly thought her in-laws liked daughters and believed Pan Jun's words that they favored Jiang Mingchuan more because they had higher expectations for him.



    



    



    



    She had even foolishly felt sorry for Pan Jun.



    



    



    



    After her parents' accident, she realized everything had changed. To outsiders, it seemed kind of the Pan family not to abandon her, but only she knew how miserable her life had become.



    



    



    



    She deeply regretted it. Whenever she thought of the past in the last two years, she hated her own naivety and stupidity.



    



    



    



    Pan Jun continued to spew venomous words, "Look at you, so ugly. I can't even muster any interest. There are women out there a hundred times better looking than you. How dare you even think of them?"



    



    



    



    Zhong Xue's eyes reddened, and she clenched her fists tightly.



    



    



    



    He knew that she had once devoted her heart to him, yet he still said these things to humiliate her.



    



    



    



    The next morning, Jiang Mingchuan took Jin Xiuzhu and the two kids to a small Western-style house.



    



    



    



    With the property deed and identification, getting in was easy. This area had been home to wealthy and influential people before the founding of the country. Jiang Mingchuan’s grandmother's family had once been very prosperous. Although they had declined during the Republic of China era. Still, even a dead camel was bigger than a horse, and she had married the richest man in the province at the time.



    



    



    



    Upon entering, they found that quite a few people lived here. Jiang Mingchuan explained that half of the original homeowners had emigrated, leaving their houses empty and allowing the government to allocate them to those in need, with several households living in one building. Some homeowners, however, still lived on their properties.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu was worried that Tao Qianyun might have lent the house to someone else since the surrounding small Western-style houses were all in a mess from renovations.



    



    



    



    But her concern was unnecessary—Tao Qianyun always took good care of her belongings and had long considered this house her own.



    



    



    



    Even the flowers and plants in the small courtyard were well-trimmed.



    



    



    



    Inside, the house wasn't very dirty, indicating that someone frequently came to clean. The white marble floor with patterns, the crystal chandelier overhead, and the intricate designs on the banister, though showing some signs of wear, still exuded a sense of elegance. The second floor had four rooms: the south-facing ones were the master bedroom and a secondary bedroom, both quite large. The north-facing rooms were a study and a guest room. The third floor had been for servants and storage.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan had once stayed in the secondary bedroom. He took Jin Xiuzhu and the two children there to have a look.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu opened the patterned glass window and, seeing the northern scenery outside, remarked, “Having a house is really comforting. These past few days, I’ve felt uneasy. But now, knowing this house belongs to us, I feel at peace.”



    



    



    



    She turned to Jiang Mingchuan and said, “We should save up and buy a house in the city too.”



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan didn’t react much. “I won’t be staying there for long. In a few years, I might be transferred.”



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu didn’t understand the military system here, so she just nodded. “I hope we can move to a big city, and then we can buy a house there.”



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan smiled, “Why buy so many houses? We can’t live in them all.”



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu gave him a look that said he didn’t understand. “Can you ever have too many houses? Look at our place—it’s small and noisy. We can even hear people arguing on the top floor. How can it be as comfortable as this house? Besides, it’s not that many—a house for you, one for me, and one for each of the two kids. That’s just the beginning.”



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan thought she was being overly optimistic. Buying houses wasn’t just about having money. It involved other complications too.



    



    



    



    Only Fu Yanyan, listening nearby, was getting excited. She knew that in the future, houses would become extremely expensive.



    



    



    



    After exploring the house, the family of four took the bus to the Forbidden City. Jiang Mingchuan saw some people taking photos nearby and asked about it. Then, he paid to have four family photos taken, with a promise to pick them up the next day.



    



    



    



    On the way back, they bought roast duck and candied haws. Jin Xiuzhu and the two kids each had a stick of candied haws. Jin Xiuzhu fed one to Jiang Mingchuan, who initially refused but eventually took a bite, finding it sweet and delicious.



    



    



    



    
      By the time they returned to the guesthouse, it was already eleven o’clock. Jiang Mingchuan went to a nearby vegetable market to buy groceries, then cooked a warm meal in the guesthouse kitchen.
    

  
    During the meal, Jiang Mingchuan told Jin Xiuzhu, “I’ll go see Zhong Xue this afternoon. Tomorrow morning, I’ll take you to visit a few elders, and then we’ll leave in the afternoon.”



    



    



    



    He wasn’t worried about Pan Jun. Those punches wouldn’t be fatal, and he knew his limits. He was more concerned that Zhong Xue might be bullied again after leaving, so he planned to have a serious talk with Pan Shenglin.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu said, “I’ll go with you.”



    



    



    



    She also had some things to discuss with Zhong Xue.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan nodded.



    



    



    



    After lunch, the family of four headed straight to the Pan residence without taking a nap.



    



    



    



    This time, they didn’t need to be announced. The guard recognized Jiang Mingchuan as the son of the logistics director.



    



    



    



    When they knocked on the Pan family’s door, they expected to be turned away. Instead, Tao Qianyun opened the door, and upon seeing them, her expression changed. With a mix of stiffness and fear, she asked, “What are you here for?”



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan stood at the front, his attitude somewhat firm. “I’m here for Zhong Xue.”



    



    



    



    Tao Qianyun seemed to breathe a sigh of relief. She pursed her lips, gave him a deep look, and stepped aside to let them in.



    



    



    



    In the living room, Pan Shenglin sat on the sofa with a stern face.



    



    



    



    Tao Qianyun initially intended to call Zhong Xue out from the kitchen, but after a moment of thought, she turned and headed towards the kitchen.



    



    



    



    Seeing her head towards the kitchen, Jin Xiuzhu stepped forward to stop her. “No need. Jiang Mingchuan has something to say to you too. I’ll go find her.”



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan glanced at Jin Xiuzhu and, recalling the red envelope she had tucked into her pocket before leaving, guessed that she intended to give it discreetly. So, he followed her lead and said, “I have something to say to both of you.”



    



    



    



    Seeing Jiang Mingchuan’s cold demeanor made Tao Qianyun nervous. She hesitated for a moment before moving to sit on the other side of the sofa, not daring to sit too close to Pan Shenglin.



    



    



    



    Last night, Pan Shenglin scolded her harshly, asking why she hadn’t torn up the property deed. He berated her, saying that taking it out was as good as admitting she had taken it. He also blamed her for not being nicer to Jiang Mingchuan, which might have prevented their current predicament.



    



    



    



    Tao Qianyun felt aggrieved. He hadn’t communicated his thoughts, so how was she supposed to know what he wanted?



    



    



    



    It was all her fault, but was he any better? If he really protected Jiang Mingchuan, she wouldn't dare to bully that child, and the worst bully was actually his mother.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan spoke up, "I meant what I said yesterday. If Zhong Xue is bullied again..."



    



    



    



    Snippets of conversation floated from the living room. In the kitchen, Jin Xiuzhu took out a thick stack of red envelopes from her pocket and quickly slipped them into Zhong Xue's pocket.



    



    



    



    Zhong Xue, reacting a bit slowly, hurriedly tried to take them out to return them to her. She wasn’t particularly close to Mingchuan when they were children and had never spoken to this new sister-in-law.



    



    



    



    How could she accept such a big red envelope?



    



    



    



    She had already appreciated Mingchuan standing up for her last night, not to mention making this special trip today.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu grabbed her hand to stop her. "This is from your brother and me. Don't refuse."



    



    



    



    Zhong Xue hesitated, looking at Jin Xiuzhu. How could they bear to give her so much money?



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu sighed and said with a pained expression, "Your brother told me last night that you used to be a pretty, smart, and innocent little sister, a very lovable girl. But now you've been worn down so much that you don’t even have a temper. It pains him to see you like this, and it pains me too because I see my former self in you."



    



    



    



    "Don’t laugh, but I used to have it worse than you. My biological parents favored boys over girls, so I had endless chores. Later, when I got married, my first husband was a soldier. His mother and sister bullied me mercilessly. They made me do all the housework, wouldn’t let me eat at the table, and beat and scolded me at will. When my husband died unexpectedly, your brother saw me and my child in this miserable state last year and took us away. You probably can’t tell, but last year around this time, my child and I were nothing but skin and bones. Your brother is a good man. If he treats me like this, imagine how well he will treat you. Take it."



    



    



    



    Zhong Xue listened in a daze. Looking at Jin Xiuzhu's fair and tender face, she couldn’t imagine her ever being so skinny.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu looked at her with compassion. "We’re leaving tomorrow. Before we go, I have some things I want to say to you. Us women, sometimes our misfortunes come from men. Marrying well is a blessing, marrying poorly is a lifelong curse."



    



    



    



    "I used to be like that, and now you are too. But don’t give up on yourself. When I first got to the army, people laughed at me. I didn’t accept it and found a job in the cafeteria. Later, someone reported me, and I lost that job. Then I went to a literacy class to learn to read and write, and I started writing and submitting articles. Now I have a job at a newspaper. Don’t think it was easy. Only I know the hardships I endured."



    



    



    



    "I'm not bragging. I just want to tell you, don't give up on yourself. You have a long life ahead of you. You have more advantages than I did. You've read many books and met many outstanding people. You have a broader perspective and can rely on yourself better. As women, it’s better to rely on ourselves than on anyone else. Be tough on yourself and others, and you can carve out your own path."



    



    



    



    Zhong Xue listened quietly, entranced. If it were her old self, she might not understand these words. But after experiencing so much, especially the shock of what happened yesterday, these words were like a wake-up call, snapping her out of her confusion.



    



    



    



    In the Pan family, she couldn’t rely on anyone. Maybe she had always known this but didn’t know who else to depend on besides the Pan family. Now, her new sister-in-law was telling her she could rely on herself.



    



    



    



    Her new sister-in-law had done it.



    



    



    



    A fire ignited in Zhong Xue’s heart.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu suddenly lowered her voice, "Lastly, I might be overstepping with a few words."



    



    



    



    Zhong Xue looked at Jin Xiuzhu seriously. "Go ahead, sister-in-law."



