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Chapter 27

 

JIANG CHENG AND GU MIAO walked ahead while Gu Fei and Wang Xu followed on their bikes, kicking themselves forward with their feet.

Wang Xu monologued about his plans for the tournament the whole time. Gu Fei wasn’t listening too closely, but when Wang Xu wanted to talk, the willingness of his audience was of minimal importance to him.

Gu Fei was playing Aixiaochu again. He was on the final level and he wanted to clear it before the new level updated, but he’d been trying and failing for three days straight.

“Give me a heart,” Gu Fei said.

“…Then you can bring the ball—” Wang Xu paused. “What?”

Gu Fei waved the phone screen at him.

“Oh. One sec.” Wang Xu took his phone out and sent him a heart, then glanced ahead and said, “Huh. Who knew someone as fussy as Jiang Cheng would be such a kid magnet. I don’t think your sister has ever given me a second look.”

“These days, it’s all about your looks,” said Gu Fei, continuing his game. “Even when it comes to playing with kids.”

“Really?” Standing on his bike pedals, Wang Xu glanced at his reflection in the glass of a storefront by the road. “I don’t think I look any worse than Jiang Cheng. Just not as friendly.”

“Uh huh,” Gu Fei answered noncommittally.

Wang Xu did look quite friendly, actually. That was probably why his dreams of being a gang boss and his attempts to project a cool, bad-boy image were doomed to failure.

If anyone looked unfriendly, it was Jiang Cheng.

Gu Fei always thought that when someone’s eyes tilted downward at the corners, it had two possible effects on their appearance. Either it would make them look like a pathetic puppy, or they’d look like Jiang Cheng—cocky and extremely punchable. That, on top of his typically annoyed expression, made him a million times less approachable than Wang Jiuri.

Even so… The other day, when they were drinking at the Steelworks, there was an instant when those downturned eyes had the other effect. In that tipsy state, Jiang Cheng had looked rather docile.

What a shame it was only for an instant. One puff of his cigarette returned him to his usual self, even in the midst of his awkwardness.

Gu Fei watched as Jiang Cheng took turns getting on and off the skateboard with Gu Miao. He had no memory of how Jiang Cheng’s kiss had felt at all—or rather, he hadn’t even had time to feel anything in the moment. All he recalled was how funny it was when Jiang Cheng leapt to the other side of the sofa, his face all but screaming “nothing happened, this never happened!”

If Jiang Cheng hadn’t been so weird about it afterward, Gu Fei wouldn’t have given it a second thought. After all, Fresh Out of Jail… Well, his friends were much rowdier when they were drunk. One time Liu Fan even wanted to jack off in front of them. Gu Fei had the camera ready, but the idiot had passed out on the floor before he could get his pants off.

Jiang Cheng’s reaction was a bit over the top, but considering the violent retaliation Gu Fei had gotten from Jiang Cheng for a pat on the shoulder, a pull of the collar, and a poke to the cheek, it could also mean nothing.

He decided not to dwell too much on it. Nobody would take pains to hide something they were happy to let show; if Jiang Cheng didn’t want anyone to find out, knowing about it gave Gu Fei no pleasure. The feeling of being dissected and probed just once was enough to stay with you for a lifetime.

Gu Fei didn’t have any designs on Jiang Cheng beyond curiosity, admiration, and attraction. He wanted to be closer to him—that was all. Even Gu Miao seemed to really like him. Gu Fei couldn’t believe it at first, how she became so attached to Jiang Cheng within two days of knowing the guy. Some people were cat magnets; some people had dogs follow them home. Jiang Cheng might just be a magnet for strange children…

 

***

 

Business was booming at Wang Er’s Meat Pies. No matter if it was the lunch rush or dinnertime, the shop was always full of people.

Instead of a private room, Wang Xu’s mother seated them in the back where the family themselves normally ate.

“It’s too crowded out there,” she said. “You boys sit here—it’s easier to talk.”

“Thanks, Auntie,” said Jiang Cheng.

Wang Xu sat closest to the door so he could dip in and out to fetch food. Jiang Cheng and Gu Fei sat on the inner side with Gu Miao between them.

“Wipe your hands.” Jiang Cheng took a pack of wet wipes from his school bag and pulled one out for Gu Miao. “Even your palms are dirty. Did you fall down today?”

Gu Miao shook her head. She carelessly rubbed the wipe on her hands before putting it down.

