He already had a poor impression of Judie, and it
showed in his icy reception. He retorted flatly, “I'm
afraid | have to disappoint you, lady. I'm not old
enough to be Loraine's grandfather. As for you,
however, the grandmother role seems fitting."

Judie was taken aback, her hands flying to her
face in disbelief. A whirlwind of shock, confusion,
and anger swept over her.

Loraine initially intended to just tease Marco, but
his biting retort caught her by surprise. It was so
jarring, so directly insulting to Judie's looks, that
Loraine couldn't help but burst into laughter.

~ Judie had invested heavily in her looks, and she
.'x [as by no means unattractive. In this small vi
she was even considered a local beauty
es of Marco, who had encounte




Judie had invested heavily in her looks, and she i
‘was by no means unattractive. In this small village, |
she was even considered a local beauty. But in the
eyes of Marco, who had encountered an array of
stunning women, she was simply ordinary.

In addition, there was the unmistakable evidence
of heavy makeup on her face, making her skin look
even less appealing. Her unpleasant temperament
and air of arrogance also painted her as
somewhat mature.

Even Eloise found herself chuckling at Marco's
words, a sense of relief washing over her.

Judie's anger bloomed, her face flushing a deep
crimson, but Marco's assertive presence held her
at bay. Unsure of his status, she didn't dare
.~ confront him as she usually did with others.
! Consequently, her usual bravado faltered.

She turned her wrath on Lorame




| wrapped his arm around her shoulder, drawmg he
close. His chin rested affectionately against h
forehead, a gesture that staked his claim over her,
reminiscent of a wild animal asserting dominance.

He retorted coldly, "So what if I'm a 'pretty boy’

kept by Loraine? Is it envy you feel because you
lack one?"

Judie found herself taken aback by the man's
assertive tone and proud declaration that he was

a "pretty boy". Her face blanched, and she fumbled
for a response.

Loraine couldn't suppress a mix of amusement
andastonishment atMarco's audacious admission.
It seemed Marco had not only come to terms with
being her "pretty boy", but had embraced it with
';gusto Though most men would find it humiliating
~ to admit it.
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us, Judie stamped her foot u.

ameless woman! You're a harlot! Living off some’a';
wealthy businessman and using his moneyto keep
- a toyboy! You'll be exposed and disgraced sooner
or later!"

Loraine was about to retort playfully, but Eloise's
patience had worn thin with Judie's constant
disrespect towards Loraine. She interjected sternly,
"Judie, how dare you defame Lorrie, and spread
baseless rumors about her!

With everyone in the village present, Eloise wanted
to dispel the accusations against Loraine once and
for all.

‘Loraine was taken in by her family since she left,
not kept by anyone as Judie implies," Eloise
.elanfled adding emphasis, "Moreover, Marco is
Lomes romantic partner. They are in a !eg1 imate
elatlonshlp" il -

lllagefs whlspered amon ;
Elo ISQS wordSk
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another word, the man at her side would abandors
his customary gentlemanly conduct and resort t
aggression.

Marco, who commanded such reverence in a vast
corporation and struck fear into every level of the
organization, was far more intimidating to a naive
village woman like Judie.

Astonishment washed over Judie, draining the
color from her face. Observing Marco's fury, she
was bereft of the courage to voice another word.

Loraine had no desire to restrain Marco
~ Sometimes, it took a display of powert C
- unreasonable individuals.

~S‘e merely extended her f_a r Q
APy y . -- il




~ After recovering from her shock, Judie manage

- catch her breath, her eyes wide with disbelief
mere glance from this man had rendered h
immobile.

His gaze was genuinely daunting, instilling the
fear that if she uttered another word, it would
spell her doom.

Yet, noticing that the guards from the Cooper
family remained at their posts, Judie felt a sense
of relief wash over her.

After all, this was her domain. She shouldn't fear
a handful of strangers!

Feeling a renewed sense of confidence, Judie
reinstated her imperious demeanor. "Loraine, Il
overlook your insolence this once. Since my family
is hosting today's banquet, you are not welcome
here. | suggest you leave immediately, alon
| your man! ‘ g




attitude, I've lost all interest in remaining her
simply take Mrs. Harvey and leave."

As she gestured for Eloise to follow, Eloise
willingly complied, indignant at Judie's disrespect
and previous dismissal of her gifts. "Since the
Cooper family doesn't appreciate our gifts, Il
depart as well!"

Judie, witnessing the situation turn unfavorable,
was gripped by panic.