    



    



    



    From the moment her new sister-in-law handed her the thick red envelope, she knew she was a good person. Especially those heartfelt words, no one had said such caring things to her since her parents' downfall.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu sighed, "I don’t dare tell your brother this. He is kind and doesn’t like to think ill of others. But I’ve suffered and seen many bad people, so I think more about these things. Yesterday, your brother asked Elder Zhang about your situation. I was there and heard it. Your parents were good people who wouldn’t have been corrupt. Think about it. You’re their only child. What would they do with that money? Your family lacked for nothing. So, could the evidence have been..."



    



    



    



    She whispered the last few words into Zhong Xue’s ear.



    



    



    



    Zhong Xue's eyes widened in shock, and she murmured, "Why..."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu frowned at her and quickly said, "This is just my guess, a reminder for you."



    



    



    



    "We're leaving soon. We’re far away. Your brother might be able to protect you for a while, but not always. I'm just giving you a heads-up. Like in my old village, there was a man who hooked up with a cadre’s daughter. To avoid gossip, he pushed his wife into the pond. Who knew she had a strong will to live and was rescued? Later, she reported that pair of adulterers."



    



    



    



    "It’s always good to be cautious. Keep this money secretly. Even if not for yourself, do it for your two children."



    



    



    



    Zhong Xue’s heart pounded. Jin Xiuzhu’s words made her scalp tingle. Things she couldn’t understand before suddenly became clear.



    



    



    



    Yes, her parents were upright people. How could they have done those things?



    



    



    



    Someone must have framed them.



    



    



    



    Who was it? She had always thought it was a colleague or someone they had offended.



    



    



    



    Now that the Pan family showed their true colors, she felt Jin Xiuzhu was right.



    



    



    



    Her lips trembled uncontrollably, not knowing whether she was scared or excited. She breathed heavily, her eyes welling with tears, "Sister-in-law, why? Just because my parents didn’t pull strings for him? But my parents treated him well..."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu didn’t answer but patted her head, "Live well. One day, you’ll see your parents again."



    



    



    



    Zhong Xue bit her lip hard, suppressing her voice, "I know, I know. I will live well..."



    



    



    



    She told herself this every day.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu sighed, hearing the living room quiet down, "We’re leaving. Take good care of yourself."



    



    



    



    Zhong Xue suddenly reached out and grabbed Jin Xiuzhu’s hand tightly, as if drawing strength from her. After a while, she squeezed out two words, "Thank you."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu replied, "I hope you can escape this cage like I did."



    



    



    



    After they left, Zhong Xue softly said, "I will, I will."



    



    



    



    In the living room, who knows what Jiang Mingchuan said, but Pan Shenglin and Tao Qianyun didn’t look happy. When Jin Xiuzhu came out, Jiang Mingchuan stood up.



    



    



    



    Tao Qianyun also quickly got up to see them off, eager for them to leave.



    



    



    



    As soon as the family of four stepped out, Tao Qianyun shut the door quickly. That morning, Old Master Zhang had brought people over to back up Jiang Mingchuan, scolding her and her husband harshly. Now Jiang Mingchuan warned them that if they treated Zhong Xue badly, he would reveal everything they did to him back then.



    



    



    



    Whether people believed it or not, if it was said enough, some would believe it. Then, the two of them wouldn’t have a good time.



    



    



    



    Fortunately, Jiang Mingchuan was somewhat soft-hearted and didn’t take things to the extreme.



    



    



    



    Tao Qianyun glanced towards the kitchen, wondering what that woman had said. She wanted to ask, but thinking of Jiang Mingchuan made her hesitate. After some thought, she decided to leave it for now.



    



    



    



    In the kitchen, her son said to Zhong Xue, "Their dad is so nice, taking them out to play."



    



    



    



    Zhong Xue’s heart ached.



    



    



    



    Her daughter, seeing her mother’s sadness, quickly said, "Don’t talk about Dad."



    



    



    



    The little boy pouted but couldn’t help saying, "Mom, can you get me a new dad? I don’t like this one."



    



    



    



    He was always scolding them, so fierce.



    



    



    



    
      Zhong Xue lowered her head, her eyes welling with tears again.
    

  
    The next day, Jin Xiuzhu and Jiang Mingchuan got up early. The couple took out the dough that had risen overnight and made several kinds of pastries in the kitchen behind the guesthouse. After finishing, they carefully wrapped them in oil paper.



    



    



    



    Originally, they planned to buy some, but after tasting the high-end pastries sent by Elder Zhang, the whole family agreed that Jin Xiuzhu's pastries were better and homemade ones were cheaper.



    



    



    



    While Jin Xiuzhu was making pastries, Jiang Mingchuan also prepared breakfast. They had noodles in meat soup with a few cabbage leaves.



    



    



    



    Carrying the pot and a clean enamel mug, they returned to the third floor. Jiang Mingchuan divided half of the noodles and meat into the enamel mug for the two children to eat, while he and Jin Xiuzhu ate from the pot.



    



    



    



    He Yan skillfully used chopsticks to twirl the noodles, taking turns with his sister and eating a few bites before sipping some hot soup. They ate with great satisfaction.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu counted the number of pastries, then packed two extra portions to give to Jiang Mingchuan's sister's family.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan blew on a spoonful of noodles to cool them before handing it to her. Jin Xiuzhu took it and asked, "Is it alright to go straight to the train station? Will there be tickets available?"



    



    



    



    "There will be. It's only the third day of the New Year, so the train station won't be too crowded."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu nodded.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan said, "After we finish eating, let's stop by the Zhang family to say goodbye, then visit a few uncles and aunts. We'll come back for the photos around noon and then head out."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu agreed, thinking about how Jiang Mingchuan had mentioned that Province S was also very prosperous and how the four of them could explore it together.



    



    



    



    He Yan hesitantly asked, "Dad, aren’t we going to see the small western-style house?"



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan and Jin Xiuzhu both looked at him.



    



    



    



    He Yan, a bit embarrassed, lowered his head.



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan teased him, "He's thinking about Dad's secret base."



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan had promised to show them the place, but they had forgotten about it yesterday while they were occupied with visiting the big house.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan smiled, "We'll go after visiting the aunts and uncles since it’s nearby."



    



    



    



    He Yan smiled happily, "Yay! Dad is the best."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu playfully asked, "What about Mom?"



    



    



    



    Without hesitation, He Yan replied, "Mom is the best of the best."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu gave him an approving look.



    



    



    



    He Yan giggled. To him, Dad was great, but Mom was the best. Although he was usually carefree and forgetful, he could never forget how much Jin Xiuzhu had cared for him over the past year, cooking for him, sending him to school, making clothes for him... so many things, too many to list. His biological mother had never done any of that.



    



    



    



    In his heart, he had long considered Jin Xiuzhu his true mother.



    



    



    



    After breakfast, the family of four set out with their items. Jin Xiuzhu carried a few boxes of pastries, while Jiang Mingchuan carried a few bags of apples.



    



    



    



    Their first stop was the Zhang family. Only Elder Zhang and their aunts were home, as First Uncle Zhang and Second Uncle Zhang had gone out to pay New Year visits.



    



    



    



    Elder Zhang had intended to go visiting too, but stayed home thinking someone might come by.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan put down the fruits and pastries and informed Elder Zhang about their departure in the afternoon.



    



    



    



    Elder Zhang was surprised, "Leaving so soon?"



    



    



    



    Yesterday, he had specifically gathered some old friends to visit the Pan family and gave those two a good scolding. Although he had let Jiang Mingchuan handle the matter himself, he still had to support him. Mingchuan was kind-hearted, but those two were not easy to deal with. They even wanted to take the house left to him by his grandmother. Such shamelessness!



    



    



    



    Not to mention, if it hadn’t been for Pan Shenglin adopting Mingchuan, who knows where his family would be now.



    



    



    



    "You’re leaving so quickly after coming back? Where did you go these past few days? Stay here at our place. We have plenty of empty rooms. You’re always too polite and considerate. Your dad and Third Son were like brothers, they studied together, went to war together, and even sacrificed their lives together. I grew up with your grandmother. You don’t need to be polite with us."



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan knew his words were sincere. He smiled and explained, "Really, I’m not being polite. I only took a few days off to come back. I just wanted to bring Xiuzhu and the kids to visit you. For the remaining days, I plan to take them to see my sister."



    



    



    



    Hearing about his sister, Elder Zhang looked puzzled, then remembered who she was and sighed, "That girl must be seventeen or eighteen by now, right?"



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan nodded, "She’s nineteen this year."



    



    



    



    "What’s she doing?"



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan's face showed pride, "She’s attending university, studying at Jiao Tong University."



    



    



    



    Elder Zhang smiled with satisfaction, "That’s impressive. Your parents were both smart, and their children are smart too. Your father was a top student while working as a janitor and still had better grades than my Third Son. Later, your father joined the army, and when Third Son found out, he followed him."



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan didn’t speak. This was the first time he heard someone tell him these things.



    



    



    



    Old Master Zhang said, "Bring her back to visit us old folks when you have time."



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan hesitated before shaking his head, "She doesn’t know that I'm her brother."



    



    



    



    Upon hearing this, both Jin Xiuzhu and Elder Zhang looked at him. Jiang Mingchuan pressed his lips together and explained, "Her adoptive parents treat her very well. I'm afraid telling her might affect her, so I always visit under the guise of a relative."



    



    



    



    Elder Zhang frowned but eventually sighed, "Maybe it's better this way. Not knowing saves her from the worries."



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan nodded. He only wished for his sister to be happy.



    



    



    



    "Still, you should visit her. After all, she is your blood sister."



    



    



    



    "Okay."



    



    



    



    As they left the Zhang residence, Jin Xiuzhu couldn't help but ask, "Is it that you don’t want to say, or her adoptive parents don’t want you to?"



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan didn't expect her to still be thinking about this matter and replied, "It's the same. Not telling her is truly the best."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu understood then. It was likely that her sister's adoptive parents didn't want him to say anything.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan then took them to visit several other elders for New Year's greetings. Some were his father’s comrades, others were friends of his mother. Without exception, they were all very remarkable people.



    



    



    



    Each visit was met with great excitement from these elders, with some even embracing Jiang Mingchuan and crying, their eyes red with emotion, scolding him for being so heartless and not visiting them until now.