Jiang Cheng sighed and glanced at Gu Fei. “Want one?”

Gu Fei laughed. “Nah, a few germs a day keeps the doctor away…”

Jiang Cheng ignored him. He pulled out a wipe for himself, but before he could start cleaning his hands, Gu Fei’s fingers plucked it out of his grasp.

“Why don’t you just say what you really mean?” Jiang Cheng scowled at him. “The world would be a better place if we were all more direct.”

“Hear that?” Gu Fei said to Wang Xu, wiping his hands. “Be more direct.”

“I don’t want one!” Wang Xu declared, directly.

Jiang Cheng sighed.

It wasn’t the first time Gu Miao had eaten meat pies. When Wang Xu set the little basket of pies in front of her, she immediately picked out the one with donkey filling.

“You always eat that flavor,” Wang Xu laughed. “Why not try a different kind?”

Gu Miao ignored him and lowered her head for another bite.

“Say thank you,” Gu Fei told her. Gu Miao leapt to her feet and bowed to Wang Xu as she chewed.

“Hey, hey! Don’t thank me.” Wang Xu barely managed to sit down before bouncing up again and bowing back to Gu Miao. “Bon appétit, your highness.”

“Doormat,” said Gu Fei.

“She’s so high and mighty,” said Wang Xu. “My respect is sincere.”

“You’re giving up on your big boss persona?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“How could I be a big boss with you guys around?” Wang Xu shot Jiang Cheng a look out of the corner of his eye. “I don’t want you two kneecapping me when I’m laying out strategies this afternoon, though.”

“Okay.” Jiang Cheng looked under the table.

“What are you looking for?” Wang Xu looked, too.

“Your knee, I assume,” Gu Fei said as he chewed.

“Piss off!” Wang Xu snapped. “So this is what being deskmates is like, huh? You train together a few times, and now you’re on the same wavelength.”

Jiang Cheng wasn’t that hungry today. He was already belching, and he hadn’t eaten close to as much as he did the other day—even less than Gu Miao, probably. Meanwhile, Gu Miao ate until her face was red and her forehead shone with sweat.

Jiang Cheng sighed as he took off her hat for her, revealing a messy mop of hair. “Whoa, your hair…”

Gu Miao put down her meat pie and grasped at her hair.

“Hey!” Jiang Cheng grabbed her hand. “Don’t touch it, your hands are greasy!”

“It’s fine,” said Gu Fei.

“She’s still a little girl, you know.” Jiang Cheng glowered at him.

“Pretend she’s a boy, then.” Gu Fei picked up Gu Miao’s hat and looked it over. “It’s torn. Is it from a fall?”

Eyeing the rip in her hat, Gu Miao nodded.

“I’ll make you a new one, okay?” said Gu Fei.

Gu Miao paused in thought, then plucked at a corner of her sweater, showing it to Gu Fei.

“You want a yellow one?” he said. “Got it.”

“You’re…going to knit her one?” Jiang Cheng couldn’t hold back his curiosity.

Gu Fei glanced at him. “Yup.”

Gu Miao seemed thrilled at the prospect of getting a new hat. The moment they left Wang Xu’s place, she tried to drag Jiang Cheng to the yarn shop.

“I’ll take you,” Gu Fei said. “Cheng-ge isn’t coming.”

Gu Miao ignored him. She kept pulling at Jiang Cheng’s hand with all her might, doubling over with the effort.

Gu Fei crouched down and spoke quietly to her. “Cheng-ge naps after lunch every day—he has to sleep.” Gu Miao looked at him, her eyes saucer-wide, but didn’t let go of Jiang Cheng.

“It’s okay,” said Jiang Cheng. “I’ll come if you want me to. I can skip the nap today.”

Gu Miao didn’t budge—she didn’t seem to have heard him.

“You…” Gu Fei looked up and beckoned to him. “You need to let her see you when you speak.”

“Oh.” Jiang Cheng stooped in front of Gu Miao. “I’ll come with you. I’m not taking a nap today.” Gu Miao reacted this time, turning and dragging him along. Gu Fei sighed softly.

“Where do you buy the yarn?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“There’s a street that sells yarn on the other side of the bridge,” Gu Fei replied. After a pause, he asked, “You take afternoon naps every day?”

“You said it, not me.”