The extravagant banquet was essentially hosted to
get Eloise to give up the orphanage’s land. If Eloise
departed, wouldnt the banquet be rendered
pointless? The thought of the money she'd spent
fueled her distress!




4 e.érs. Loraine wore an expression of indifferent
disdain, while Marco didn't even bother to look her
way, treating her as if she didn't exist. |

Judie's frustration peaked, her teeth grinding in
exasperation. Taking a few deep breaths to calm
herself, she summoned a forced smile and
addressed Eloise, feigning concern, "Madam, | do
all this in your interest. I've been more than
accommodating to them. Please give it a serious
thought. Shouldn't the land of the orphanage be

given to me?"

Aware of Judie's lingering thoughts on the matter,
Eloise responded with a grimace, opting to remain
silent. Fortunately, a call from within the villa
directed at Judie offered a reprieve. Wearing a
disgruntled expression, Judie cast a cursory
glance at the group before making her exit,
promising to resume her conversation with

later. I




s this enwronment and she no Ionger eeded
to endure such humiliation.

. Eloise’'s only concern was for Loraine's wellbeing,
a sentiment Loraine fully understood. However,
she couldn't just leave at this point.

Judie was an arrogantly condescending individual.
Even though she had rescinded her earlier
statements and insisted Eloise's presence at the
banquet, there was no telling what other strategies
she could employ to harm Eloise.

While Loraine could offer protection to Eloise this
time, she couldn't assure her safety indefinitely.
Therefore, she could only rest easy once the
Cooper family was dealt with conclusively.

Naturally, Loraine kept these thoughts to herst
unwilling to burden Eloise with her concerns.
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‘Hearing Loraine's admission of him as her
boyfriend, Marco's grin broadened as he moved

forward, exuding sincerity. "Mrs. Harvey, you have
~ my word, | will look after Loraine well!"

Reflecting on Marco's impressive display of
strength when he single-handedly confronted a
group of black-clad men at the orphanage
entrance, Eloise hesitated momentarily but didn't
reject his assurance.

Marco had leapt to Loraine's defense earlier, an
act which attested to his genuine affection. He
appeared quick-witted, and with him at her side, it
seemed less likely that others could mistreat
Loraine. Considering Loraine's decision to stay for
her sake, Eloise saw no need to object.

She soon found an empty table for them to sit at.
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«orame figured that Judie might make her m et

now. After all, a banquet would lose its purpose
once everyone had left. :

Sure enough, as the next dish was served, Judie
took center stage, a microphone in hand, ready to
address the crowd.

‘Fellow villagers," she began, "Today, we celebrate
the harvest festival, and while this feast is a way
for us to share the bounty, we also have an
important issue to discuss!"

The villagers glanced at her as they ate, but most
remained engrossed in their meals.

Clad in red and clutching a modest microphone,
Judie was reminiscent of a rural performance host.
Her passaonate speech, filled with dramatlc hlghs L




It was one thing to fool the villagers, bu
another to fool herself.

At this moment, Judie was utterly absorbed in h:
self-aggrandizing speech, her fervor only growing.
‘In order to guide our fellow villagers towards
prosperity, the Cooper family has tirelessly
coordinated with city-based construction teams,
and they've agreed to assist us in building an
agritainment resort! You see, these types of
resorts are all the rage in the city! They believe we
can build one here, and once it's operational, the
city's tourists will flock to us! The profits will be
shared among us all!”

Her concluding remark proved too enticing for the
villagers to ignore. Roused from their gastronomic 7




along a rugged, muddy path to get to the villé{j
Even the most adventurous or wealthy cntyu«|

dwellers wouldn't endure such inconvenience to :
visit a rural agritainment resort.

Unlike the villagers, who saw this as a money-
making opportunity, Loraine, having taken over the
Universe Group and supervised numerous
architectural projects, had a keen business

acumen. She assessed the feasibility of opening
an agritainment resort in the village with a calm,
objective eye.

The conclusion was straightforward—it wouldn't
work.

Having grown up here, she was well aw
region's impoverished state and |at
| picturesque scenery. Moreover, beyond the
town were dirt roads, unsuita"




As Loraine expected, Judie sighed. "Desplte
best efforts to negotiate, Mrs. Harvey rema
unyielding. She is hindering our progress i
building the agritainment resort."

Several agitated villagers rose and began accusing
Eloise, who had always been revered in the village.

Unaccustomed to such rebuke, Eloise was taken
aback, eager to defend herself.