    



    



    



    After delivering gifts, they left the house of an aunt surnamed Wang. Jiang Mingchuan's eyes were also red. This aunt had shared many stories about his mother, some he knew, others he didn't.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu held his hand, thinking that, compared to these remarkable elders, Pan Shenglin seemed quite ordinary.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan decided not to stay for dinner and told Jin Xiuzhu, "Let's go to the small villa first, then we'll go eat and pick up the photos."



    



    



    



    He hadn't forgotten his promise to his son.



    



    



    



    He Yan looked up at his father upon hearing this, his eyes curved with a smile. He had been worried that his father might forget.



    



    



    



    The small villa was just two streets away, so the family of four decided to walk there. Once they arrived, Jiang Mingchuan went straight to his childhood secret base. He Yan was the happiest, eagerly following behind him.



    



    



    



    It had been so long that Jiang Mingchuan almost forgot where he had hidden things. He opened the wardrobe and fumbled around inside for a while until he heard a "click." He then pulled out a half-meter-high box.



    



    



    



    The box seemed a bit heavy. He couldn't lift it out in one go and had to kneel and use both hands to pull it out.



    



    



    



    Once it was out, they saw that the box and the wardrobe’s wood were the same color, making it easy to see why it was his secret base. The box was embedded in the wardrobe wall, blending in perfectly so outsiders wouldn’t notice it.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan then felt around the bottom of the box and found a thin key. He inserted it into a slit on top of the box and gently twisted it, releasing the lid.



    



    



    



    Inside, the box was filled with various toys, including a wooden sword, small dolls, a rattle drum, a gold watch, and a gem-studded mini telephone.



    



    



    



    He Yan exclaimed in awe, "Wow! So beautiful!"



    



    



    



    He had never seen so many beautiful things.



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan squatted on the other side. When she saw the gold watch, her eyes lit up.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu also noticed and raised an eyebrow, "Is that gold watch real?"



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan, hearing this, was unsure. He picked up the watch and looked at it, "I don’t know. Maybe it is?"



    



    



    



    He then handed the watch to Jin Xiuzhu.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu played with the watch for a moment. To avoid raising suspicion, she used an ambiguous tone, "It seems real."



    



    



    



    But in her heart, she was sure it was genuine.



    



    



    



    She squatted down to take a closer look. Initially thinking they were just children’s toys, she had come with a casual attitude, but seeing these valuable toys, she realized some could even be considered heirlooms.



    



    



    



    She reached in and pulled out a valuable toy. A gold spoon accidentally hit the wood, making a muffled sound. Jiang Mingchuan and the children didn’t react, but Jin Xiuzhu's hand paused. She frowned and then knocked on the box's wood with her knuckles. The sound was hollow, but when she knocked in the middle, it was muffled.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan and the children looked at her in confusion.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu didn’t explain. Instead, she felt around the box again, then looked up at Jiang Mingchuan and asked, "Can this box be opened?"



    



    



    



    "Isn’t it already open? What’s wrong?"



    



    



    



    "I mean the box itself. There should be something inside."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu was very sure. She was too familiar with that sound. When she was Concubine Jin in the marquis's residence, she loved to take out her private treasury to look at and tap. Her private treasury was hidden within a seemingly ordinary box but with a secret compartment for gold bars and notes.



    



    



    



    Her small storeroom had many valuable items given by the Marquis, which were all recorded and allowed for her use but could not leave the residence and did not entirely belong to her. 



    



    



    



    This hollow, muffled sound was unmistakable.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan was puzzled.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu took the key from him, gently feeling around the box's sides. Somehow, she managed to insert the thin key into the wood, and the left side of the box popped open, revealing a compartment. He Yan, curious, pulled at it, and a piece of wood came out, showing something golden inside.



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan's eyes widened, recognizing the gold.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu didn’t stop. She turned the box and found more compartments, opening all sides of the box.



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan and He Yan pulled out small gold ingots, with He Yan counting aloud, "One, two, three... six... ten... twenty... thirty..."



    



    



    



    No need to count further. Each side held ten ingots.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan was stunned, never expecting this plain, even peeling, wooden box to hold so much gold. No wonder it felt heavy.



    



    



    



    He suddenly remembered his mother telling him something when he was a child, but he always thought she only left him the house.



    



    



    



    Yes, as a child, he could drag the box out alone, but over the years, he needed both hands to pull it out.



    



    



    



    His mother knew he loved this secret base and placed it there, knowing only he would find it and no one else would.



    



    



    



    By the time they finished counting, both Fu Yanyan and He Yan were wide-eyed with amazement. Although He Yan didn’t fully understand the significance, when his sister explained that a single gold bar could ensure a lifetime without worrying about food and drink, he grasped the immense value of these items.



    



    



    



    Ignoring Jiang Mingchuan’s stunned reaction, Jin Xiuzhu immediately took the gift boxes they had received from others during the New Year visits. She emptied out the pastries and other items, setting them aside on the floor. She then filled one box halfway with gold bars. After some thought, she took a few out, leaving only five bars inside.



    



    



    



    Once done, she placed the remaining gold bars back into the wooden box, along with the toys and other items, and asked Jiang Mingchuan to return the box to its original place.



    



    



    



    She then seriously instructed the two children, “You mustn’t tell anyone about this. If people find out, our family could be in trouble, and we might never see Mom and Dad again.”



    



    



    



    This warning was primarily for He Yan, as she feared he might talk too much outside.



    



    



    



    He Yan, who had been very happy moments before, immediately covered his mouth and shook his head vigorously, “I won’t tell anyone.”



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu nodded solemnly.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan placed the box back in the cabinet. He looked at the pastries on the floor and then at the box in Jin Xiuzhu’s arms, hesitating before asking, “Should we take it with us?”



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu replied without hesitation, “Of course, these are valuable and might be needed someday.”



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan said nothing more. He knew these were valuable items, but what moved him more was the love and care his mother had once shown him.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu handed him the gift box she was holding. She and the two children then picked up the pastries from the floor, each taking a few to eat.



    



    



    



    He Yan couldn’t help but ask quietly, “Mom, how will we spend so much money?”



    



    



    



    “Don’t worry, we’ll find a way to use it,” Jin Xiuzhu reassured him.



    



    



    



    He Yan nodded, satisfied with the answer.



    



    



    



    On their way back, they first picked up the photos they had taken the previous day. In the picture, the four of them stood side by side, with He Yan smiling the brightest.



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan, who had thought she would look the most indifferent, was surprised to see herself smiling as well. Unlike He Yan’s broad grin, her smile was subtle, with only the corners of her mouth slightly upturned and a hint of light in her dark eyes.



    



    



    



    She had never seen herself like this before. She had seen photos of herself before, such as the graduation photo from her previous life, where she stood in the corner, her long bangs covering her eyes, her face devoid of any emotion, making her look eerie.



    



    



    



    But the current her seemed to have gained something different.



    



    



    



    She looked at Jin Xiuzhu in the photo, who had her right hand on her shoulder, covering her red, frozen ear. In another photo, Jin Xiuzhu was adjusting her slipping scarf.



    



    



    



    These unintentional details reflected Jin Xiuzhu’s care for her.



    



    



    



    Fu Yanyan felt a warm sensation in her heart.



    



    



    



    After picking up the photos, the family of four went to a state-run restaurant and ordered dumplings and roast duck. They had initially planned to cook at home for lunch, but now that they had money, they didn’t mind splurging on this meal.



    



    



    



    They returned home with their mouths oily from the food. The items in the guesthouse had already been packed. Jin Xiuzhu carefully placed the gold bars in her bag, wrapping them securely before zipping it up.



    



    



    



    
      Finally, Jiang Mingchuan carried all the bags, and the family of four set off for S Province.
    

  
    The family of four arrived in S Province on the fifth day of the lunar new year, reaching their destination at 4 PM and staying at a guesthouse near Jiang Mingchuan's sister's house.



    



    



    



    Upon arrival, Jiang Mingchuan made a call to his sister's adoptive parents, directly calling her adoptive father's factory, as he had long memorized the number.



    



    



    



    The phone was answered quickly, and the operator asked him to wait when he said he was looking for Liu Qin. After a while, a middle-aged man's voice came on the line, slightly out of breath, "Hello, comrade. What can I do for you?"



    



    



    



    "Hello, Uncle Liu. This is Jiang Mingchuan. I’m currently in S Province and would like to visit with my wife and children tomorrow. Would that be convenient for you?"



    



    



    



    There was a moment of silence on the other end, followed by a somewhat awkward response, "Oh, it’s you. I suppose we can arrange that."



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan pursed his lips and, feeling a bit nervous, asked, "Is Jingzhi at home?"



    



    



    



    "She is. She's been home these past few days."



    



    



    



    "That’s good. We’ll come by around nine in the morning then. Sorry for the trouble."



    



    



    



    "It’s no trouble at all."



    



    



    



    After hanging up, Jiang Mingchuan let out a sigh of relief. Jin Xiuzhu, who had overheard the conversation, couldn’t help but ask, "What kind of people are your sister's adoptive parents?"



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan thought for a moment before answering, "They’re decent people. Her adoptive father, Liu Qin, used to be a laborer for my mother's family. He was almost starved to death when he was young, but my grandfather, seeing him while on a business trip, kindly took him in. His father was a very good person."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu nodded. If they weren’t good people, her late mother-in-law wouldn't have entrusted her biological daughter to their care.



    



    



    



    "Liu Qin and his wife are hardworking and honest, but their biological daughter is a bit..."



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan didn’t finish the sentence. He didn’t like speaking ill of others, especially when it came to a young girl. However, as Liu Jingzhi's biological brother, he naturally favored his sister.



    



    



    



    Seeing Jin Xiuzhu’s curious expression, Jiang Mingchuan explained, "Once, I bought different colored scarves and cotton jackets for her and my sister. When I visited the next year, I saw that the scarves and jacket I had bought for my sister were being worn by their daughter, while my sister wore ill-fitting old clothes."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu didn’t know what to say. No matter how good a person was, they would naturally favor their biological child more.



    



    



    



    So, in her previous life, despite being highly favored, she never wanted to raise concubine's children. She knew that no matter how well she treated them, it couldn’t compare to the bond of blood.