“Oh, right.” Gu Fei laughed. “I take naps every day. I get drowsy if I don’t.”

“You could just sleep during class—it’s not like you listen to the lesson.” Jiang Cheng walked ahead, towing Gu Miao on her skateboard behind him.

“Nope,” Gu Fei said, straight-faced. “I need to clear that level on Aixiaochu before Li Yan does.”

“You’re nuts.” Jiang Cheng extended his hand. “Gimme. I’ll try.”

Gu Fei handed him his phone. “I thought you didn’t play?” 

“That’s because I got bored of it,” Jiang Cheng retorted. “I’m always lucky, too. I’m a smart and lucky overachiever, you know.”

“You’re the one who keeps harping on about it, not me,” said Gu Fei. “I think I only have three hearts left. Is that enough?”

Jiang Cheng didn’t answer him; he just lowered his head as he began to play.

It was a long walk from the meat pie restaurant to the yarn shop across the bridge. Jiang Cheng kept his eyes glued to the phone the whole time.

Gu Fei wasn’t a patient player. He didn’t bother thinking through every step; he just made matches when he saw them. Unlike him, Jiang Cheng stared at the screen for a long time before he made a move. After three times the length of a usual game, he finally looked up.

“Cleared it?” Gu Fei asked.

“No.” Jiang Cheng returned to the game. “Died.”

Gu Miao held on to the hem of his jacket, looking excitedly at everything but the road. Jiang Cheng wasn’t watching where he was going either. He led Gu Miao straight toward a broken step by the bridge.

Gu Fei hurriedly kicked his bike forward and yanked on Jiang Cheng’s arm.

Jiang Cheng stiffened abruptly, his other arm swinging behind him. On his bike, Gu Fei didn’t have time to dodge; he watched Jiang Cheng’s fist fly through the air, coming right for his nose. Had Jiang Cheng’s overactive reflexes come back?

But Jiang Cheng’s hand stopped a short distance from Gu Fei’s face.

“Yikes,” said Gu Fei. “Did you break your arm with that emergency stop there?” 

“Sorry about that.” Jiang Cheng turned to look at the step. “Shit.”

“Er-Miao, help Cheng-ge keep an eye on the road.” Gu Fei flicked Gu Miao’s head.

Gu Miao nodded. Picking up her skateboard, she tightly grasped the corner of Jiang Cheng’s jacket and marched on.

Jiang Cheng kept staring at the phone all the way across the bridge. He didn’t look up until they arrived at the entrance of the store where Gu Fei normally bought his yarn.

“Three hearts last you that long?” said Gu Fei. “We’re here. If you haven’t won yet, forget it. You’re still an overachiever even if you don’t succeed.”

“Watch.” Jiang Cheng held the phone screen up to his eyes. There was one move left.

“Hm?” Gu Fei looked at the screen.

Jiang Cheng reached out a single finger and swiped across the screen. A series of noisy explosions and cleared slots later, he completed the level.

“…Impressive,” said Gu Fei, sincere.

“No applause?” 

Gu Fei clapped resoundingly.

“Um…” Jiang Cheng handed his phone back. “You got a text.”

“Oh, okay.” Gu Fei looked down, stuffing his phone back in his pocket.

Jiang Cheng wanted to say I didn’t look, but it sounded too deliberate. And he did look when it came in: He saw the sender and the preview.

‹Zhuxin: Do you want to come watch me sing…›

He couldn’t see the rest.

Jiang Cheng had always assumed Gu Fei and Ding Zhuxin were more than just friends. He could feel their familiarity, their intimacy; then, there was the matching musical note they wore, and the way Gu Fei had arrived at the hospital with Ding Zhuxin the day his phone was on silent.

But the “do you want to” in Ding Zhuxin’s text indicated some distance between them. If they’d really been as close as he’d thought, it probably wouldn’t have been a question.

Jiang Cheng followed Gu Fei into the yarn store. Now that he thought about it, it was rather rude of him to speculate on Gu Fei’s personal life. It was none of his business whether they were a couple or not.

The shop owner greeted Gu Fei as soon as she spotted him. “Back for more yarn? New stock just came in—these don’t knit up as thickly, so they’re perfect for spring. We’ve got lots of colors, including green.”

“She doesn’t want green anymore.” Gu Fei laughed and patted Gu Miao’s shoulder. “Go pick a color.”

