
true to oneself.

Author’s Note:
      Happy birthday Yun Jin!!!!! this is late we won’t talk about that

    


    
    
  Just like every other day, Yun Jin wakes before the sun fully emerges from below the horizon. Weak moonlight filters in through the window as she leans over the basin, scrubbing sleep off her face. As she runs a comb through her hair, she mentally draws up the day’s plan. Settle the week’s groceries, survive the interview with the 
  
    Next Up!
  
   magazine, and…she dismisses the last thought. Not today. Not yet.



  She will hold on to the foolish hope for a little longer.



  Yun Jin pads into the kitchen, opening the fridge and studying the available breakfast options. Most of the containers are marked with a smiley face, and the only unlabelled one is a single takeaway box containing half a sandwich. She retrieves it and heats it in the microwave, then sits down to eat, scrolling through her missed notifications with her free hand.



  Two missed calls from Ma, and a follow-up text reminding her to eat. A few messages from the group chat—Xiangling made it to the final round of a cooking competition in Inazuma; Xingqiu and Chongyun showing off their newly-acquired cat—and an email from one of her fellow actors, asking about the time for the next rehearsal. Yun Jin gives her congratulations to her friends, hesitates for a fraction of a second before sending the actor a spreadsheet with the year’s schedule, then returns Ma’s call.



  “Hello?” Even though it’s not yet seven, Ma picks up before the second ring.



  “Ma? Did something happen?”



  “No, I just wanted to see how you were doing. Are you eating well? How is the company doing? Have you finally gotten a boyfriend? Restocked the fridge? Your Ba and I are still waiting for you to come home and visit us, you know. And you haven’t called in so long! I was getting worried about your health.”



  Yun Jin winces as Ma adds reproachfully, “Something tells me you still haven’t given thought to changing careers.”



  “Well, not exactly…besides, this is a family business!”



  “
  
    Baobei
  
  , it’s your business. Not the family’s. If it’s going to fail, it’s okay. Your ancestors are not going to come down from Heaven just so they can scold you for closing shop. You know, I have a lot of friends who also run their own companies, I can get you interviews—”



  “—Thank you, Ma, but I can handle this. You said so yourself; the company is in my hands now, and I can do whatever I want with it. So please trust me when I say that I’ve thought about this for a really long time.”



  Ma gives her a knowing look, but changes the topic. “Your future is important, okay? And don’t think I don’t know about you avoiding my questions. Well? Do you have a boyfriend?”



  Yun Jin glances at the corkboard on the kitchen wall, where her and Xinyan’s personal reminders are tacked up, along with photographs of them on their various day trips to tourist spots all over the city. “No,” she says. It’s technically the truth. “I don’t.”



  “A lot of my friends have very smart sons, you know. One of them is currently interning at Bubu Pharmacy; he’s good looking too. Are you sure you don’t want to meet—”



  “—Oh, crap, I think the postman’s here. Sorry, I need to go get the door. Love you, Ma! Please don’t worry on my account, okay? I’ll call you back when I’m free, bye!” Yun Jin hurriedly taps the red ‘end call’ button and sets the phone down with a sigh. Her gaze returns to the photographs, and she stares at them for a while longer before angling herself away and finishing the sandwich. 
  
    Ma wouldn’t understand
  
  , she thinks. 
  
    I do not love like she does.
  
   Perhaps it 
  
    would
  
   be better if they were girlfriends—at least Ma would have someone to fuss over, even if it wasn’t who she had in mind—but Yun Jin knows that they’ll only ever be best friends. She shoves down the feelings that threaten to spill over and cleans up, almost colliding with a half-asleep Xinyan in her hurry to get to work.



  “Woah. Good morning,” Xinyan mumbles, blinking slowly. “You do know you can’t get to work if I’m not awake, right?”



  “You’ll be after you drink your day-old coffee from the fridge,” Yun Jin calls over her shoulder, striding into her bedroom and throwing the doors to her closet open. She normally heads into the office in casual clothes, but the interview later in the afternoon means she has to dress nicely for the sake of her public image—which, to be fair, is nonexistent, but one can pretend. After a second of deliberation, Yun Jin selects a blouse and off-white denim jacket, pairing it with ankle-length pants. She secures her hair with a simple headband, then grabs her backpack and fills it with the daily essentials of a scriptwriter and unofficial director of a company about to close—laptop, charger, water bottle, notebook, pen.