However, Judie continued her tirade, "Not only
that, Mrs. Harvey has also obstructed our attempts
at further development! She even hired some
unknown outsiders to harm my people and chase
them away! The construction team was livid! Can
you envision our future under such conditions? No
one will assist us in developing our village." ’




i _es-fs mlght not allgn W|th thé
; personal gain.

Just as the atmosphere began to thick;

Loraine's calm and clear voice sliced through th
tension.

'So, in your perspective, handing children over to |
human traffickers is considered suitable
arrangements? If anyone here is in dire need of

money, perhaps you could suggest they sell their
own children first?"




never contemplated selling their chlldren, m‘
less exploiting orphans for profit.

The very idea of profiting from the sale of children |
was diametrically opposed to their core values and
moral principles.

Every eye turned to Judie, their expressions
demanding an explanation. "Judie, is what she
says true?"

"Selling children is an abominable act! | refuse to
be involved in such a thing!" :

‘| can't take part in such a ruthless scheme.
out!"

A A shade of pallor spread over Jud




‘glowered at Loraine, attempting to deflec

 allegations. "It's obviously not true. You all knoy i
what kind of person Loraine is, how can you trust
her words?" '

Judie had previously orchestrated a smear
campaign against Loraine that had tarnished her
reputation in the village. Loraine was perceived as
a woman who liaised with an affluent man, bore an
illegitimate child, and then left. Every claim struck
a raw nerve with the conservative villagers,
rendering her an object of contempt.

Consequently, the villagers'initial disbelief towards
Judie's accusations wavered, with some turning
their attention to Loraine, asking, "Are you really
Loraine from the orphanage? Why have you
returned after all these years?"

Seizing this moment of uncertainty, Jud 3
~ provoked, "You can't trust Loraine. She was
| mistress of a rich man, and left the :




me. Whats crucial is that Judle is mlsleadmg u!’

Contrary to Judie's flamboyant, insincere words,
Loraine's clear and melodious voice resonated
with the villagers. Her sincerity shone through,
sowing seeds of doubt in their minds.

She continued persuasively, "Judie's interest in the
orphanage's land has nothing to do with building
an agritainment resort for the collective good.
Rather, it's about her personal profit, aiming to
become a local landowner. If she truly cared
about everyone and wanted to develop an
agritainment resort, she should start with the
construction of roads!”

Supporting her, Marco added, "The village roads
are indeed in a poor state. City folks may be |
wealthy, but when they seek a farm
experience, they're after relaxa’uon (
Wl‘lh the current state of the ro




connection in the village. They'd rather leave ho
than stay!"

Judie bristled at the villagers' discourse, unable to

conceal her vexation. "What do you all understand?
The allure of a farmhouse experience lies in the
authentic rural life. Over-modernizing it defeats the
purpose. Loraine, all you do is chatter and ensnare
men. Is there anything else you can accomplish?"

Jealousy now added to her resentment as Judie
glowered at Loraine. Marco might have been a
smooth talker, but he was undeniably handsome,
with a solid build and a commanding aura. Why
couldn't he be hers?

Just then, a bodyguard ran in from Quts|d
face losing color upon sughtnng Marco.
i M«f’“




Even in his casual attire, Marco possessed a
of exclusivity that marked him as affluent.
be that Loraine... really was a mistress?

If so, could her words have any credibility?

As suspicion simmered among the villagers, Marco
addressed them calmly, "l am not her sugar daddy.
Loraine is my benefactor."

His straightforward response left Judie flustered,
and she faltered for words. Seizing the moment,
Loraine appealed to the villagers. "Everyone, don't
let Judie mislead you. I've been away for years,
and it's true that you may not know me as well
anymore, but | grew up in this village. | truly wish
to help you all, to prevent you from being tricked
and exploited by a fraudster.”
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. decisively, "That shouldn't be t
personally contacted the village chief m
times before, and he informed me that everyone
disagreed with the idea of road construction, so |
didn't pursue it." -

Could it be that the village chief never consulted
anyone else?

The thought struck Loraine, and she immediately
searched for the village chief's figure. The villagers
also turned their gazes toward him simultaneously.

The village chief was a tall, thin, middle-aged man.
As Loraine broached the subject of road
construction, he became visibly anxious, wuplng:
the sweat off his face repeatedly. :

~ The more she spoke, the more u
appeared. When he wanted to fle




e, a '.if;.., é\il 1gc
f the Cooper family, knov
nd dominance in the village?
the substantial benefits promised by the Cc
family, he began to obey as they commande:
[

He never expected Loraine would expose the
matter before so many people! :

The intense scrutiny of the crowd seemed to
penetrate him. Fearful of stirring up trouble, he
thought about blaming the Cooper family, but the
moment his eyes met Judie's, he sensed her
malicious intent.

