*'rough the line, "Marco you flnally musterec
Ip ) the courage to answer your phone? You've truly e
‘me down! How could you incite our employees t
‘defame the Bryant Group online?"

Liza didn't miss a beat, immediately launching into a
tirade and blaming Marco for all the problems.

Marco maintained a stoic expression and responded
coldly, "Madam, | am no longer affiliated with the
Bryant family, so there is no expectation for me to
meet, and thus, no opportunity to disappoint you. As
for whether those accusations are mere slanders or
the hard truth, you are well aware of the answer.”

Caught off guard, Liza was taken aback. Over the
years, she had manipulated Marco through emotional
blackmail, but having her tactics laid bare left her
somewhat chagrined. Regardless, she put on a facade
and spoke in a softer tone. "Marco, perhaps we were
unjust to you, but you should think about the grace

we've shown you."

earing this, Loraine couldnft help but




entl 'ss words She sternly berated him, "Marco, |
have given you an opportunity. | asked Marina to bring
| you back to manage the company. That was already
1 generous act. You only have yourself to blame for
. not seizing it!"

Mareo sneered derisively, "You oust me, humiliate me,
~and now you want me back to clean up the mess. And
~ you have the audacity to call this an act of grace? It

seems you're still not aware of the reality. The Bryant
Group is not indispensable to me. | could join another
‘company or start my own. You should know that right
now the Bryant Group needs me more than | need it,
or else you wouldn't be seeking me out.”

' Marco knew today's upheaval was just the beginning.
nsndenng the arrangements he had in place acrue




'I'm not that competent. [t is he”
digging its own grave. Madam i
Marco replied, calm as ever.

Liza, unable to uphold her pretense any longer, f

crumbled, lowering her once arrogant head that useH |
to look down on everyone.

She adopted a gentler tone and implored, "Marco, |
implore you, return and assist the Bryant Group. |
promise not to treat you poorly again. Although you're
not related to the Bryant family, if you rescue the
Bryant Group, | am prepared to adopt you as my
grandson, confer you a prestigious status, and
reinstate you as the CEO of the Bryant Group."

Such a submissive and desperate demeanor was‘
hardly conceivable for the typically high-and- mlg
Liza.

Marco let out a sigh and taunted,A :
more suitable candidate tha’n m




5"1“'co scoffed dismissively, "There's no need. |
- enjoy my current laid-back lifestyle.”

Noticing his steadfast refusal, Liza was gripped
panic. She had already swallowed a lot of pride to
make this significant concession, caring little for her
dignity anymore.

‘Marco, if the previous conditions were unsatisfactory,
let me officially recognize you as a member of the
Bryant family. How does that sound?"

‘There's no need. | have no desire to return to the
days of being embroiled in your family's issues,"
Marco declined resolutely.

Undeterred, Liza persisted, "I'll adopt you as my son!
This way, your status will be elevated. You won't have
to answer to lLaura or Marina anymore, nor be

hampered by them!"

At her words, Marco fell silent, his brow furr
_ while Loraine couldn't contain her laughter. She
_an eyebrow at Marco, silently mo )
'She desperately wants you b




1

for you, dont mlss OHT" | \
i i




‘Upon hearing this, Loraine couldn't restrain herse

longer. She scoffed sarcastically, "Mrs. Bryant,
arrogance seems to have clouded your assessn
of others. The Torres family doesn't look down ipon
Marco. They look down upon your Bryant family n
fact, now that Marco is no longer a Bryant, it's more

of a merit than a flaw in the eyes of the Torres family.""

Loraine wasn't purposely trying to antagonize Liza
with her statement. It was simply the truth.

After Marco was expelled from the Bryant family, Aldo
had privately reached out to Loraine a few days
earlier, inquiring about Marco's well-being. His
concern for Marco was evident, and he even
suggested providing Marco with a position in the
Universe Group, should Marco feel overwhelmed by
his current predicament.