  “All set?” Xinyan asks, popping her head in. The keys to the motorcycle are already in her hand, and Yun Jin nods her affirmation. “Let’s go before we get stuck in traffic, then.”



  ***



  
    It has always been like this
  
  , Yun Jin thinks, swinging herself onto the motorcycle and leaning into Xinyan, tightening her grip around her friend’s waist so she won’t accidentally fall off while on the road. 
  
    Xinyan dropping me off at work. Me keeping the fridge stocked when I remember. Xiangling stopping by with dinner from the restaurant. Xingqiu and Chongyun arguing over how many cats is too many in the group chat, when direct messaging exists.
  
   She can’t think of a life better than this one, but Mas words still nag at her.



  The company has always been Yun Jin’s weakness—equal parts sentimentality, over something she grew up with, and guilt, because it only began to fail once she took over completely. Family gatherings have always been awkward events, with relatives not directly associated asking about the company, and everyone else immediately finding something that needs doing to avoid having to answer. And Yun Jin, who finds her own honesty irritating at times, cannot bring herself to lie, so she settles for deflecting. But deflecting can only get her so far—like now, when they are on the verge of closing. No—they 
  
    will
  
   close. Yun Jin has already made arrangements, ensuring that every employee will have plenty of job offers once it’s all over.



  And yet, she can’t help but pray that they’ll follow her to the next part of this career, wherever it may be. She is foolish, perhaps, but—these are the people who have watched her grow from a small baby in a crib to the young adult she is now, and the company means as much to her as it does to them. It would be a disservice to dismiss them entirely, without offering them the chance to stay. That is how Yun Jin convinces herself, even as she decides on the best way to admit that the company will close in her interview with the magazine—ironically on how the company has shaped her, and vice versa.



  And boyfriends! Archons, if only. Yun Jin knows plenty of eligible partners, but she also knows that she can never love them the way Ma hopes she will. It would be a disservice to them, too; they deserve better than a scriptwriter whose scripts get turned into plays fewer and fewer people watch. Yun Jin feels bad for having led Ma on for so many years, but the alternative is to try and explain that there’s more to love than just romance, and she’s not yet willing to do that. Not yet. Possibly not ever, if she keeps on choosing the coward’s route—avoidance of problems—so unlike the main characters of her plays.



  “We’re here,” Xinyan announces, snapping Yun Jin out of her reverie. She registers the small, squat building that is the company office sandwiched in between similar ones, and feels a pang of regret. 
  
    I couldn’t even give them a bigger workspace
  
  .



  Yun Jin slides off the motorcycle and removes her helmet, passing it back to Xinyan before patting her hair down self-consciously. “You don’t have to pick me up today.”



  “Oh?”



  Yun Jin thinks of the interview and withholds a grimace. “Yes, just in case the interview runs over. I’ll head back myself today. Any special orders for dinner?”



  “Xiangling’s food,” Xinyan says automatically, stowing the helmet away and revving the engine. “Thank you, Jin-jin.”



  “You always say that.” Yun Jin can’t help but laugh, grateful that even when she doesn’t know it, Xinyan can always cheer her up. “I’ll see you tonight.”



  “Don’t forget to eat!” Xinyan calls over her shoulder as she drives off.



  Yun Jin turns towards the door and straightens her back before entering.



  ***



  “Master Yun, regarding the plays we’ll be performing this season, do you think we should cut a few shows to save on production costs?” her harried-looking assistant flips through the papers on his clipboard and strikes something out with his pencil. “We’re dangerously close to running out of operating funds…”



  Yun Jin feels bad for lying, but it’s not yet time to announce the closing. Not yet. The letters of notice are hidden in the false bottom of her desk drawer, all labelled and ready to be handed out after today’s interview. Maybe she should tell them first, rather than through a magazine interview, but—she has a coward’s heart, and she knows she can’t bring herself to tell them directly.



  “Cancel all the morning and afternoon shows we have and offer the customers either a refund or a seat in the evening show,” Yun Jin answers. “Direct all questions to me. Thank you. By the way, how’s the Director doing?”



  “Director Lan—”



  “—is right here,” Lan 
  
    shushu
  
   finishes, materialising in the doorway to her office. “Hello, my little opera singer.”



