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Chapter 1: Lost Dreams

Li Hua sat on a worn-out sofa, holding a rejection letter in his hand, staring at the cold words on the paper with a dazed look. He didn't know how many letters this was, and his mood gradually became numb, as if he was reading someone else's story instead of his own life. He had become accustomed to waiting every day, waiting for a job, an opportunity, even if it was only temporary stability.

At the age of 40, Li Hua never thought that he would fall into such a situation. When he was young, he was full of ideals and believed that as long as he worked hard, he could change his fate. But reality is always cruel. After graduation, he joined an advertising company. In the first few years, he did have a brief period of glory. Although the salary was not high, he was able to show his talents at work. He believed that as long as he persisted for a few more years, he would be able to make a name for himself. However, the torrent of the times and the changes within the company gradually made him lose his original confidence.

Now, his life seems to be driven by an invisible force, and every day becomes dark and heavy. Divorce, unemployment, aging, everything reminds him that his dreams are far away from him and can no longer be reached.

"Li Hua, why don't you go find a job?" Yang Mei next to him suddenly spoke, with a hint of impatience in her voice.

Li Hua came to his senses and saw Yang Mei standing at the door of the living room with a tired look on her face. Since their divorce, Yang Mei has begun to get used to living independently. Her career has gradually risen. As a marketing manager, her income has increased year by year, and her life seems to be more orderly than before. Her relationship with Li Hua has gradually become distant. Although they maintain a superficial peace for Xiao Li, the gap between them has long been deeply buried.

"I'm considering it." Li Hua responded indifferently, his eyes still fixed on the rejection letter.

Yang Mei said nothing more and turned to the kitchen. Her steps were a little hurried, and it was obvious that she felt some pressure from today's work. Her busy life always made Li Hua feel an insurmountable distance. They once looked forward to the future together, but now, the two people seemed to be in two completely different worlds.

Li Hua stood up, walked to the window, and looked at the old neighborhood outside. The city was undergoing rapid development and transformation, with tall buildings rising from the ground, and their old town was gradually being forgotten. The houses here were old, the streets were narrow, and the surrounding shops were almost all closed. Everything that was once familiar was slowly disappearing, as if telling him: This city is moving forward at a speed that you can't catch up with.

He sighed and walked into the study. Xiaoli was doing her homework there, sitting quietly at the table, occasionally looking up at him. She was 12 years old and looked a bit like Yangmei, but her eyes revealed a complex emotion, as if she had matured prematurely.

"How's your homework?" Li Hua walked over and asked softly.

"It's OK." Xiaoli replied calmly, without much fluctuation in her tone. Li Hua could see that Xiaoli had become a little silent recently, and her biggest problem was her declining grades. Li Hua knew that the divorce had brought her not only changes in her family, but also an unspeakable loss.

Li Hua sat next to Xiao Li and saw several red crosses on her test paper. His heart sank. Li Hua once hoped that Xiao Li could live a better life, hope that she could get out of the broken family and find her own light. But the reality is always disappointing. He was powerless to change anything, so how could he expect Xiao Li to easily overcome these difficulties?

Suddenly, Li Hua's cell phone rang. It was an unfamiliar number. He hesitated for a moment, but finally picked up the phone.

"Hello, is this Mr. Li Hua? We are the recruitment manager of XXX Company. The position you applied for has passed the preliminary screening. Is it convenient for an interview?"

Li Hua's heart was moved. Could it be that this time there was finally a turning point? But soon, he calmed down and realized that this was just an ordinary telephone interview and the possibility of success was not great. However, he still tried to appear calm and answered some questions.

"Okay, I'll go, thank you."

After hanging up the phone, Li Hua sighed deeply. He knew that it was not important whether the interview could go smoothly. What was important was that he once again fell into that feeling of powerlessness: he had tried countless times, but still could not find a chance to break through. His past dreams were like a distant place covered by thick fog, which could never be reached.

In the evening, Li Hua and Xiao Li had dinner together. There was not much communication at the table, and the atmosphere seemed a bit dull. Li Hua suddenly felt that this home that was once full of laughter was now deserted and lonely. Zhang Jianguo had not returned yet, and Li Hua was a little worried about his father's health, but his father was always the kind of person who insisted on his own pace of life and was unwilling to show weakness easily.

Just as he was about to ask Xiaoli about her studies, the phone rang again. This time it was Yangmei calling.

"Li Hua, will you go to the parent-teacher meeting tomorrow?" Yang Mei's voice sounded a little anxious, with a tone that did not admit of rejection.