    



    



    



    After settling in at the guesthouse, the family of four went out for dinner. Jin Xiuzhu couldn’t help but feel that this place seemed even more prosperous than the capital. After dinner, they went to the department store opposite, which was brightly lit and bustling with people.



    



    



    



    Curious, they walked over to see. The first floor sold bicycles, televisions, radios, and even cars, with crowds gathered around them. The televisions were selling particularly well, with long queues of people holding tickets.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu knew that televisions were expensive. In their county, televisions weren’t even sold. She had only seen them in the city, where there were only two displayed because almost no one bought them. But here, people were queuing to buy them.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu felt the difference between the big city and the countryside.



    



    



    



    The second floor was even busier, selling candies and pastries, while the third floor sold clothes and household items. There was even a fourth floor, which sold watches and fine items like glasses.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu browsed the clothing section, finding the prices much higher than in the city. Clothes that used to cost thirty or forty yuan now cost seventy or eighty, or even over a hundred. She even saw a coat priced at over three hundred yuan, with the salesperson explaining it was made of northern mink fur.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu, intrigued, took a closer look and found it to be of excellent quality, with a fine sheen, comparable to a white fur cloak she once had, from the underbelly fur of a white fox and worth a fortune.



    



    



    



    Reluctantly pulling her gaze away, Jin Xiuzhu selected two hats based on Jiang Mingchuan’s description. Liu Jingzhi had fair skin and a tall, slender figure, resembling their mother, while her sister looked more like her father, with darker skin and a shorter stature.



    



    



    



    She chose two identical red hats, perhaps because of the festive season, the store was stocked with clothes and hats in various colors. She also picked out a few identical hair ties and clips. The total cost was not much. After making her purchases, Jin Xiuzhu told Jiang Mingchuan, "Let’s prepare some red envelopes. Give your sister a larger one since she’s in college and living away from home, which must be expensive."



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan agreed, appreciating her consideration for his sister. "I’ll leave it all to you."



    



    



    



    On the way back, Jiang Mingchuan bought two more bags of fruit.



    



    



    



    Back at the guesthouse, Jin Xiuzhu distributed the money into red envelopes. She put a hundred yuan into his sister’s envelope, while the envelopes for her adoptive parents’ children contained only two yuan. The hundred-yuan note was a large denomination, thin and light, while the two-yuan notes were thick as they were in smaller denominations.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan never thought it could be done this way. In the past, he was always afraid of causing resentment in his sister's adoptive family, so he would only give the same amount of money.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu glanced at him, "Don't worry, apart from your sister, no one will notice."



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan was just being naive. Knowing his sister had suffered, he didn't dare to say it out loud and only thought about treating her adoptive parents better, which only fed their greed.



    



    



    



    Now that the child has grown up and become successful, it should be the adoptive parents who are afraid and worried that the child will find out her true heritage and turn away from them.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan nodded. On his way here, he had already thought about standing up for his sister if she suffered any more grievances. In the past, he always thought that since his sister already had a complete family, it was best not to disturb her. Even if they asked him to visit her as a relative, he would agree. But this trip back to the capital made him realize it wasn't the case.



    



    



    



    So, in the phone call, he was more assertive. Instead of asking if they could visit, he directly said they were coming.



    



    



    



    The next day, after breakfast, Jiang Mingchuan took Jin Xiuzhu and the two children to his sister's adoptive parents' home. On the way, he introduced them, "Liu Qin works as a temporary worker at a machinery factory, and his wife, Song Xiaoru, is a temporary worker at a brewery. My sister is named Liu Jingzhi. 'Jing' as in ''beautiful scenery' and 'Zhi' as in 'fine jade.' Her adoptive parents' daughter is named Liu Aihua."



    



    



    



    Just by hearing the names, Jin Xiuzhu knew that Jiang Mingchuan's mother must have chosen his sister's name. She couldn't help but praise, "That's a good name."



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan smiled, "My sister has a great personality. Every time I visit, she would clean my shoes or warm my gloves."



    



    



    



    These are small details that he wouldn't have noticed if he weren't focused on his sister.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu guessed that his sister not only had a good personality but also suffered a lot of grievances at her adoptive parents' home, so she asked, "When you visited, who poured you tea?"



    



    



    



    If it was the adoptive mother, then there's nothing to say. But if it was the adoptive family's child, it would be worth noting.



    



    



    



    If it was the adoptive mother, then his sister doing those things was just being considerate. But if it wasn't, it meant the adoptive family's child was oppressing his sister and taking the credit.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan thought for a moment, "I don't really remember."



    



    



    



    He truly didn't remember. Every time he visited, he wanted to secretly look at his sister more. Blood ties are strange. Even though they didn't grow up together, knowing she was his biological sister, he felt an innate closeness and a desire to be good to her.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu said nothing more.



    



    



    



    Liu Jingzhi's family lived in a tube-shaped building behind the machinery factory. It used to be the dormitory for official workers, but after the factory built a new dormitory building, the official workers moved there, and this place was allocated to temporary workers. Liu Qin had worked in the factory for many years, so he was lucky to get a house, but they had to pay five yuan a month.



    



    



    



    The wages for temporary workers were not much, but fortunately, both Liu Qin and his wife had jobs, earning a total of thirty yuan a month. With the ten or so yuan Jiang Mingchuan sent every month, their family of four was not struggling and could even be considered well-off.



    



    



    



    Jiang Mingchuan's sister's family lived on the fifth floor. The walls of the tube-shaped building were made of red bricks, unlike their house, which had cement-plastered walls. Here, there was nothing, not even a kitchen. Each family placed their stove in the corridor, along with a small table, making it hard to walk through.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu curiously looked around. Jiang Mingchuan, walking in front, suddenly stopped and knocked on the door. The door was opened by a middle-aged man. Seeing Jiang Mingchuan, he smiled awkwardly, "Cousin is here? Come in and sit."



    



    



    



    The man was not tall, with dark skin and a square face. When he smiled, his face was full of wrinkles. Seeing Jin Xiuzhu and the two children behind Jiang Mingchuan, he tried even harder to smile.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu followed Jiang Mingchuan inside. In the small living room stood a woman wearing an apron and two girls. The mother and daughters looked very nervous, but upon closer inspection, one could see that the woman and the fair-skinned girl beside her were both honest and wore unnatural smiles. The short girl in the middle had eyes darting around, frequently glancing at the bags in Jin Xiuzhu's hands.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu had already formed a judgment. She turned her attention to the tall girl beside them. Jiang Mingchuan hadn't lied. His sister was indeed beautiful, with fair skin. Perhaps because it was too cold, her cheeks and hands were slightly red, but her features were delicate. Especially her eyes, slightly round almond-shaped, were exceptionally striking, giving her a calm and serene demeanor.



    



    



    



    She was tall and slender, and even though her new clothes didn't fit well, she still looked very pretty.



    



    



    



    The only difference was that she had cut her hair short.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu instinctively looked at the middle girl. Her clothes fit perfectly, with no short sleeves or pant legs.



    



    



    



    The woman introduced them, "This is the eldest daughter, Liu Jingzhi, and this is the younger daughter, Liu Aihua."



    



    



    



    Then she hurriedly told the two girls to greet the guests.



    



    



    



    Liu Aihua pouted when she heard her name, looking somewhat unhappy.



    



    



    



    Liu Jingzhi greeted, "Uncle, Aunt—"



    



    



    



    Liu Aihua glanced at her sister, then turned to Jin Xiuzhu and shouted louder, "Uncle, Aunt."



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu said nothing, but the woman beside her looked embarrassed.



    



    



    



    Jin Xiuzhu told her two children to greet as well, "Say hello to sister—"



    



    



    



    Liu Jingzhi looked at the two children's fair little faces and smiled gently.



    



    



    



    The woman urged them to come in and sit down. "I'll get you some tea."



    



    



    



    
      Jiang Mingchuan put down the fruits and pastries he was carrying, while Jin Xiuzhu took out the gifts they had bought the previous night, the hats and hair ties. She also took out two red envelopes and handed them to the two girls.
    

  
    When Liu Aihua saw that the bag contained hats, her smile faded slightly. She didn't lack hats, but after feeling the thickness of the red envelope, she felt a little better, especially seeing that her sister's red envelope wasn't as thick as hers, which made her quite satisfied.



    



     



    



    She directly took a few hair ties from Jin Xiuzhu’s hand and said cheerfully, "Sister doesn't tie her hair. Thank you, Aunt."



    



     



    



    Then she turned and went outside to find her mother.



    



     



    



    Liu Jingzhi, feeling happy as she touched the hat, heard her sister's words, a flash of disappointment crossing her face. However, she still looked up and said to Jin Xiuzhu, "Thank you, Aunt. I really like it."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu stuffed the red envelope into her hand, and Liu Jingzhi instinctively shook her head, "No, no, I’m already in college."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu skillfully held her wrist, preventing Liu Jingzhi from pulling away, and directly put the red envelope into her pocket. Liu Jingzhi looked towards the door at her father, and Jin Xiuzhu followed her gaze, seeing the face of the middle-aged man. She smiled and said, "Cousin, Jingzhi is in college now, and expenses have increased a lot. This red envelope is just a token of our appreciation. What do you think?"



    



     



    



    Liu Qin, chuckling awkwardly, felt even more out of place being called "cousin". This “cousin’s wife” was beautiful, well-dressed, and clearly from a well-off family. He hurriedly told his eldest daughter, "Then accept it."



    



     



    



    Liu Jingzhi, blushing, accepted it after hearing her father's words.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu continued to Liu Qin, "Your niece is really good-looking. On the way here, Mingchuan told me that his cousin’s daughter is not only beautiful but also smart. I was skeptical about how beautiful she could be. Well, it turns out I was too narrow-minded. When I saw her just now, I was truly impressed.”



    



     



    



    "Such a lovely and well-behaved child, I like her the most. Ah, it's a pity that our statuses don't match, otherwise I would definitely take her as my own sister and spoil her."



    



     



    



    Liu Jingzhi, though feeling a bit embarrassed by Jin Xiuzhu’s praise, also felt her affection, which made her very happy.