  “
  
    Shushu
  
  !” Yun Jin runs to hug him, revelling in the easy way her childhood nickname slips off his tongue. “I haven’t seen you in 
  
    ages
  
  .”



  “It’s only been one weekend.”



  “That’s way too long,” Yun Jin argues, soaking up his warmth. “No one complained to me about the lack of 
  
    xiaolongbao
  
   in the pantry and I couldn’t talk about things to you.”



  “So easily attached,” Lan 
  
    shushu
  
   teases, patting her affectionately on her head. “Speaking of wanting to talk about things with me, how’s your next script coming along? All ready for the grand reveal to the board?”



  Yun Jin detaches herself from Lan 
  
    shushu
  
   and thinks guiltily first of her plan, then of the notebook burning a hole in her bag, half-filled with nonsensical scribbles and numerous crossed-out lines. “It’s coming along really well,” she lies with as straight a face as possible.



  “I don’t believe that for one second, but I’ll let it slide since you always deliver on time. Don’t stop working on my account, Jin-jin.” He thumps her reassuringly on the back and turns to leave, motioning for her assistant to follow him. “Can we get more frozen 
  
    xiaolongbao
  
   delivered to the pantry? I was thinking…”



  Yun Jin returns to her seat and takes a long look at the paperwork on her table before stifling a groan. She doesn’t have to do any of it—the company will close soon enough, and these are documents unrelated to the loose ends she’ll have to tie up—but if there’s one thing Yun Jin hates, it’s unfinished, imperfect work. She picks up a pen and begins making annotations and signing on dotted lines, all the while wishing for Xinyan’s company. Or, at the very least, her best friend’s music, but it’s not something the rest of the company enjoys, much to her disappointment. At least her troupe family has come to terms with the fact that 
  
    that delinquent girl
  
   is, in fact, a very well-mannered and diligent roommate, who is more than willing to take part in nagging Yun Jin about taking care of herself.



  By some miracle born of sheer determination, Yun Jin clears all of the paperwork before the alarm on her phone goes off, reminding her to pack up and head for the interview. She yawns and stretches, then tidies everything up, stacking documents and dropping pens into stationary trays. Yun Jin waves goodbye as she passes Lan 
  
    shushu
  
  ’s office, then hails a cab to the magazine building.



  The ride is a short one, and Yun Jin soon finds herself walking through the revolving glass doors of 
  
    Next Up!
  
  ’s headquarters. She gives her name to the receptionist and is directed to a lift lobby, where she’s sent up to the highest floor by the emotionless attendant manning the lifts. The doors open onto a carpeted hallway, lined with cover photos of past issues. 
  
    That’s going to be me next issue
  
  , Yun Jin thinks, a fresh wave of panic consuming her. 
  
    Shit. Do I have to do a photoshoot? I don’t want to do a photoshoot? What if they make me wear something stupid? Shit. Shit!
  



  “Miss Yun?” A voice down the hall calls her name, and Yun Jin snaps back to attention, instinctively straightening her back and mustering a polite smile. If anyone from the company were here, they’d call it her performance face. “If you’d just come this way.”



  
    Okay. You can do this. Smile, and pretend you’re normal. Easy. 
  
  Yun Jin draws a breath and sets off in the direction of the voice. Turning the corner reveals a young lady, her bright pink hair immediately drawing Yun Jin’s attention. Yun Jin discreetly clears her throat, then speaks up. “Good aftern—”



  “Good afternoon, Miss Yun!” The lady chirps. “We’re 
  
    so
  
   glad to have you with us today! However, there’s been a little bit of a delay; our interviewer got caught up in a meeting with Miss Ningguang—you know, the editor-in-chief for 
  
    Next Up!
  
   magazine. So we’re 
  
    really
  
   sorry, but do you mind waiting a bit more?”



  Yun Jin wants to know how many coffees the lady has drunk, but feels it impolite to ask. She belatedly realises that despite the various reminders, she’s also forgotten to eat lunch. 
  
    Focus, Yun Jin!
  