Li Hua's heart sank slightly. He knew that tomorrow's parents' meeting would be a rare opportunity for them to meet. Although they were divorced, as parents, they still had the responsibility to face Xiaoli's growth and education together. And this responsibility often forced them to face their past problems and emotional entanglements again.

"Go ahead." Li Hua agreed.

After hanging up the phone, he couldn't help but fall into deep thought. Tomorrow's parent-teacher conference might be another opportunity for them to re-examine their relationship. And all of this might just be a small episode in their respective lives, and eventually it might be forgotten as time goes by.

Li Hua took a deep breath, stood up to wash up, and prepared to face the next challenge. Life always moves forward in an unexpected way, and he always seems to lose his way in the process.

Chapter 2: No Longer in Love

Li Hua sat at the kitchen table, silently flipping through the documents spread out on the table. The rain outside was getting heavier and heavier, and the hustle and bustle of the city seemed to be swallowed up by the rainstorm. Only the cold wind coming in through the thin glass window reminded him of the emptiness of his home.

After yesterday's parents' meeting, Li Hua and Yang Mei briefly exchanged a few words about Xiao Li's study situation. However, the silence between them seemed to highlight the fact that they no longer had much in common. Yang Mei's attitude remained rational and calm, as if the two were conducting a carefully arranged negotiation rather than a simple family communication.

"Li Hua, are you free tonight?" Yang Mei's voice came from outside the door. She was wearing a simple business suit and had just come back from outside with a hint of fatigue on her face.

Li Hua raised his head and looked at Yang Mei. She was still capable and calm, and she was completely different from the woman who used to rely on him. Li Hua suddenly felt a strange emotion. This feeling had been popping up from time to time since the moment they decided to divorce, like an indispellable dark cloud, covering him.

"What's wrong?" Li Hua asked calmly, trying to hide his uneasiness.

Yang Mei walked to the table, pulled out a chair and sat down. She frowned slightly and looked at Li Hua with a hint of mixed emotions in her eyes. "I went to see a lawyer today, and we need to discuss the details of the divorce."

Li Hua was shocked. He knew that the decision to divorce had been made several months ago, but every time he faced such a formal discussion, he still felt an indescribable pain. That pain did not come from his love for Yang Mei, but from the shattering of the beautiful future they once shared.

"Have you decided?" Li Hua tried to remain calm, but his tone involuntarily became a little heavy.

Yang Mei looked at him, a rare hint of weakness flashed in her eyes, but it was quickly hidden. "I have been wondering why our marriage has come to this point. It is not because of any big conflicts, but because we are becoming less and less important in each other's lives. We are each working hard for our own lives and ignoring each other's feelings."

Li Hua lowered his head and sighed deeply. He knew what Yang Mei said was true. In the past, they had a deep relationship and worked together for Xiao Li's future, but as time went by, their goals gradually diverged and their pace of life was no longer consistent. Yang Mei's career was getting bigger and bigger, while he was stagnant. His former dream gradually blurred in reality and even disappeared.

"I understand." Li Hua forced a smile, feeling a little heavy in his heart, "We all tried our best."

"Yes." Yang Mei also nodded, her eyes a little blurry, as if she was reminiscing about the past. She said softly, "In fact, I have been wondering if we met each other at the wrong time. If the choice at that time was different, perhaps everything would be different."

"If at that time..." Li Hua's voice was low, "If I could have found the direction earlier, maybe we wouldn't be like this today. We loved each other very much, it's true."

Yang Mei did not answer, but just looked at him silently. The air between the two seemed to freeze, and the distance between them was pulled further away at this moment. Although there was so much love and warmth in the past, these could not withstand the impact of time and reality. Those vows in the past now sounded so distant and strange.

"So, what should we do next?" Li Hua finally broke the silence.

"We can start the divorce process." Yang Mei's voice regained its composure. "I will move out and find a new place. We can share the custody of Xiaoli. As for the division of property, we can negotiate it."

Li Hua nodded. Although he was prepared to hear these words, he still felt an unbearable pain in his heart when these decisions were officially made. In the past twenty years, the dreams and hopes that once existed were now only calm arrangements and rational discussions.

"Li Hua..." Yang Mei suddenly called him, her eyes softened, "I know you have done a lot for us. Although we have come to the end, I hope that we can end this relationship in a peaceful way."

Li Hua looked up and saw the sincerity and reluctance in her eyes. He knew that she was not heartless. In fact, Yang Mei had been trying her best to preserve the beauty of this marriage, but her efforts could no longer save this relationship. Just like the small family they once ran together, it eventually collapsed because of their alienation.

"I understand." Li Hua looked at her deeply, and the long-lost emotion in his heart surged up, but he didn't say it out loud. Instead of dwelling on the past, it is better to let everything calm down slowly as time goes by.
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