    



     



    



    Last night, when she learned that her uncle would come today, she was very happy. From childhood to adulthood, she loved the New Year the most because every year, her uncle would visit, bringing many gifts. Although her sister always liked to take them, she was still very happy.



    



     



    



    She always felt that compared to her sister, her uncle seemed to favor her more, which was the only preferential treatment she ever received from others.



    



     



    



    Liu Qin, who had been smiling, suddenly felt something was off after hearing this. He looked at Jin Xiuzhu, who had already turned back to warmly chat with his eldest daughter, as if they were a family.



    



     



    



    Before he could figure out the meaning behind Jin Xiuzhu's words, he heard Jiang Mingchuan speaking in a voice only he could hear, "It seems my sister isn't living very well in your family."



    



     



    



    Liu Qin's heart skipped a beat. Anxious to explain something, he met Jiang Mingchuan's somewhat indifferent face.



    



     



    



    For some reason, he felt guilty. Indeed, he and his wife had been more partial to their younger daughter.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan pursed his lips, glanced at his wife and sister not far away, and suddenly said, "Let’s go outside."



    



     



    



    He walked out first.



    



     



    



    After thinking for a moment, Liu Qin followed him.



    



     



    



    In the corridor outside, Liu Aihua, after counting the money in the red envelope twice, found there were still only two yuan, and angrily muttered, "How stingy, only two yuan. It used to be ten yuan!"



    



     



    



    Song Xiaoru heard this and tried to comfort her, "Keep your voice down. Two yuan is a lot."



    



     



    



    Who else gives two yuan in red envelopes these days? Most give at most fifty cents.



    



     



    



    Liu Aihua, angry, swished her braid, "They’re stingy. This year, only hats and hair ties, no clothes at all."



    



     



    



    Song Xiaoru felt helpless. Who were these so-called relatives anyway? This foolish child actually took them as real relatives? They came to visit the eldest daughter. They were the real family.



    



     



    



    "They're married now, and don’t you see they have two kids? Your uncle and aunt have to live too."



    



     



    



    Liu Aihua didn't care and was still angry, especially since the tube building had no soundproofing. Inside conversations could be heard outside. She heard Jin Xiuzhu's praise and affection for her sister, which made her both angry and jealous. She had even made her sister cut her hair short, so why was her sister still being praised as pretty?



    



     



    



    "Why did they have to get married? I don't like this aunt at all, she disgusts me."



    



     



    



    Song Xiaoru, hearing this, slapped her younger daughter's arm in frustration, "What nonsense are you talking?"



    



     



    



    Liu Aihua wanted to say more, but then saw the door suddenly open. Jiang Mingchuan walked out with a somewhat cold expression, followed by Liu Qin.



    



     



    



    Liu Aihua was scared and didn't dare to speak, unsure if her uncle had heard her earlier words.



    



     



    



    Song Xiaoru was also startled, forcing a smile, "Why did you come out?"



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan glanced at her, then at Liu Aihua, and walked to the other side of the corridor.



    



     



    



    Liu Qin glared at his younger daughter and then stood opposite Jiang Mingchuan.



    



     



    



    Song Xiaoru picked up the kettle with the boiled water and sighed to her younger daughter, "Let’s go inside."



    



     



    



    In the past, Liu Aihua would eagerly take the kettle into the living room, but this time she didn't. She swished her braid and walked away.



    



     



    



    Song Xiaoru, feeling helpless, followed her.



    



     



    



    Inside, she poured a cup of hot water for Jin Xiuzhu, who was chatting with Liu Jingzhi about college life, books they had read, and her work. The more they talked, the more they liked each other. They even exchanged addresses and promised to write often.



    



     



    



    Seeing Song Xiaoru come over, Jin Xiuzhu said deliberately, "Your daughter is very outstanding. I like her very much. I work at a newspaper office. If there’s a chance, I hope we can stay in touch more often. What do you think, sister-in-law?"



    



     



    



    Song Xiaoru forced a smile, "Of course, that would be great."



    



     



    



    Liu Jingzhi was very happy. She also liked this aunt very much.



    



     



    



    Song Xiaoru wanted to say more but then heard her younger daughter say, "How much does working at a newspaper pay?"



    



     



    



    Song Xiaoru, feeling embarrassed, quickly pulled her younger daughter away.



    



     



    



    Even from a distance, her complaints could be heard, something about only two yuan.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu took a sip of water from the cup beside her, while Liu Jingzhi felt a bit flustered and explained, "She’s just childish."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu gently looked at her. “But you are only three years older than her.”



    



     



    



    Liu Jingzhi opened her mouth, but found herself unable to speak.



    



     



    



    This was the first time anyone had ever said such words to her. Her parents always told her to let her younger sister have her way, simply because she was the elder sister.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu took her hand, feeling the rough texture of her palm. With a look of heartache, she said ambiguously, “Before, he didn't know how to treat you well. From now on, we will treat you well”



    



     



    



    Liu Jingzhi heard this, stunned for a moment, not fully understanding what she meant.



    



     



    



    Fu Yanyan, who was playing with He Yan, also heard this. She looked up at Jin Xiuzhu, suspecting that she had said it intentionally.



    



     



    



    After lunch at the Liu family’s home, Jin Xiuzhu and her family left. Before leaving, Jin Xiuzhu warmly took Song Xiaoru's hand and said, “Sister-in-law, we’ll be in S City for a few more days, so we might have to visit and bother you a few more times.”



    



     



    



    Song Xiaoru smiled politely, “It’s no bother at all.”



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu was pleased. “That’s good then.”



    



     



    



    As they reached downstairs, Jiang Mingchuan suddenly said to Jin Xiuzhu, “I told Liu Qin that if they can't treat both children fairly, he should tell my sister about her true parentage.”



    



     



    



    Both Jin Xiuzhu and their daughter looked up at him.



    



     



    



    Only He Yan was happy. “Great! I like sister.”



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan recounted to Jin Xiuzhu what he had overheard from his sister’s adoptive parents and their daughter, then said, “I want to reclaim my sister.”



    



     



    



    He had always thought that Liu Qin and his wife were honest and hardworking. He had checked on his sister’s situation, and apart from their younger daughter causing some trouble, the couple treated his sister fairly well.



    



     



    



    He had thought that as long as his sister didn’t know the truth, it would avoid creating a rift with her adoptive parents.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu couldn’t help but ask, “What did Liu Qin say?”



    



     



    



    “Liu Qin didn’t say anything.”



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu sneered, “He’s probably scared, right?”



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan looked at her.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu said, “He must be thinking that he has raised this daughter with great effort, even if he received your mother’s favor at first. After so many years of raising her, there must be some emotional attachment. Now that she’s about to graduate and start earning money, he might be worried that you’re trying to take her away.”



    



     



    



    “I don’t want to take her away. I just want her to know she has a brother, someone she can rely on.”



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu sighed. “Of course I understand. But once your sister knows you are her biological brother, even if she still has deep feelings for her adoptive family, her adoptive parents will start withdrawing their emotional investment in her. Even if she remains as filial as before, they will feel they raised her for nothing and will favor their own biological child more. In the end, your sister will be the one who gets hurt. Otherwise, they wouldn’t have immediately called you ‘cousin’ to remind you of your identity as soon as you arrived.”



    



     



    



    Human hearts are complex. Everyone wants to be the only one in someone else’s heart.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan pressed his lips together. He had thought of these things too, which is why he had held back until now.



    



     



    



    Every time he visited before, Liu Aihua had always been very enthusiastic and active. He had heard from neighbors that Liu Aihua was a bit unruly and domineering, but he thought as long as the couple treated his sister well, she wouldn’t suffer too much.



    



     



    



    It was better than being with him, as he had been drifting from place to place for years, having nothing to offer his sister.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu was protective of her own. Since Jiang Mingchuan was her husband, Liu Jingzhi was her sister-in-law. She planned to let Liu Jingzhi discover her true identity herself and gradually feel the difference in treatment from her parents. When that time came, they would point out how Liu Qin and his wife had wronged her, making it easier to reclaim his sister.



    



     



    



    This method was a bit ruthless and would require some compensation later.



    



     



    



    However, she couldn’t tell Jiang Mingchuan about this plan, as he would never agree to it. He was too upright.



    



     



    



    
      After a moment of silence, Jiang Mingchuan said, “I’ll think about it some more.”
    

  
    After Jiang Mingchuan and his family left, Liu Jingzhi helped her mother wash the dishes. Song Xiaoru then told her eldest daughter to take a nap.



    



     



    



    Liu Jingzhi nodded, dried her hands, and tucked a stray strand of hair behind her ear as she walked to her room. Upon entering, she saw her younger sister holding two hats, seemingly torn between them.



    



     



    



    Seeing her sister approach, Liu Aihua unhappily threw one hat onto the table and walked to the mirror with the other, admiring herself.



    



     



    



    Liu Qin quickly picked up the hat from the table and handed it to his eldest daughter, smiling, "Both of you have one."



    



     



    



    However, Liu Jingzhi knew that if the hats were different, they would both belong to her sister. Her parents were good to her, but whenever her sister cried, they would look at her with pleading eyes, silently asking her to give in.



    



     



    



    Liu Jingzhi took the hat to her room, caressing it lovingly before carefully putting it on. Without a mirror in her room, she couldn't see how she looked, so she could only feel it with her hands, a slight smile forming on her face.



    



     



    



    Suddenly, she remembered something and took off the hat. She then took out the red envelope from her pocket, expecting it to contain the usual ten yuan. To her surprise, she found ten ten-yuan bills inside, her mouth dropping open in astonishment.



    



     



    



    How could there be so much money? Her heart pounded.



    



     



    



    Hearing her sister's footsteps approaching, Liu Jingzhi instinctively shoved the money back into her pocket, her emotions still in turmoil. She wondered if her aunt had made a mistake.



    



     



    



    Before she could think further, her sister entered the room, casually holding the hat. Her face showed displeasure. She threw the hat onto the table and sat on the bed, sulking. Seeing the identical hat on her sister's lap worsened her mood. She didn't look good in this hat, and if they went out wearing the same hat, she would be laughed at.