The Torres family's negative bias towards M‘arc
significantly dwindled due to his r-el.entless.;;' f
prove his worth. Their only remaining apprene

~ was the troublesome members of th ‘

‘.’

J




refrained from offering an explanat

back icily, "So what if | am? That's no
concem ’

Liza was seething with rage. Anticipating thati
next words would be sharp and stinging, M
interjected, "I'm not coming back. Stop insisting."

Liza was taken aback and shouted, "Marco!"

Remaining composed, Marco responded, "Perhaps
you should spend your energy compensating the laid
-off employees appropriately. Once they get what
they're entitled to, this public relations crisis will
resolve itself naturally.”

Speechless, Liza struggled to find her words. Aftera
brief silence, she managed to ask, "Marco, are you
sure about this? Are you really not reconsidering?”

Marco replied coolly, 'Is there anything else?"

This was his implicit way of making it clear tha
was no room for negotiation. ‘




Finc -

pinched his cheek, grinning as she sait
need to subject yourself to such unpleas
Besides, you're no longer tied to the Bryant fa
there's no need to feel guilty about rejéc-
manipulation, understand?"

Marco nodded, his gaze turning downcast
touch of melancholy.

Loraine's heart softened, and she gently patted
Marco's shoulder in an attempt to comfort him.

Marco moved closer, wrapping an arm around her
waist, and found her lips with his.

He tenderly kissed the corner of her mouth before
pulling back slightly. Their noses touched as he
confessed with a tinge of self-deprecation, "You know,
I've always yearned to understand what it feels like to -

have a family."

"No matter how much effort | put in b for
truly felt it. | did my be_s_t to eet
expectations. | cleaned up after M
mistakes... yet, in the end, | was aly




He was now the sensitive, affectionate, and adaptab;
Marco, no longer the aloof and distant CEOQ he hz
been.

Loraine softly patted his back. "This place is near the
Universe Group. | can visit you more often in the
future.” i

Even though their relationship was still in its testing
phase, their bond had strengthened considerably.
Loraine eagerly anticipated more frequent dates with
him.

Dealing with a puppy who would occasional'ly act
coquettishly required giving him some affection in
return.

'Really?” Marco looked up at her in surprise, b
hesitating, "If | had known, | would have bot

bigger house."

ltwasn




His expression became awkward and he srrH
sheepishly. ‘I'll go buy_some groceries.”

\ |

Loraine glanced at hlm and inquired, 'Buy grocerles
Do you know where to go| and what to buy?”

\ \
Finding himself at a IpSs for words, Marco tentatively
suggested, "Um..."sh‘a‘llnwe go together?"

‘\‘I"

*a

1




she couldn't possibly let Marco grocery shop on his |
~own either. Accustomed to the life of a high-powered
. CEO, he knew little about shopping for groceries. So,
. she consented, "Sure, let's go together."

. With a soft smile, Marco naturally reached for her
. hand, and they made their way downstairs.

' The location of his rented house was quite prime, with
a comprehensive shopping mall nearby featuring a
wide array of amenities.

As was his wont, Marco guided her towards the
- upscale fresh produce section. The display of various
top-notch ingredients was quite enticing.

Indifferent to the prices, Marco nonchalantly picked
some salmon and placed it in the shopping cart.
raine, on glimpsing the price tag, felt her heart jolt.

he worried that if Marco were to grocery
e future, he might thoughtlessly pur
e




Understanding the reasoning behind her words, Marco
. asked, "Then what should we purchase?" !

“‘_Loraine sighed and guided him in the opposite
direction.

'Let me take you around the local market."

Upon reaching the market, Marco found himself
immersed in a completely different experience.