  “Oh, that’s okay, don’t worry about i—”



  “And before I forget,” the lady interrupts again, flipping through the stack of documents in her hand, “here’s a sample list of questions that will be asked later. Of course, if the conversation goes sideways, then there’ll be additional questions not mentioned here. We hope you’ll accommodate as best as you can! Do you need anything for the interview later? A jacket? Coffee? Tea? Sorry, but we can’t serve alcohol; we’re trying to keep everything as family-friendly here as possible.” At Yun Jin’s stunned look, she paused. “Hold on. I forgot to introduce myself. I’m so sorry! Begging your pardon! I’m Yanfei, in charge of all the legal affairs here at 
  
    Next Up!
  
   Magazine. Although, if I’m being honest, it’s becoming more and more secretarial…”



  “Yun Jin,” Yun Jin says slowly, offering her hand. “Nice to meet you, Yanfei.”



  “Nice to meet you too, Miss Yun!” Yanfei shakes her hand vigorously, pumping it up and down. 
  
    At least three coffees, definitely.
  
   “I’m a huge fan of your plays, you know! Unfortunately, I don’t really have the time to go watch them in person, since we’re always chasing some deadline or other here, but trust me when I say I’ve read every script of yours that gets published! I own a copy of each one in my house; they’re favourites of mine when I need a familiar read.”



  “Is that so?” Yun Jin asks, perking up. Publishing the scripts had been a highly-contested decision, but she’s glad she pushed for it, if this is how the public has been viewing it. “I’m glad you like it.”



  “Like it? I 
  
    love
  
   reading them. Even through words printed on a page I can feel every emotion as if I were there, watching the actors in person! Truly, you’re a master of your craft. Oh, if only I could attend one of your plays…” Yanfei sighs wistfully, and just as something akin to pride lifts Yun Jin’s heart, guilt’s knife plunges into it.



  “Thank you,” Yun Jin says sincerely, ignoring the twinge of regret. “Truly, that means a lot. More than you’ll ever know.”



  “I’m so sorry!” Footsteps patter down the hallway, and a harried-looking lady approaches from behind Yanfei. “Miss Ningguang really had it going for me today, she kept emphasising on our image and everything to me…oh, right! Miss Yun, please accept my deepest apologies; I got held up. Did Yanfei talk your ear off while you were waiting? I apologise on her behalf, too. Really, Yanfei, you need to slow down for other people, please; not everyone is able to take in so much chatter at once.” She pauses to catch her breath. “You can call me Lumine. I’ll be your interviewer for today. You can go now, Yanfei. Thank you for receiving Miss Yun.”



  “Can I have your autograph?” Yanfei blurts out. Her face turns red and she produces the very first published script from her jacket, along with a pen. “I know this is your first work, and you probably hate it, but it means a lot to me.”



  Yun Jin hesitantly accepts the book and runs a hand over the scuffed edges and pockmarks, where the other things it once shared spaces with have left their mark. The embossed letters have faded with time, leaving traces of gold leaf, and when she turns the pages, she finds rows and rows of annotations, pencil crammed in with highlighters and tags and the printed ink. And dog ears, almost on every page, as if Yanfei had repeatedly torn the script down to its very bones and examined all that made it 
  
    it
  
  .



  “Sorry, I may have gone a little crazy on this one.” Yanfei lowers her head and looks bashfully at the floor. “I related a lot to the main character and the struggles she goes through trying to discover who she really is, under all the expectations other people have placed on her. And the last act, when she realises that the thing holding her back has been her own perception of herself? It made me realise that there’s no greater joy in living than doing what you love, regardless of what other people say and sometimes even what your head tells you. Thanks to you, I switched to law and now I’m here.”



  “Oh…” Yun Jin finds that she can’t say anything to that. She lets her gaze run over the pages again, taking in the words that have been dissected and picked apart so many times the printed ink is all but illegible. She thinks of the first draft of the script, now gathering dust in a place of honour in her family home, where she tried so many beginnings and realised that it had to begin with an ending. She thinks of how she’s tried so hard to live by what she used to believe in, what her 
  
    ancestors
  
  —people she’s never met; people long dead—worshipped, completely forgetting about what she lives by 
  
    now
  
  . She thinks of all the days spent doubting herself, so caught up in her own bubble that she’s never once considered that maybe, just maybe, the outside world had a part to play in all of this, too. She thinks of herself as a child, a young girl with a dream, and she thinks of herself now, a young adult with everything she needs in hand.