    



     



    



    Turning to her sister, she saw the sunlight from the window illuminating her sister, making her look even fairer and more delicate, with visible peach fuzz on her face, white skin, and red lips—unlike herself, who had inherited their parents' less appealing features.



    



     



    



    Her sister’s name even sounded better than hers. Her parents agreed to everything she wanted, except for her sister’s name. Their parents just wouldn't let her have it, though all it took was a trip to the registration office. She couldn't understand why her parents were so partial.



    



     



    



    Feeling aggrieved, she took out the red envelope again, then asked abruptly, "How much money is in your red envelope?"



    



     



    



    Liu Jingzhi, fearing her sister's misunderstanding, replied, "Not much."



    



     



    



    Liu Aihua's tone was harsh, "Not much? How much is that? One yuan?"



    



     



    



    Liu Jingzhi hesitated but nodded.



    



     



    



    Feeling relieved, Liu Aihua said disdainfully, "That uncle and aunt are getting stingier. Only three yuan in total. What can you buy with three yuan?"



    



     



    



    Liu Jingzhi was speechless. Three yuan was half a month's living expenses for her. After starting college, her parents gave her thirty yuan for half a year's expenses.



    



     



    



    Her sister had thrown a tantrum upon learning this, accusing their parents of favoritism. To ease her parents' discomfort, Liu Jingzhi had only taken twenty-five yuan, yet her sister was still dissatisfied.



    



     



    



    Liu Aihua continued to complain as she kicked off her shoes and lay down to sleep. Liu Jingzhi glanced at her sister, who had taken up most of the bed, and longed for the new school term to start soon.



    



     



    



    She sat at the desk, opened a book, and tried to read, but her thoughts kept returning to the red envelope in her pocket, stirring conflicting feelings.



    



     



    



    Her sister only received two yuan, while she got a hundred. Was this really a mistake?



    



     



    



    She recalled what her aunt had said, "Before, he didn't know how to treat you well. From now on, we will treat you well."



    



     



    



    Why did they want to be good to her?



    



     



    



    Her parents were good to her, though they favored her sister. Her uncle had always seemed to favor her and had even secretly watched over her at school. She remembered he once helped her scare off a stray dog, and after that, she never saw the big black dog that used to bark at her again.



    



     



    



    Now, it wasn't just her uncle who liked her, but her aunt too.



    



     



    



    Something flashed through Liu Jingzhi's mind, but she didn’t dwell on it, perhaps afraid of where those thoughts might lead.



    



     



    



    In the next room, Liu Qin and his wife lay in bed, unable to sleep.



    



     



    



    Liu Qin tossed and turned, letting the warmth escape the bed, irritating Song Xiaoru. She smacked him lightly, "Are you going to sleep or not?"



    



     



    



    Liu Qin sighed, "I can't stop thinking about Jiang Mingchuan wanting to take back our eldest daughter. We've raised her for so many years, and even if she were a dog, there would be feelings."



    



     



    



    Back then, he and his wife had been married for many years without having children. His father had brought a woman carrying a baby to them. He recognized this woman from his childhood visits to the Bai family, where the servants called her "Miss."



    



     



    



    She was a true noble lady, incredibly elegant, from a family with a huge estate where he would often get lost. This woman gave them a lot of money, asking them to move to S Province with the child.



    



     



    



    Their household registration was already arranged, and they were provided with a small house. The only requirement was to treat the child well. She also said that from now on, the child would take their surname and be named Liu Jingzhi.



    



     



    



    This was a great fortune they had never dared to dream of. He knew the Bai family had been very kind to them, so he always treated Jingzhi as his own daughter.



    



     



    



    Unfortunately, his wife's brother was unreliable. They had managed to get him into a machinery factory, but he had caused a fatal accident, using up their house and money for compensation. He himself became a temporary worker, and if not for spending some money, he might have lost his job entirely.



    



     



    



    He admitted that after having their younger daughter, he couldn't help but favor her more. The younger daughter resembled him, not very good-looking and not smart either. In contrast to the older daughter, she seemed inferior in every way. Every time he saw her cry, he couldn't help but feel soft-hearted.



    



     



    



    But he hadn't mistreated his elder daughter either. Knowing she loved to study, he worked hard to please his superiors and secretly gave gifts to secure a recommendation for her to attend university. Fortunately, she was capable and passed the entrance exams with top marks.



    



     



    



    Upon hearing this, Song Xiaoru sighed and said, "Why not match Jingzhi with my nephew?"



    



     



    



    Liu Qin frowned, "That’s not appropriate. Your nephew is younger than our daughter."



    



     



    



    Song Xiaoru replied, "So what if he's younger? An older woman marrying a younger man is a blessing."



    



     



    



    Liu Qin was displeased. His elder daughter was outstanding, and his wife's nephew was no match for her. He knew exactly what his wife was plotting.



    



     



    



    Song Xiaoru, hearing no response from her husband, turned over. She was just thinking aloud anyway.



    



     



    



    ***



    



     



    



    After returning to the guesthouse, the family of four first went to a public bathhouse.



    



     



    



    The bathhouse in S Province wasn’t as lively as those in the capital. Each shower stall was separated by wooden partitions. Jin Xiuzhu felt less uncomfortable this time and quickly finished her shower.



    



     



    



    As she came out, Jiang Mingchuan also emerged with He Yan, and on the way back, he asked Jin Xiuzhu what she wanted for dinner.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu thought for a moment, "I feel like having your braised pork with radish."



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan’s cooking was delicious, especially his braised pork with radish cooked in a clay pot, which was incredibly tasty, better than any refined food she had eaten before.



    



     



    



    The rich sauce mixed with rice was so good that she could eat two bowls in one go.



    



     



    



    Thinking about it made her hungry. She hadn’t eaten much at Liu Qin’s house at noon because the food wasn’t good.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan had intended to ask if she wanted noodles or rice for dinner, but her request for his cooking surprised him. “I’ll check if we can cook in the guesthouse.”



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu smiled.



    



     



    



    He Yan took the chance to say, "Dad, I want to eat your dumplings too."



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan gave him a stern look, "I don’t have time to make dumplings for you."



    



     



    



    He Yan pouted and whispered to his sister, "Dad is biased."



    



     



    



    Fu Yanyan ignored him, thinking she wouldn’t make dumplings for him either. He was too troublesome.



    



     



    



    Back at the guesthouse, Jin Xiuzhu sat on the bed drying her hair. Once it was almost dry, she called her daughter over. Fu Yanyan, seeing the towel in her mother’s hand, walked over in confusion.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu sat her down on her lap and started drying her hair.



    



     



    



    Her daughter’s hair was fine and dried quickly.



    



     



    



    Fu Yanyan felt a bit stiff at first but gradually relaxed. At home, she had her own towel and usually washed her hair in the morning sun. Jin Xiuzhu had never dried her hair like this.



    



     



    



    The sensation on her scalp felt tingly and soothing, spreading down her back. Resting her face on Jin Xiuzhu’s soft lap, Fu Yanyan seemed to smell a faint, pleasant fragrance.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu suddenly spoke, "We visited your aunt today. What do you think of her situation?"



    



     



    



    He Yan immediately shook his head, "Not good. Aunt’s clothes had patches and weren’t as nice as her sister’s."



    



     



    



    Fu Yanyan had a different perspective. Although her aunt’s clothes weren’t as good as Liu Aihua’s, she was graceful and poised, with clear eyes. She might have suffered, but the Liu couple didn’t treat her too badly.



    



     



    



    At least it was better than her past life. If the unfortunate events hadn't happened later in her previous life, her situation would have been tolerable.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu’s thoughts aligned with her daughter’s, "The Liu couple are honest people and didn’t mistreat your aunt, but their biological daughter is troublesome. With someone like her around, that family will eventually face problems. Either your aunt will suffer, or the couple will have bad luck."



    



     



    



    She sighed, "Truly siblings, both willing to suffer losses themselves."



    



     



    



    Fu Yanyan was surprised and wanted to look up at Jin Xiuzhu. She had predicted everything correctly.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu pressed her head back down, "Not done drying yet."



    



     



    



    
      Then she added, "I’m telling you this to teach you that it’s okay to suffer minor losses sometimes, but you can’t keep enduring grievances. Otherwise, people will continue to bully you. When someone makes unreasonable demands or requests, you must refuse from the start. Understand?"
    

  
    He Yan nodded vigorously after listening, "Just like last year when Wu Xiaojun asked me to do his winter break homework, I flatly refused."



    



     



    



    Wu Xiaojun never played with him usually but remembered him only when he needed homework done. He Yan wasn’t stupid. Now he had friends and wasn’t afraid of having no one to play with.



    



     



    



    He then told his sister, "When you start school, if anyone asks you to do their homework and threatens to hit you if you don’t, come and tell me."



    



     



    



    Fu Yanyan turned her head away, showing no appreciation.



    



     



    



    He Yan looked at his mother with a grievance, "Look at her!"



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu quickly comforted him, "I know you're a good brother."



    



     



    



    Only then did He Yan feel happy.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu secretly pinched her daughter's little cheek and whispered, "You little rascal."



    



     



    



    The pinch was gentle, but Fu Yanyan still felt her face warm up.



    



     



    



    For some reason, hearing these words, she felt a sense of favoritism from Jin Xiuzhu.



    



     



    



    Once Jin Xiuzhu and her daughter's hair were dry, Jiang Mingchuan brought up the dish he had made, braised pork with radish. Seeing Jin Xiuzhu and their daughter with their hair down, he had their son go downstairs with him to bring up the food, worried about them catching a chill.



    



     



    



    When they returned, He Yan was holding two small dishes, while Jiang Mingchuan carried a rice pot in one hand and bowls and chopsticks in the other.



    



     



    



    They placed the three dishes on the table. With not enough chairs, Jin Xiuzhu and the children sat on the bed, while Jiang Mingchuan sat on a chair. The family of four enjoyed a warm meal.



    



     



    



    The clay pot contained Jin Xiuzhu's favorite braised pork with radish. The meat was cut into perfectly sized cubes, half lean and half fatty, with a delicious crispy taste.



    



     



    



    Seeing her husband and sons eating heartily, Jin Xiuzhu couldn't help but remember the past.