It was his inaugural visit to such a locale. Compared
to the bustling streets brimming with food vendors he
was familiar with, the market seemed even more
chaotic and vibrant, with a blend of diverse aromas
leaving him momentarily flustered. :

~ Luckily, Loraine swiftly grabbed his hand and
. admonished, "Stay close, don't get lost." il




they meandered through the market, ~
deptly picked out items from various stalls
‘would pause occasionally to peruse goods, anc
. they passed a meat vendor, Loraine had no intenti:
_ of stopping. However, the rotund butcher, spotting |
. them, eagerly approached to draw their attention. ;
| Their attire was conspicuously distinct from that of
. the regular market-goers, signaling they were here for
' ataste of a different lifestyle. The butcher's eyes lit up,
_envisioning a potential windfall.

Intrigued, Marco glanced in his direction, and Loraine
~ deemed it the right moment to pause.

The butcher beamed, his tobacco-stained teeth on
. full display, and offered, "Take a look at my meat. It's
| the freshest in the whole market. Are you newlyw
vho've just embarked on living independt
eat would be an excellent choice for you!"




As Loraine accepted the bag and verified its weight L

| she sensed something was amiss. She eyed the
butcher's scale and smirked, asserting, "Sir, it appears
your scale is faulty."

Feigning astonishment, the butcher responded, "Miss,
how could you suggest such a thing? I'm an upright
tradesman. My scale is precise. | never swindle my
patrons.”

Loraine's expression remained frosty as she pointed
to the bag of potatoes Marco was holding, purchased
from a nearby stand. "These potatoes also weigh two
pounds. So, do you reckon it's your scale that's
inaccurate, or are you attempting to hoodwink us?"*

~ Panicked, the butcher's eyes darted around as he
~ mopped his brow. He surreptitiously removed a smal
~magnet from under the scale, his hand




meat, seized Marco's hand, and prepared to exit.

~ The butcher, unable to maintain his facade, burst out,
. "What's your problem? You are so elegantly dressed
~ that you hardly seem to be financially strapped! Why
. harass a small vendor like me, request a specific cut,
~and then refuse to purchase it?"

. His gaze targeted Loraine's petite figure, and he tried

to seize her. But she deftly sidestepped his attempt.
~ Instead, a powerful hand secured the butcher's wrist,
. squeezing tightly.

:-' : "Ah! It's painful, it's painful!" he cried out in distress.




> bu cher tned but failed to free himself from
ght grip that held his wrist like unyielding steel.

_“""Help‘ Everyone come and see! These rich folks are
_ trying to cheat me and even resort to violence!" The’
~ butcher's desperate plea echoed through the crowd.

. Curious onlookers began to gather, their eyes
scanning the scene.

Among them were some nosy elderly folks, muttering
_ speculations about the young couple and why they
 would bully a small business owner. "This girl is so
pretty, and the young man is handsome too. They
don't seem to be short of money.”

Noticing the commotion, Loraine's frown deepened.
~ She gestured for Marco to release his grip on the

butcher's hand, sensing that the butcher might
; assumed they were easy targets due to th r




composed than he had imagined.

‘, - With a self-satisfied grin, he retorted, "The meat is two
| pounds. Of course, you have to pay the exact amount
for it."

Unknown to Loraine, the butcher had slyly slipped a
magnet under the scale, confident in his deceit and
oblivious to the resourcefulness of the young girl
before him. "See? Two pounds, honest business, no
cheating!"

- With the magnet in place, the scale showed exactly
 two pounds, and a little extra. He felt victorious, ready
to challenge Loraine.

:'H,é'had? exp_écted a big scene, but she seemed more

i




. 'reveallng the truth for all to see—it only welghed 1 2 ,
. pounds!

. The nearby vendor who had lent her the scale scoffed
| at the dishonest butcher. "Mack, you're so heartless in
- your business dealings! You shorted them so much on
two pounds of meat! And you have the nerve to make
~a fuss? Shame on you!"

| Mack, now red-faced and embarrassed, desperately
_ tried to defend himself. Trying to shift the blame onto
' Loraine and Marco, he yelled, "His scale is the problem!
. He's jealous of my good meat, so he conspired with
. this girl to frame me!"