  Yun Jin plucks the pen from Yanfei’s hand, flips back to the first page and scrawls her name, adding a small ‘thank you’ at the end. “Here. Thank you for following my journey, Yanfei. When we next meet, let’s go get a meal together.”



  Yanfei looks so pleased that Yun Jin is convinced she’ll explode from happiness. She takes back her things, bows twice, then skips away, holding the signed script aloft like a trophy.



  “Well, there she goes,” Lumine says, observing her colleague. “Typical Yanfei. Shall we go in and begin the interview?”



  “Yes, let’s,” Yun Jin answers. She knows that all that she holds dear must be ended today, so as to make way for her new future. She has her parents’ blessing; now she must allow herself to let go.



  ***



  “So, Miss Yun, why don’t you begin with how you came to inherit the company?”



  Yun Jin thinks back on her childhood. She leans back in her velvet chair, closing her eyes and shutting out the sounds of traffic rushing past downstairs, the air-conditioner whirring away in the corner of the room, and her own heartbeat. Everything melts away, leaving only the memories she’d so carefully stored away up till this moment.



  Yun Jin as a child, discovering the joy of acting for the first time; reading her first script and performing it so dramatically that even her stoic father laughed.



  Yun Jin as a teenager, just coming to terms with the knowledge that love would not mean the same thing to her as it did for her friends and choosing to hide in the stories she made up, writing them down and fixing them over and over again; showing her first script to her parents and receiving their proud smiles in exchange; knowing that 
  
    this
  
   was her future—inheriting the company and keeping the plays going.



  Yun Jin now, secure in the knowledge that she’d done her best in her years as the (now unofficial) head of the company, leading the creative department in reinventing traditional stories and adding her own to the actors’ repertoire, even as audience numbers dwindled to the pitiful number she sees today. 
  
    Somewhere out there, someone is made a better person because of what you wrote
  
  , Yun Jin reminds herself fiercely as she talks. 
  
    You don’t get to discredit any of the work you spent years on and dedicated the first part of your life to
  
  .



  “I used to wonder if this was all worth it,” Yun Jin confesses, and realises that this is the first time she’s spilling her fears to someone who isn’t Xinyan. All these years she’s spent concealing and locking away everything that would make her seem weak or unbecoming as a leader, and now it’s all coming to light. “We’d managed to stay afloat for so long, but I knew it was all going to collapse someday, and I was so terrified of that happening—of knowing that someday soon, whatever I dreamt of as a child will never come to life. I was so scared of what the future would bring, because that hadn’t been the future I imagined.”



  “Then what 
  
    did
  
   you imagine?” Lumine asks, writing so fast that the pencil is but a blur, racing across the page in an effort to keep up with the words spilling from Yun Jin’s lips. “Tell it all. Your dreams, and what became of them.”



  
    Dust and ashes
  
  , Yun Jin says, but she knows that’s not true, and never has been. Dreams are dreams because you want something and know that you can get there; dreams only become nothing if you give up. And Yun Jin hasn’t given up—she never has. Closing the company will open the way for her to forge a new path, and it will take her closer to that person her child self had always dreamt of becoming. Someone who isn’t always in the spotlight, but is respected, has well-loved works, and most important of all, is happy. Yun Jin has never been truly happy with her work, not even in the company—there was always something going on or going wrong that she had to deal with, because who else, if not her?



  No, her dreams are still there, and still holding tightly to her hand. Society may want to consume the familiar, but Yun Jin will do whatever it takes for her work to be loved, too.



  “They were the dreams of an innocent child who wanted to believe the best of a world that had already been set in its rigid ways,” Yun Jin finally says. “Wilful, ignorant, and perhaps, at some points, severely overestimating my capabilities as a person. But now I see that I haven’t been entirely wrong. There 
  
    are
  
   people who will love what I do, and do their utmost to seek it out. There 
  
    are
  
   opportunities for me to rise; I just need to grab them when they present themselves to me. There’s so many things out there; I can never compete. Now it’s just a matter of how willing I am to do my best to get my name known to as many people as I can, and my answer is: very.”



  The words echo in her head as they leave her lips. Yes, she may be willing to work for a small amount of success in her job, but what about in her own life? With all that’s happening, she’s neglected to keep up with the comings and goings of her family, and of Xinyan, to an extent. Yun Jin doesn’t even know when the next studio album comes out, and they share an apartment. She is just one person, but she’s had so many willing to support her while she found her way, and she’s done nothing to pay them back. 
  