His heart pounded, sweat cascaded down his face.
He was unsure how much assistance Loraine
could provide, but he knew he couldn't afford to
antagonize the Cooper family!

Fortuitously, he devised a cunning explanat
Clearing his throat, he spoke earnestly. “Lo
you were so young when you left
recognized you. Besides, you've bee
'~ long, and you never even return
liar, so | assumec
fed it."




- Soon, Judie's shrewd arguments SW

- crowd, and they unconsciously nodded al
even if the roads are well built, we still wi h
able to make money without rural tourism,"
concurred.

Judie felt triumphant and elaborated, "That's wi
the priority is to demolish the orphanage and build
the rural tourism attraction! Once the rural tourism
is thriving, you will naturally have money. And
construction teams will help with road
construction. Thisisthe best solution foreveryone!™

Some of the villagers, swayed by her persuasion,
began to consider the idea of sacrificing the
orphanage for their own benefit. They attemp d
to persuade Eloise, "Mrs. Harvey, for the gr
good, why not make way for progress by r

the orphanage? We can ensure that the




now that you have means, you can't under

' the villagers' hardships. They're poor! The
opportunity for them nearby, and they w
better life. Besides rural tourism, what othe
options do they have?"

Judie's feigned concern for the villagers
immediately won the support of some of the
villagers. They shook off their guilt, acting as if
they had found justification. "Exactly, you might
not worry about money, but we do! Why should we
continue to suffer? We must think about the entire
village!"

Loraine maintained her composure, remaining
silent, and that only emboldened a few individuals

=

who seemed ready to confront her directly. Jud
couldn't resist stoking the flames, eag
escalate the situation further.




|t fall to boost economic development but it ¢
- also waste resources and funds.’

'Developing the countryside and establishing a -
farm attraction can coexist with preserving the
orphanage," she added.

Judie instinctively scoffed, "What a naive idea!
Loraine, you don't understand the complexities
involved, so stop talking nonsense!”
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After Judie finished speaking, shé
remembered Marco's presence and took
“back, her eyes wide with fear.

However, her words had already planted seeds of
doubt among the villagers. Though Loraine had
returned to the village looking confident and
successful, they couldn't be certain of her real
abilities.

What if she were indeed nothing more than a kept
woman, putting on airs and blocking their path to
prosperity?

Amid the skeptical gazes, Loraine smiled
gracefully, undeterred by the mistrust. "Since that's
the case, I'd like to propose a few ideas for
everyone to consider. After hearing them, you can
then compare them with Judie's plan and d_e;;-j
which one is better." '




or meat The orphanage children can also -
handicrafts to sell or assist the villagers with thei
sales in exchange for rewards. This way, not 0
will the villagers earn money, but the children il i
the orphanage can also learn self-reliance.

The second step is to maintain quality. The
orphanage's geographical location is convenient

for people from the county to visit. If the market is
well organized, once the roads are repaired, we j
can leverage the market's reputation to further'f
promote the village and attract city dwellers to

visit. Moreover, not everyone who wants an
authentic experience necessarily wants to stay in
a farm lodge. We can convert villagers houses mto;'; y
homestays directly.

These two steps will Iay a solid founda't'i‘p i




‘startmg small busnnesses rmmedlately',vv,, ,‘ C jt
| waiting for the farm lodge to be built, ptquedt
- interest.

‘It sounds much better."
‘| think it's possible! | support Loraine!"

Voices of agreement began to rise, and even
Eloise spoke up. "This way, we don't need to
demolish the orphanage, and it can provide the
children with an opportunity to be self-reliant. It's
a sensible plan, Lorrie, | support you."

To utilize the area for a market, the open space
surrounding the orphanage currently littered with‘

concerned that the mlschlevousluc i
ay in the rubble and get hurt.




take fo get them off the ground'? Loraine i IS
fooling us!"

Judie's concerns about finances caused the
villagers' enthusiasm to falter momentarily. They
recognized that the idea of repairing the roads

was appealing, but none were eager to foot the
bill.

Loraine responded to Judie's objections with a
sneer, declaring, "As for the road repairs, | will
handle all arrangements once the villagers agree.
As for the cost, there's no need to worry. Consider
it my contribution to the village, a gesture of
thanks for past kindnesses.”

This reassurance, coupled with the fact i
villagers wouldn't have to spend' -
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