Gu Miao ran over to peer at the rows of neatly arranged yarn.

Jiang Cheng didn’t know the first thing about yarn. Even back in his old city, he’d never seen anyone knit. Now, looking at the balls and skeins of yarn before him, he was intrigued. He walked over and squeezed a hank of yarn. It was thick, soft, and fluffy, and pleasant to the touch…

“It feels nice, doesn’t it?” Gu Fei remarked from next to him.

“Uh-huh.” Jiang Cheng nodded. “Yarn feels different from sweaters, somehow.”

“If you knit it by hand, it feels the same,” said the store owner with a laugh. “Machine knits don’t feel as nice as hand-knit clothing.”

“Really?” Jiang Cheng was confused. “I’ve never worn hand-knit clothing.”

“Get your friend to knit you something.” She picked up a ball of dark blue yarn and rubbed it against his hand. “Feel how nice this is. The color suits boys, too.”

“Um…” Jiang Cheng was astounded by the lengths this lady was going to to sell her yarn.

“You want one?” Gu Fei asked with a smile, leaning against the counter.

“N-no, no. No thanks.” Jiang Cheng quickly pushed the yarn away. “I have a lot of sweaters. It’s getting warm, anyway—I don’t need one.”

“You could wear it next year!” The lady picked up another hank of yarn. “This color suits you nicely—”

“No, no, it’s okay, thanks…” Jiang Cheng’s face began to turn red. He backed up until he all but exited the shop, practically fleeing. “I really don’t need it.”

Standing to one side, Gu Fei said nothing, simply laughed the whole time as he watched the scene unfold.

“Your friend didn’t even say no.” The owner chased after Jiang Cheng eagerly, holding her yarn aloft. “Look, this kind—”

“Jie—Miss—Ma’am—Auntie,” Jiang Cheng implored, “I really don’t need him to knit me anything, because, uh, I… I, um, I can knit too.”

As soon as the words were out of his mouth, Jiang Cheng wanted to shut up forever. He’d really managed to cram his entire foot in his mouth. Gu Fei raised a single, amused eyebrow.

“Really?!” the owner exclaimed, surprised. She turned to look at Gu Fei. “You can knit, and your friend can knit… Young men these days are really something else.”

“Mm-hm, that’s right.” Gu Fei nodded. “We’re young men of the new era.”

“Don’t you want to buy some, then?” She turned back to Jiang Cheng. “You know how it is—one day without knitting and your hands are just itching for the needles.”

It was impossible to win this battle against the store owner’s aggressive sales pitch. To escape, Jiang Cheng was forced to nod in assent. “Okay, then I’ll take…one ball of yarn.”

“One?” She stared at him. “For a sweater?”

“No, I’m making…” Jiang Cheng had no clue what one ball of yarn was enough for; his eyes turned to Gu Fei, begging for help. Seeing Gu Fei raise his hands, he immediately continued, “…mittens.”

As they left the store with their purchases, Jiang Cheng felt cloaked in a wooly coat of sweat.

“Why didn’t you help me?” he asked, sighing. “She was so intense.”

“You were the one who said you knit.”

“Look at me.” Jiang Cheng pointed at himself. “Do I look like someone who can knit?”

“Do I?” asked Gu Fei.

“…Fair enough.” Jiang Cheng had no rebuttal. He handed the bag containing the yarn and a new set of needles to Gu Fei. “You can have this. There’s no point in me keeping it. Maybe you can make Gu Miao a pair of gloves or a scarf.”

Gu Fei smiled as he took the bag. “Thanks.”

After buying the yarn, they had no time to head home. At the corner of the street, Gu Fei told Gu Miao to go back to the convenience store before walking back to school with Jiang Cheng, a bag of yarn in one hand.

“You’re not getting Gu Miao to take that with her?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“Nah. You passed that Aixiaochu level for me, so I don’t have anything to do this afternoon. I might as well…”

“You’re going to knit in class?” Jiang Cheng was astonished.

“Yeah, so? If you want to learn, I can teach you.”

“No thanks!” Jiang Cheng replied immediately.

Gu Fei was a fascinating guy. He really did spend the whole afternoon with his head bowed, knitting Gu Miao’s hat. Jiang Cheng barely paid attention to the lesson; he couldn’t resist peeking in Gu Fei’s direction. He was equally astounded by Gu Fei’s knitting skills—they rivaled those of the grandmothers who knitted as they chatted and babysat their grandkids—and by Gu Fei’s hands… How could someone with a patterned buzzcut and the strength to slam a man against a tree in one throw have hands that looked so beautiful as they held knitting needles?