    That all changes today
  
  , Yun Jin promises herself. 
  
    Starting with everyone at the company
  
  .



  “How about the people who work with you? What do you think of them?”



  “To everyone who still chooses to remain by my side, you are all fools.” Yun Jin pauses, allowing a small smile to turn the corners of her mouth upwards. “But I love you all, and I cannot express my gratitude for your loyalty enough. Thank you for staying, even when you know we won’t last much longer.”



  And here it is: the confession she has struggled for so long to convince herself to say. But now that she’s begun, she finds that the words don’t come so difficult at all.



  “We’ve had an amazing run,” Yun Jin continues, making eye contact with Lumine. “I know I’m taking the coward’s route by saying all this in an interview, where I cannot see your face, but trust me on this, okay? You are some of the greatest people I’ve ever had the honour of meeting, and I couldn’t bring myself to disappoint you all. Thank you for making my life better, just by existing. To the actors who did shows with me, your never-ending enthusiasm and love for what we do kept me going through my longest nights. To the assistants who ran all over and did everything I’ve ever asked of you, your dedication and loyalty never fails to humble me. To the company board—my relatives—and especially Lan 
  
    shushu
  
  , thank you for walking this path with me, even though I think you always knew how it was going to end. Thank you for indulging in the fantasies of a girl too stubborn for her own good, and thank you for loving me despite all the mistakes I made. I promise I’ll do better—much better—in the future.”



  “Is this a goodbye, Miss Yun?” Lumine asks softly. Almost—almost 
  
    sympathetic
  
  .



  Yun Jin laughs quietly, thinking of the notebook in her bag, with its scratched-out lines and discarded ideas. She thinks of all the things she promised silently, never once actually asking if people 
  
    wanted
  
   to hold her to her words—first to her parents, then to her company, then to the world, all rendered insignificant every time trends changed. She thinks of a young girl bearing her face, spinning in circles around a living too small and cramped to hold her too-big dreams. She thinks of what could have been, and compares it to what is.



  “Yes,” Yun Jin says, and saying it feels like unlocking the shackles she’s put on herself, releasing the weight she’s carried for so long. “Yes. This is a goodbye, but only to what I once considered my future. I will begin again, and begin better, and to the people who have worked with me for so long, I hope you will come with me, too. You are the reason I don’t look back and wonder, ‘why the hell am I still here?’; you are the reason I continue to forge on, regardless of how much more it’ll take. I have to say goodbye to what we know, but only so that I can build us something new.”



  ***



  “You didn’t tell me you were going to do it today,” Xinyan says accusingly as Yun Jin totters through the door, only just managing to get the grocery bags on the table before collapsing on the couch.



  “How did you even know?” Yun Jin asks, burrowing into the couch cushions Hu Tao left them as a housewarming gift.



  “I have friends who work there, you know,” Xinyan answers, affronted. “I can’t believe you do things without needing me to be there with you now! I’m so proud of you.”



  “May the Archons forgive me,” Yun Jin says in lieu of replying, reaching for her phone. “No, scratch that. The Archons didn’t build this company from the ground up three generations ago. May my ancestors forgive me, for I have 
  
    sinned
  
  .”



  “They’ll understand,” Xinyan tells her reassuringly. “And even if they didn’t—well, they’re dead, aren’t they?”



  “I don’t want ghosts haunting me for the rest of my life, thanks,” Yun Jin mutters, calling her mother. “Ma?”



  “Jin-jin!” Ma cries, leaning so far towards the camera that only her nose is visible. “Your roommate told me everything.”



  Yun Jin gives Xinyan a dirty look, but her best friend only shrugs in response and goes back to fiddling with the temperamental rice cooker. “Ma, you ruined the whole speech I had planned.”



  “Pah! It never mattered to us the way it did to you, 
  
    baobei
  
  . We carried it on for the sake of filial piety, but you loved it like your own child and breathed life into it. How could we ever compare? The decision had always been yours. Your Ba and I merely gave you the push you so desperately needed. All we ask is that you give the staff a good future when it closes.”