    



     



    



    When she was still a concubine in the Marquis's residence, she would be enjoying the delicacies prepared by the mansion's chef around this time. During the New Year, the Marquis was the busiest, attending social engagements daily.



    



     



    



    As a concubine, she didn’t have the right to accompany him. After dinner, she couldn’t rest until the Marquis returned. If he visited her courtyard, she had to get up to serve him. If he didn’t, only then could she sleep.



    



     



    



    She never dared to imagine a day when a man would cook her favorite meals, with two adorable children by her side.



    



     



    



    She used to disdain the simple happiness of poor families, but now, she wouldn’t trade it for anything, not even a fortune.



    



     



    



    ***



    



     



    



    The next morning, Jin Xiuzhu said to Jiang Mingchuan, "How about we take your sister out to play today?"



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan was tempted but quickly became hesitant.



    



     



    



    He had wanted to take his sister out to buy things before, but she was afraid to go out alone with him. Instead, Liu family's younger daughter always insisted on tagging along.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu saw through his hesitation, "I'll handle it."



    



     



    



    After the brief interaction yesterday, she had roughly figured out the personalities of those two, knowing Song Xiaoru was easier to talk to.



    



     



    



    Sure enough, when the family of four went to Liu's house with a bag of apples, Jin Xiuzhu warmly held Song Xiaoru's hand and said directly, "You're amazing, raising such well-behaved children. After talking with Jingzhi yesterday, I learned a lot. Today, I shamelessly came over, hoping to take Jingzhi with me to buy some books."



    



     



    



    "You know how it is with the newspaper work. We need to read more works by great people to enrich our minds. Don't you agree? Please don't worry, we'll bring her back in the afternoon. You must agree. I'm here with a sincere heart, so as a sister-in-law, you shouldn't be stingy."



    



     



    



    Her words left Song Xiaoru no room to refuse. Complimenting her on one hand and implying she shouldn’t be stingy on the other, Jin Xiuzhu covered all bases.



    



     



    



    Despite knowing that they actually wanted to take their eldest daughter out to have fun and get closer to her, Song Xiaoru and Liu Qin couldn’t bring themselves to refuse. They were worried that their daughter might not stay close to them if she enjoyed herself too much.



    



     



    



    But they didn’t dare to voice their refusal, so after some hesitation, they agreed.



    



     



    



    Upon hearing this, Liu Jingzhi’s eyes lit up.



    



     



    



    However, Liu Aihua was dissatisfied. "Why only take my sister? I want to go too."



    



     



    



    Song Xiaoru sighed, "Why would you go?"



    



     



    



    "Why not? I like reading books too."



    



     



    



    She turned to Jin Xiuzhu, not convinced, "You're also my aunt. Why only take my sister and not me? Are you biased?"



    



     



    



    Liu Qin quickly intervened, "Aihua, you’re still young."



    



     



    



    He then apologized to Jin Xiuzhu and Jiang Mingchuan, "This child is thoughtless. Please, go ahead."



    



     



    



    Liu Aihua, seeing her parents not coaxing her as usual, threw a tantrum, "You’re all biased towards my sister. You keep the best for her and only take her out to play. I hate you all. This is my home, get out!"



    



     



    



    Liu Qin shouted, "Liu Aihua!"



    



     



    



    The smile that had appeared on Liu Jingzhi’s face vanished. She pursed her lips and softly said to Jin Xiuzhu, "I won’t go, Aunt."



    



     



    



    "You and your fake kindness. I hate you the most."



    



     



    



    "Be quiet!"



    



     



    



    Liu Qin apologized to Jin Xiuzhu and Jiang Mingchuan, "She’s still young and doesn’t understand."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu smirked slightly, but her words carried a deeper meaning, "At sixteen or seventeen, she’s not that young. Has Jingzhi been enduring this all the time when we’re not around? It’s truly heartbreaking and disappointing."



    



     



    



    As she finished, Jin Xiuzhu looked at Liu Qin with a cold gaze.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan suddenly stepped forward, "Cousin, our family has never owed you anything."



    



     



    



    If Jin Xiuzhu's words were a soft blow, making Liu Qin and Song Xiaoru defenseless, Jiang Mingchuan’s words were like a direct hit, exposing all their weaknesses.



    



     



    



    The Bai family certainly did not owe them. The Bai patriarch had saved his father’s life and provided for their family during hard times. Without the Bai family, there would be no Liu Qin.



    



     



    



    When Miss Bai handed over her child to them, she had arranged everything properly.



    



     



    



    However, over the years, hearing their eldest daughter call them mom and dad daily, they had almost forgotten that connection, only remembering it during the New Year.



    



     



    



    The eldest daughter was obedient and sensible. Most of the time, she would voluntarily make compromises without them even needing to say anything.



    



     



    



    Liu Jingzhi listened to her uncle and aunt defending her. Though she didn't understand some of what they said, she could feel their concern for her. It was the first time someone stood by her side without hesitation and spoke up for her.



    



     



    



    She couldn't describe it, but she felt that being openly favored by someone was a wonderful feeling.



    



     



    



    She bit her lip and looked at her parents.



    



     



    



    Liu Qin and his wife didn’t dare meet her gaze. Liu Jingzhi thought her parents disagreed, and she felt a bit disappointed. But perhaps because of a rebellious streak, she stubbornly refrained from saying she didn’t want to go out.



    



     



    



    Liu Aihua was still shouting, telling Jiang Mingchuan and his family to get out of their house, even reaching out to push Jin Xiuzhu.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan stepped aside, standing in front of Jin Xiuzhu. His demeanor changed completely, and his gaze was like a cold blade cutting through the air.



    



     



    



    Liu Qin quickly pulled his younger daughter back. He knew that although Jiang Mingchuan appeared easygoing and good-natured, he had endured many hardships in the army.



    



     



    



    He remembered the first time he saw this boy.



    



     



    



    Back then, Jiang Mingchuan wasn’t even as tall as him, skinny as a bamboo pole, cautiously asking if he was his sister’s adoptive father. Over the years, he matured and became more stable, but one thing remained constant: every month, without fail, he sent money, which helped their family through many difficult times.



    



     



    



    With a lack of confidence, he said, "Come back early."



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan nodded and left with Jin Xiuzhu and his sister.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu held Liu Jingzhi’s hand tightly. Liu Jingzhi was also holding Fu Yanyan's hand. Once they were out the door, Liu Jingzhi looked down and met the obedient eyes of the little girl.



    



     



    



    Her heart softened, but she still felt a sense of unreality. Her sister had thrown such a tantrum, yet she was able to go out and have fun. She didn’t know how her aunt and uncle managed it.



    



     



    



    Even though she knew her sister would be angry with her for a long time, she was still very happy.



    



     



    



    As they walked, Liu Jingzhi seemed to remember something and took out a red envelope from her pocket, handing it to Jin Xiuzhu. "Aunt, I think you gave me the wrong red envelope yesterday."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu smiled. "No, it’s not wrong. It’s for you."



    



     



    



    Liu Jingzhi looked at her incredulously. "But…my sister only got two yuan, and there’s a hundred here..."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu’s eyes curved into a smile. "That’s right."



    



     



    



    Liu Jingzhi was too surprised to speak.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu snorted. "Someone was too foolish before to not know how to separate them and secretly give different amounts. He actually gave the same to both."



    



     



    



    She deliberately glanced at the man beside her after saying that.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan heard this and smiled.



    



     



    



    It was the first time Liu Jingzhi had seen her uncle smile so happily. Although she had seen him smile before, his expression always seemed heavy, as if he wasn’t truly happy. They weren’t close, so she didn’t dare ask. He always came and went in a hurry.



    



     



    



    She bit her lip, not understanding why they were so good to her.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu, seemingly unaware, chatted with her about life in the army and among military spouses. Liu Jingzhi listened, her concern growing when she heard that Jin Xiuzhu’s job in the canteen had been reported. But when she heard about Jin Xiuzhu’s efforts in studying, discovering her talent for drawing, and getting noticed by a newspaper, she couldn’t help but feel moved. "Aunt, you’re amazing."



    



     



    



    "You’re amazing too."



    



     



    



    As they walked and talked, with He Yan occasionally adding a few words, they completely diverted Liu Jingzhi’s attention. When they reached the department store, Liu Jingzhi realized they weren’t there to buy books but to buy her clothes. Liu Jingzhi initially refused, but Jin Xiuzhu deliberately picked out the most expensive ones since they were about the same size.



    



     



    



    Liu Jingzhi reluctantly accepted, fearing her aunt and uncle would spend even more. But they still bought a lot: sweaters, pants, coats, and shoes.



    



     



    



    After shopping, they went to a state-run restaurant and ordered a large table of delicious dishes.



    



     



    



    Both her uncle and aunt kept putting meat on her plate, and even the two children gave her their favorite foods. Her bowl was piled high.



    



     



    



    The feeling of being surrounded and doted on made Liu Jingzhi’s nose tingle.



    



     



    



    In a gentle voice, Jin Xiuzhu said, "We’ll be here for a couple of days. Tomorrow, we’ll take you to the guesthouse. Your uncle’s cooking is the best, and I’ll make some pastries for you."



    



     



    



    "The clothes, we’ll send them directly to your school. These are for you, not for anyone else. You’re starting school soon, right? Is the dormitory quilt warm enough? We can make quilts where we are, and they’re very cheap. We’ll send you a couple..."



    



     



    



    Before Jin Xiuzhu could finish, a big tear fell from Liu Jingzhi’s cheek.



    



     



    



    Realizing her loss of composure, she quickly wiped it away and didn’t dare look up, fearing they would see her red eyes.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu gently patted her back. "No matter what happens, big or small, you can always come to us."



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan, sitting across from them, had also noticed, holding his chopsticks in mid-air for a long time.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu saw his slightly reddened eyes.



    



     



    



    After dinner, they mailed the clothes and then took Liu Jingzhi to see some nearby sights. Although she had grown up in the area, she rarely went out, so many places were new to her.



    



     



    



    Around four o’clock, they went to a state-run restaurant for another meal, ordering several bowls of dumplings. After eating, they finally took Liu Jingzhi back home.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu and the two children waited downstairs, giving Jiang Mingchuan and his sister some time alone.