Even more bizarre was their classmates’ complete indifference to his behavior. They must have seen this often enough to be past that stage of astonishment.

Gu Fei let out a small sigh. “Ah.”

“What’s up?” asked Jiang Cheng.

“Missed a stitch.” Gu Fei slid the stitches off the needle as he spoke. “I have to—”

“Oh, shit!” Jiang Cheng couldn’t help a whispered shout. “You have to start again after all of that? But you can’t even tell!”

“Maybe you can’t tell,” murmured Gu Fei, “but Er-Miao can. She won’t even wear one made with slightly thicker yarn—she’ll throw a tantrum you can’t talk her down from.”

“…I see.” Jiang Cheng thought of Gu Miao’s hysterical screaming from the other day. Gu Fei didn’t have it easy as an older brother. 

Gu Fei was quick with his hands. By the end of the school day, he’d already completed a small swatch, complete with twisty patterns. Jiang Cheng felt the urge to cheer and salute him with a hand over his fist.

“Don’t leave yet,” Wang Xu said at the end of class. “I’m getting our uniforms from Lao-Xu. Wait here—we’ll eat at my place tonight and discuss our strategy for tomorrow.”

The basketball team surrounded Gu Fei’s desk, chatting as they waited for Lao-Xu’s borrowed uniforms.

“I think it’s best not to get our hopes up,” said Guo Xu. “Remember last year?”

“What was last year’s uniform?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“Fourth Prison’s second division basketball team,” Gu Fei replied, still knitting.

Jiang Cheng was flabbergasted. “…How’d he manage to borrow those?” 

“We have more of a chance this year,” said Lu Xiaobin. “I doubt he’ll put us in prison rags again.”

“Who knows? Lao-Xu’s always had unique tastes.”

After a while, Wang Xu returned to the classroom with two large bags of clothing. From his expression, they could tell these weren’t going to be much better than prison clothes.

“I think we’ll need to rely on our natural good looks.” He plopped the bags on the desk.

They took out the clothes and descended into collective despair.

“Five Star…Fresh Produce?” Guo Xu straightened out a shirt and read the text printed across it. “Isn’t that the market two stops north from our school?”

“Yep.” Gu Fei put his yarn away and sighed at the heap of uniforms.

“They even have fuckin’ ads on them.” Wang Xu pointed at a shirt that read “Noodle Fresh Soy Sauce.”

Jiang Cheng couldn’t help it; he burst into laughter. Snickering, he took out his phone and snapped a photo to send to Pan Zhi.

- Our basketball tournament is tomorrow, grandson. Please admire our uniform.

“Put those away,” Gu Fei said. “I’ll bring uniforms for you guys tomorrow.”

“Awesome.” Wang Xu quickly stuffed the shirts back into their bags. “What do they look like?”

“They’re from my friends’ team,” Gu Fei replied. “They come with team names, too, but at least they’re not Team Produce.”

“Man, you should’ve told us. We didn’t have to make Lao-Xu handle it.” Wang Xu squeezed the bags into his desk. “C’mon, let’s go eat and strategize.”

Jiang Cheng packed his things and followed them out of the classroom.

As he went down the stairs, he got a text back from Pan Zhi.

- Grandpa, my joy has moved me to tears. You’re your old grandpa self again. Fuckin finally.


Chapter 28

 

GU FEI WAS ON THE WAY to Liu Fan’s house on his motorcycle when his phone rang. He put on his earphones and picked up—it was Ding Zhuxin. 

“Hey, kid. You’re really not coming?”

Gu Fei belatedly remembered Ding Zhuxin’s text. “Oh…I forgot. I can come over now—where are you?”

“It’s fine, it’s just a casual performance,” Ding Zhuxin said. “We were at Wildfire earlier, that’s why I invited you. But I’m out drinking with friends now. Somewhere you wouldn’t want to be.”

“Okay.”

“We ran into Xiaobing’s group when we came in just now,” she added. “They changed their lead singer again.”

“They didn’t ask you back?”

Ding Zhuxin snorted. “I wouldn’t go back even if they did. I don’t forgive that easily.”