5:Ho"vvever the véndor who had lent Loraine




ors, who swiftly arrived at the s
cognizing the seriousness of the situation, ti
romptly shut down Mack's stall, putting an end to his
. deceitful practices. ‘

I

'Wit.h‘just'ice served, Loraine and Marco resumed their
. shopping, but not before returning the borrowed scale
| to the kind vendor who had helped expose Mack's
| trickery. Loraine paid for her purchases and the

agreed-upon compensation with a sense of

satisfaction and integrity. As they made their way

through the lively market, Marco couldn't help but ask,
| "Loraine, how did you know that vendor was cheating
on the weight?"

' In the business negotiation, he wouldn't miss even the
slightest issue on a contract, but when it came to life
' skills, Marco had zero experience. He couldn't help

i
1

~ but admire Loraine’s resourcefulness. =

‘playful glimmer sparkled in Loraine's
et out a




2 e 'could ask more ‘questlon a =é’
certain voice interrupted them from behind i
Is that you?"




The voice was vaguely familiar. Loraine, perple
turned around, directing her gaze towards the o
of the sound.

By a small stall stood a humble, neatly dressed
woman from the countryside. The woman nervously
gestured at her, uncertainty in her eyes, her face
sunburned from years of labor, her smile genuine and
warm.

Loraine was momentarily taken aback, yet, even after
all these years, she instantly recognized the woman.

The woman hailed from the same village as the
orphanage where Loraine lived. She frequently visited
and would distribute sweets to her.

Loraine hadn't anticipated encountering such 'a;_;
familiar face here. Her initial surprise swiftly gave
to dellght and she hastened towards the woma




; e withdrew her hand awkwardly, mutt n
- really you. | thought | was mistaken."

Loraine had been a beautiful child, and with age, h
beauty had only amplified. Thus, Henna hadn't found
Loraine unrecognizable. Furthermore, after hearing
Marco address her as Loraine, she dared to confirm,
and to her surprise, it was indeed Loraine.

Henna, blushing, used her country drawl to explain,
"Not long after you left, my family and | moved to the
city to earn a living. Life isn't easy here, but
fortunately, we found work and opened this small
vegetable stall. It's not much, but we've managed to
settle down."

Loraine immediately asked, "Mrs. Thatcher, why didn't
you seek me out?"

Embarrassed, Henna scratched her head, offe'ri,n"
shy smile.




retorted, 'Lorrie, are you belitting my hum
vegetables?"

Loraine could only accept the lettuce with a sense of
helplessness, thanking Henna with a warm smile.
Subsequently, she handed it to Marco, casting him a
sideways glance as she suggested, "How about we

have this for dinner? How would you like it prepared?
Soup or stir-fry?’

Marco, already holding the groceries they had just
purchased, now with an added bunch of lettuce,
looked at Loraine affectionately and said, "The choice
is all yours." i




enough of life to know a couple when | see one. The
two of you, standing together, exude a couple's aura.
There's no need to be embarrassed. If you're happy,
I'm happy for you!"

Loraine's face deepened in hue, and she found herself

speechless. Concerned that Marco might be
uncomfortable with such fervor, she stole a glance at
him.

Thankfully, Marco didn't seem put off at all. Instead,
his smile broadened, clearly enjoying Henna's words.

Henna's eyes crinkled with more pronounced wrlnkle i




side tending to minuscule plots of lan
uccess serves as poetic justice! I'm t
- witness your progress,” Henna said with a
- smile.

Marco furrowed his brow, inquiring, "Are you implyi
that Loraine had a difficult past?”

Before Henna could respond, Loraine lightly coughed
to indicate it wasn't necessary to delve into her past
miseries. She attempted to steer the conversation

away, stating, 'It's all history now. There's no need to
rehash it."

Indignant, Henna exclaimed, "Lorrie, how can we
ignore it? The past wasn't pleasant! Especially that
girl, Judie Cooper. She went around spreading rumors
that you had fallen pregnant and left to conceal it!"
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