  Yun Jin closes her eyes, and the tears she’s been holding back finally come. “You built this from the ground up, and I’m tearing it down. Shouldn’t you…”



  “Shouldn’t I what? Be sad? Silly girl. You think something from two generations ago can hurt me? It had its time, and that time is over. Don’t be sad on our behalf, okay? We said our goodbyes when we handed it to you. What does that cat with the silly hat say? Don’t cry because it’s over, smile because it happened?”



  Yun Jin has to laugh. “Yes, that’s the one.”



  “See? Already smiling. My 
  
    baobei
  
   Jin-jin, you were always too good for this world. We let you grow up in theatre, but I admit that deep down I was afraid that it would break you one day. I’m glad to see that it has only made you stronger.”



  “Ma…”



  “Don’t ‘Ma’ me. I’m not here to be sappy like you. Ba and I are proud of you, okay? Don’t forget that. You did good on your own. Now is when the next part of your life starts, on your own terms, by your own hand. Your true future.”



  “My true future?”



  “Tsk, aren’t the young supposed to be chronically online these days? Some kid managed to get the first signed copy of your first script and now everyone wants one. They’re all popping up like rabbits, claiming to be big fans of your work. You’re going to be the greatest scriptwriter and actor there is, 
  
    baobei
  
  , I just know it. Go and see for yourself, if you don’t want to believe your old Ma. And don’t cry anymore. 几岁了，还像小孩一样。Come home when you’re free, you hear me? Especially since you won’t have a company to manage anymore.”



  “Lan 
  
    shushu
  
   is the one managing it.”



  “What nonsense! My brother’s just there for the 
  
    xiaolongbao
  
  .” Ma’s face softens. “We’re 
  
    all
  
   proud of you. The whole family, not just me and Ba.”



  “I love you too, Ma.”



  “Don’t forget to eat, okay? And sleep. And do all the things people your age do.”



  Yun Jin has no idea what the last one entails, but she can always look it up. “Okay, Ma, I will.”



  “And a boyfriend! When will I get grandkids?”



  
    Some things never change
  
  , Yun Jin thinks fondly. But this is a conversation for another time. “I make no promises, Ma.”



  “Okay, okay, fine. 再见。我爱你。”



  “Bye, Ma.”



  ***



  [ two weeks later ]



  “The latest issue of 
  
    Next Up! Liyue Vol.
  
   is now out!” the newsboy shouts, waving a copy energetically in the air. “Read all about it! Scriptwriter extraordinaire Yun Jin on the closing of her company, her sudden rise to fame, and where she’s headed next! All for seven ninety-nine!”



  Yun Jin slows her steps, watching as the crowd changes its flow to converge around the newsboy, all clamouring for a copy. 
  
    I’m on the cover
  
  , she notes with an air of detachment. 
  
    Wait, of course I am. They asked me to go for a photoshoot and everything.
  
   But seeing herself on the tiny preview screen of a professional camera is nothing like seeing it printed on the glossy front of a magazine that nearly everyone reads. It feels different. That version of her 
  
    is
  
   different. More confident, more self-assured, with none of the worry and anxiety framing her face. And also wearing a suit. That always makes everything many times better.



  Her phone lights up with messages from the group chat.



  XIANGLING
  : Congratulations on becoming the most sought-after scriptwriter the media industry has ever had the honour of hiring!



  XINGQIU
  : Chongyun got you a statue of a cat in honour of that.



  CHONGYUN
  : It’s pink. Our group gift.



  YUN JIN
  : Thank you, I’ll cherish the pink cat forever, with a place of honour on the kitchen table and everything.



  She continues on her way, a wide hat obscuring her face and sunglasses perched on her nose. Slipping through the crowd, the skyscraper housing the offices of some of the biggest names in movie production slowly rises before her—an invitation, and a challenge. The others are already waiting at the space allocated for her and her team, on the thirtieth floor, with a full view of the city below. A new beginning, one fit for someone with dreams as grand as hers. As long as she stays true to herself, nothing will ever be out of reach.


  
Author’s Note:Thank you for your continued support! If you’d like to have a conversation with me, I can be reached on Twitter @/oceanbleue.

TRANSLATIONS:

“几岁了，还像小孩一样。” — a common refrain said by those of seniority, usually parents (and sometimes grandparents). it laments the fact that the person spoken to is still acting like a child, despite them being older.

“再见。我爱你。” — literally “goodbye. i love you.”