“You performed your best when you were with them,” said Gu Fei. “There’s no need to hold a grudge for my sake. It’s been three years now—it’s time to move on.”

“Have you moved on?”

“I hold grudges. I’ll remember this one as long as I live.”

“Well, there you go. It’s not really a grudge for me; they just make me sick… By the way, when will you have time to come take some photos for me?”

“For you?” Turning the corner, Gu Fei caught sight of Liu Fan walking by the road with two large bags in tow. He revved his engine and whistled as he approached.

“Damn.” Liu Fan turned. “I was wondering what motherfucker dared to wolf-whistle at me.”

“You walked to get those?” asked Gu Fei.

“They brought it over to the corner of the street.” Liu Fan noticed his earphones. “You on a call?”

“Yeah, with Xin-jie.” One foot on the ground, Gu Fei cocked his head. “Hop on.”

Liu Fan sat straddling the back of his bike. “Go slow. The wind’s freezing at night.”

“Not photos of me,” Ding Zhuxin said on the phone. “The photographer I hired for the shop went home to get married, and I don’t know when he’s coming back. The usual model is away, too… Come help me out. I’ve got a whole load of clothes with no photos.”

“Mm, okay,” Gu Fei answered. “Need me to find a model as well?”

“Yeah, an emergency one just for this batch of clothing. But not Liu Fan again. His figure’s fine, but…”

Gu Fei chuckled. “But his face isn’t?”

“It’s not quite right. These clothes are kind of ‘bad-boy,’ and Liu Fan looks too sincere. He’s more like a seasoned street thug than a bad boy. Do you know anyone who fits the bill? I’m on a tight deadline, so I’ll pay a lot more than usual.”

A bad boy?

“I’ll look around,” Gu Fei said. For some reason, when Ding Zhuxin said “bad boy,” Jiang Cheng’s face flashed in his mind’s eye. Sure, “bad” described most of the people he knew, but when he heard the term “bad boy,” he could only think of Jiang Cheng.

 

***

 

Fourth High’s basketball tournament was a pretty big deal. The matches started in the second period of afternoon classes, but apart from the third-year students, most kids skipped first period and piled onto the courts.

All four of the basketball courts were surrounded by throngs of people. Apart from a few students messing around on the court after finding their interest in basketball suddenly renewed by the tournament, there were a lot of teams warming up—or rather, showing off.

Unsurprisingly, the uniforms Gu Fei brought were better than the prison rags or noodle ads from the market. Apart from the numbers on the back, the red jerseys only had a single, flaming character printed on them: FEI.

“The basketball team is named after you?” Wang Xu pulled off his shirt and put on one of the jerseys. “Not bad at all.”

Jiang Cheng glanced around. There was nobody else in the classroom—they’d all gone to the courts.

“You better wear a T-shirt under that,” said Gu Fei. “Don’t want the team captain to freeze his ass off before the tournament starts.”

“Get changed, everyone!” Wang Xu said, changing out of the jersey. “Gu Fei, Jiang Cheng, cover up. You won’t be in the starting lineup. We need to keep our secret weapons hidden for as long as we can—you guys have to stay out of sight until the last possible second.”

Wang Xu had always intended to hide the team’s “secret weapons” until the very last minute, but when the matchups came out yesterday, he was dumbstruck. For the elimination round, their first match was against Class Five, whose skills were comparable to Class Two’s. The same Class Two that had narrowly lost to a second-year team last year, and had just barely won against Class Five.

Guo Xu was a little apprehensive. “We shouldn’t wait too long to swap them in, I think. Once there’s a score gap, it’s hard to catch up. And it’s Class Five—they’re tough to beat.”

Wang Xu was silent for a moment. Then, he slammed his palm on the table in frustration. “Fuck! How’d they arrange the matchups, anyway? Even if they drew straws for weak teams and strong teams, they should have matched a bad one against a good one, right? That way the tournament is more interesting to watch!”

“Captain, there’s nothing wrong with the draws. The good one is Class Five.” Gu Fei put his jacket on over his jersey and pointed to the others beside them. “We’re the bad one.”

“We…” For a moment Wang Xu straightened his neck like he was going to argue. Then he sighed.

Lao-Xu was evidently excited, too—he came to the classroom and rushed them to the courts.

As Jiang Cheng brought up the rear, he could almost see the dust everyone kicked up as they walked. It was as if this troupe of Shaolin sweeping monks had spent all this time being overlooked by the mortal world, and today they would make a name for themselves at last.