    



     



    



    
      Liu Jingzhi wasn’t foolish. As they climbed the stairs, she couldn’t help but ask, “Uncle, why are you and Aunt so kind to me?”
    

  
    Jiang Mingchuan fell silent for a moment after hearing that. Liu Jingzhi walked ahead, waiting for a reply, but hearing none, she felt a tinge of disappointment. Just as she reached the last step, she heard the man's low voice behind her, "You'll know in a couple of days."



    



     



    



    Liu Jingzhi's heart skipped a beat. She instinctively turned to look at him, and the man was also looking at her. His eyes held a trace of tenderness and affection that was different from how he looked at her aunt. She couldn't quite explain the difference but she felt it resembled how he looked at his children.



    



     



    



    When Liu Jingzhi reached her home's entrance, she was about to say goodbye to her uncle while pushing the door open. As the door swung open, she immediately saw her parents and her aunt in the living room.



    



     



    



    Seeing her aunt, Liu Jingzhi's expression turned cold.



    



     



    



    Standing beside her, Jiang Mingchuan quickly noticed and followed her gaze into the house. Liu Qin and his wife saw them returning and hurried over to greet them, "You're back?"



    



     



    



    The woman sitting inside didn't move, scrutinizing Jiang Mingchuan with an unfriendly look.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan frowned uncomfortably. He was sensitive to people's emotions and could sense the hostility in the woman's gaze.



    



     



    



    He looked at Liu Qin and his wife, who smiled awkwardly and introduced, "This is the children's aunt."



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan nodded without saying much, "Jingzhi is back safely. I'll be leaving now."



    



     



    



    Liu Qin smiled, "Take care on your way back."



    



     



    



    As he spoke, Song Xiaoru secretly pinched his waist, making Liu Qin open his mouth but unable to ask what he wanted to.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan pretended not to notice and turned to leave.



    



     



    



    After he left, Song Xiaoru asked irritably, "I told you to ask when they are leaving. Why are you so timid?"



    



     



    



    Liu Qin was also in a bad mood, "Why didn't you ask?"



    



     



    



    Liu Jingzhi looked at her parents and couldn't help but ask, "What's wrong?"



    



     



    



    Liu Qin's expression softened, "Nothing, go rest in your room for a bit. We'll make dinner soon."



    



     



    



    Liu Jingzhi nodded, wanting to say she had already eaten outside but held back since her sister and aunt were at home. She responded with an "Okay."



    



     



    



    She had barely taken a few steps when her aunt's sarcastic voice rang out, "I heard you went out to play today? Why didn't you take your sister?"



    



     



    



    Liu Aihua, who had been listening from her room, didn't want to come out but was spurred on by her aunt's support. She opened her door angrily, stood at the entrance with her arms crossed, and glared at her sister.



    



     



    



    Liu Jingzhi pursed her lips and remained silent.



    



     



    



    Liu Qin, long annoyed by his wife's brother's family, couldn't help but say, "Playing? She went out to buy books with someone. Enough, Jingzhi, go to your room."



    



     



    



    Yu Xiali scoffed, "Who'd believe that? Buying books for so long? Probably had something good to eat outside too."



    



     



    



    Hearing this, Liu Aihua's face darkened. She rushed over to question Liu Jingzhi, "Tell me, what good food did you eat today?"



    



     



    



    In the past, Liu Jingzhi would have endured such accusations, but today, after hearing about her aunt's experiences in the military, especially how she fought back against those who reported her, she felt particularly inspired. Her aunt had told her that many people bully the weak. If you don't fight back, more people will bully you.



    



     



    



    With this in mind, she suddenly looked up at her aunt and said, "I don't know what good food I ate, but I know that if it weren't for my uncle hitting and killing someone with his car, our family would still be living in a two-story house with endless money, and Dad would still be an official worker at the machinery factory."



    



     



    



    Liu Aihua, initially furious, was stunned by her sister's words, "What two-story house? What endless money?"



    



     



    



    Liu Jingzhi didn't answer, went straight to her room, and sat down.



    



     



    



    More concerned about the two-story house than about her sister eating good food, Liu Aihua followed her in a hurry, "Tell me, what two-story house? What endless money? Did our family used to have a big house and a lot of money? Where's the house? Where's the money?"



    



     



    



    Liu Jingzhi replied, "Ask Auntie. She knows better than I do."



    



     



    



    With that, she walked away.



    



     



    



    Liu Aihua quickly turned to Yu Xiali, urgently asking, "Auntie, where's our house?"



    



     



    



    Yu Xiali was visibly embarrassed, "Uh... hahaha... what house? Your sister is just talking nonsense."



    



     



    



    "She never lies. She said it was because my uncle killed someone with his car that we lost our house. What does that have to do with our family? Why did we have to pay for it?"



    



     



    



    "You ungrateful child! We're family."



    



     



    



    "What family? I don't have family like you. You admit it! You caused us to lose our house. So we did have a big house before!"



    



     



    



    Getting more excited, Liu Aihua demanded, "Give me back our house! Give it back! I don't want to live here. I want to live in the big house."



    



     



    



    Song Xiaoru, terrified of her younger daughter's tantrums, quickly tried to console her, "It's all in the past. We have a house now too."



    



     



    



    Her words only made things worse. Liu Aihua pushed her mother away, "It's all your fault, stupid woman. If it weren't for your brother killing someone, we wouldn't be living here. Get out, go back to your brother's house. I don't want you as my mother. Why don't you die? You've made our lives so miserable! You've ruined our family!"



    



     



    



    After hearing this, Liu Jingzhi quickly came out, regretting having said that.



    



     



    



    Seeing the situation deteriorate, Yu Xiali hurriedly sneaked away. Liu Aihua, enraged, wanted to chase her but was stopped by Liu Qin and Song Xiaoru.



    



     



    



    Liu Aihua then sat on the ground and started crying loudly, pointing at her mother and cursing, "You wretched woman, you wretched woman, I hate you. It's all your fault, everything is your fault."



    



     



    



    She turned to curse Liu Qin, "Why did you marry her? You had the money to marry anyone, but you married such an ugly woman. Look at what she's done, giving birth to someone as ugly as me and ruining the family. I hate you both! All of this was supposed to be mine! It should have all been mine!"



    



     



    



    Song Xiaoru never expected her beloved younger daughter to say such things. Her chest tightened in anger, and she covered her face, crying, then turned to her eldest daughter, "Are you satisfied now? Is this what you wanted?"



    



     



    



    Liu Jingzhi's face turned pale.



    



     



    



    "You went out today and now you despise us, right?"



    



     



    



    Liu Jingzhi's eyes turned red, "I don't."



    



     



    



    Song Xiaoru turned her head away, unwilling to listen to her explanation.



    



     



    



    Liu Jingzhi felt hurt and lowered her head. It was her aunt who had spoken badly about her first, and she had only retaliated. Her aunt had taught her to stand up for herself against any form of bullying, whether physical or verbal, and even young children understood this principle. She thought it was right too.



    



     



    



    Why didn't her mother defend her when her aunt bullied her, and why was she blaming her now instead of her aunt?



    



     



    



    She really wanted to ask, was she even their biological daughter?



    



     



    



    Once this thought took root, the seed of doubt couldn't be removed from her heart.



    



     



    



    Liu Jingzhi wasn't foolish. In fact, she was very smart. She had always felt that her parents' love for her carried a certain politeness typical of strangers, unlike the intimate affection they had for her sister.



    



     



    



    She thought about how her uncle doted on her. She used to worry that he had ulterior motives, but now seeing how her aunt and cousins treated her so kindly, those suspicions grew stronger.



    



     



    



    After all, why would her uncle and aunt be so good to her, just because she was a distant niece? Her parents never spent that much money on her... Moreover, she didn't resemble her parents at all, whereas her sister clearly did.



    



     



    



    ***



    



     



    



    On the way back, Jiang Mingchuan recounted the incident with Liu Qin's sister-in-law.



    



     



    



    As he spoke, he frowned.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu asked, "What’s wrong? Is she not a good person?"



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan shook his head, "It's hard to say, but the way she looked at me wasn't very friendly."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu thought for a moment, "She must know about your sister's background."



    



     



    



    Suddenly, she recalled something and asked, "I remember you said Liu Qin and his wife came from X province, so they shouldn't have relatives here."



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan replied, "Could it be someone visiting for the New Year?"



    



     



    



    "Does someone visiting for the New Year come alone?"



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan frowned, recalling the scene at Liu Qin's house. The living room was small, and he was certain only the sister-in-law was there, with no New Year gifts in sight.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu analyzed, "Your mother was a meticulous person. If she entrusted Liu Qin and his wife with the child, she wouldn't have left them struggling. They might not be wealthy, but they wouldn't be living in such a poor, cramped place. Their younger daughter wasn't dressed particularly well either. If they had money but didn't dare spend it, that would be one thing, but remember yesterday's meal? If they didn't dare spend money openly, they wouldn't skimp on food. Yet, they seem genuinely poor."



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan had thought about this too. He always believed his sister's adoptive parents were facing some difficulties, so he had been sending them money ever since he started earning, hoping to improve his sister's life.



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu continued, "If they were well-off, your sister wouldn't be living such a hard life. But if life is tough, family conflicts arise. As the saying goes, 'Poverty weighs down on all relationships.' Their younger daughter seems domineering, and the parents are biased towards her."



    



     



    



    "When your mother entrusted the child to them, she probably thought they were honest people and couldn't have children of their own, so they'd treat your sister well. But if she had known they would have another child, she might not have separated you siblings."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu would have made the same decision. The Bai family had done the Liu family a huge favor, and Liu Qin and his wife seemed honest and childless, so they'd treat her daughter well and give her a complete family. But if she knew they would have their own child, she would have kept the siblings together, even if it meant some hardship.



    



     



    



    Jiang Mingchuan said, "I know, which is why I told her that she’ll find out in a few days."



    



     



    



    Jin Xiuzhu shared the same sentiment, believing that recognizing Liu Jingzhi early on could prevent many complications.



    



     



    



    
      Being honest is not always a good trait. She never liked employing honest people because they were often too simple-minded and easily manipulated.
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