“Class Five’s center is really good,” Gu Fei murmured to him as they walked. “He’s built like a real brick shithouse—twice as big as Lu Xiaobin. Once he gets the ball, there’s no way we’ll get it back.”

“Got it.” Jiang Cheng nodded and glanced ahead at Lu Xiaobin, trying to visualize the size of the center. “Just head for the basket, I’ll cover—”

“Do I still need to look for you before I pass the ball?” asked Gu Fei.

Jiang Cheng turned and stared at him. After a beat, he replied, “No. I can get there.”

Gu Fei gave him a thumbs-up.

Class Eight had always been the grade’s underachievers—the runts of the litter. Most of the other teams at least caused a bit of a stir or turned a few heads when they reached the court, but when Class Eight’s players arrived, the only people waving were their own classmates, led by their class president, Yi Jing.

The crowd had absolutely no interest in the team Captain Wang brought to the court… Well, almost none. There was still one person who drew their attention: Gu Fei.

In compliance with Captain Wang Xu’s “secret weapon” strategy, Jiang Cheng and Gu Fei walked apart from their teammates. As they approached, several girls raised their phones and took photos of Gu Fei. They weren’t even trying to be discreet about it.

“Don’t stand so close to me,” Jiang Cheng mumbled uncomfortably. The girls at his old school who liked gossiping about cute guys had also been prone to sneaking photos of him, but at least they’d had the decency to pretend they were taking selfies. Being faced with four or five blatantly raised phones like this was rather unnerving.

“They’re not all for me,” Gu Fei laughed, indifferent to the attention. “Didn’t you know people were asking about you on the school’s message board your second day here?”

“…Your school has a message board?” Jiang Cheng’s surprise distracted him from the point.

“Yeah, you should check it out,” said Gu Fei. “It’s pretty active. There’s all kinds of gossip, people starting fights, people showing off…people failing to show off.”

“Oh.” Jiang Cheng took a courtside seat.

“Hey, get up,” Wang Xu said as he approached, waving at him eagerly. “These are seats for players. The audience is over there.”

“The fuck?” Jiang Cheng stared at him.

Wang Xu gave him a look. “Secret weapon,” he said, trying his best not to move his lips as he spoke. “Work with me here.”

Jiang Cheng let out a helpless sigh and headed to the back to find another seat.

His old school had bleachers. Fourth High, despite having multiple courts, forced everyone to bring their own chairs if they wanted to watch the game. Fortunately, their class was better at logistics than they were at actual gameplay, so they had plenty of seats to spare.

“If we can’t keep going, you’re up, Jiang Cheng,” Wang Xu muttered from next to him, rotating his arms and legs with his eyes fixed straight ahead.

“No,” Jiang Cheng replied. “Gu Fei and I need to go up together. If I’m alone, I can’t team up with anyone, so there’s no point.”

Wang Xu turned to Gu Fei. “Da-Fei?”

“Whatever he says,” said Gu Fei.

“Fine.” Wang Xu bounced on his feet. “You two have to be ready. I’m a bit nervous…”

The sight of him made Jiang Cheng want to laugh. “Why?”

“I have a funny feeling it won’t be ten minutes before we’ll need you guys to swap in.”

“Hurry up and show them what you’ve got,” Gu Fei told him.

Wang Xu nodded. “Mm-hm!” He bounded over to the court; turning deliberately to one side, he diligently contorted himself into all kinds of warm-up poses. Jiang Cheng took one look in the direction he was facing and burst into laughter. As it happened, a teacher was standing there with a camera, spinning on the spot and snapping photos of the basketball courts.

Today was the first day of the tournament. To pull in the crowd, the strongest teams in their grade—Class Five and Class Two—were playing first in Courts One and Two respectively. They were set to play the shittiest team, Class Eight, and another weak team, Class Three—who seemed just a little less shit than Class Eight.

After the courts were chosen, the matches began.

The students from Class Five screamed and applauded. Class Eight’s class spirit paled in comparison. Perhaps they’d hidden their secret weapons too well—even their own classmates didn’t seem to have any hope.

Lao-Xu was the only one showing any enthusiasm. He stood by the court, arms akimbo as he yelled at the team: “Do your best! Bring your A-game! Show them how badass you are!”

Jiang Cheng had to hand it to Lao-Xu for cheering them on like they were the future champions. Everyone else seemed to be treating it like an exhibition game for Class Five.

“EASE UP! PLAY LOOSE!” came a booming voice from behind them.

Jiang Cheng jumped in alarm. Everyone turned back to see Lao-Lu standing in the back row, holding the microphone he used for lectures.

“Mr. Lu!” someone shouted from the referee booth. “Mr. Lu, don’t use a mic! You’ll disrupt the game!”

“The game hasn’t even started!” Lao-Lu said into the microphone.

“Put it down, put it down!” Lao-Xu urged. “Just watch them play.”

Still speaking into the microphone, Lao-Lu asked, “Do you want to use this?”

Yi Jing rose and walked over to Lao-Lu. After she smiled and said a few words to him, Lao-Lu handed her the microphone along with the amplifier and joined Lao-Xu. They stood by the court together with arms akimbo.

“Lao-Lu has a lot of faith in Wang Xu and the others, huh?” said Jiang Cheng.

“Him and Lao-Xu are tight,” Gu Fei replied. “They’ve always been a double act. If Lao-Xu was the head of Class Five, he’d be cheering them on instead.”

The game began. Lu Xiaobin and his actual brick shithouse opponent jumped for the ball—Gu Fei had told Jiang Cheng the guy’s name, but he didn’t remember it.

The instant the ball was airborne, Jiang Cheng knew Lu Xiaobin wouldn’t even touch it. For all his mass—Shithouse stood half a head taller than Lu Xiaobin—his reflexes were quick. Sure enough, as the ball fell, Class Five’s players took possession, swiftly moving the ball toward the key. In the stands, their classmates erupted into cheers.

Jiang Cheng was speechless as he watched them shoot and score two points almost entirely unimpeded.

“Zhou Jing.” Gu Fei kicked the chair in front of him, where Zhou Jing was frantically slapping his own thigh in frustration. “Go yell at them. Tell them to guard their opponents.”

“Okay.” Zhou Jing leapt over a few seats and bellowed at the court with all his might, “Guard them! Guard your opponents! Defense needs to speed up! Try harder to steal the ball!”

But Class Eight’s players had been visibly nervous from the moment the game began. They were too wound up. Class Five had scored within the first twenty seconds and they’d maintained the upper hand ever since; Class Eight’s players were in shambles. They didn’t seem to hear a single word the spectators yelled at them.

Within five minutes, Class Five had scored four times. Wang Xu and the team were helpless to block Shithouse’s steals and shots. The one time they managed to get possession, Class Five booed them as soon as they entered the key, and they lost the ball before they could take the shot.

“Holy shit.” Jiang Cheng looked at the time and points on the board. “They’re not usually this bad.”

“Li Yadong is charging straight from the half-court line to the key, but nobody can stop him, so he’s not even bothering to shield himself.” Gu Fei folded his arms and leaned back in his chair. “If this keeps up for the first half, Wang Xu and the boys might actually end up with nil.”

“You take the center,” Jiang Cheng said as he watched their team’s playing grow more and more stilted. “Kick them down a notch.”

“I’ll be under attack from both sides,” said Gu Fei.

“You’ve got me,” Jiang Cheng replied.

When Wang Xu looked at Gu Fei for the third time, Gu Fei rose to his feet. Wang Xu immediately signaled to Lao-Xu for a timeout.

Though they hadn’t officially called the timeout yet, the other players on their team seemed spurred on by Wang Xu’s hand gesture, and they ran faster than they had before.

Gu Fei was barely on his feet for two seconds before the spectators on both sides noticed. 

“Damn, Gu Fei’s playing this time?” someone shouted.

“Gu Fei, Jiang Cheng, get ready,” said Lao-Xu.

Now their classmates finally reacted, breaking out into whoops and cheers.

Jiang Cheng glanced at Gu Fei, feeling an inexplicable thrill he’d never experienced before, even back when he played on his old school’s team. Wang Xu’s constant “secret weapon” brainwashing must’ve done its trick: As Jiang Cheng stood, he felt as if he and Gu Fei carried the weight of some immense responsibility.

The game stopped for the time out. Jiang Cheng stripped off his jacket and trousers, feeling pretty ridiculous doing it.

Gu Fei was a big name in school—a mysterious, awe-inspiring figure who seemed to be somehow simultaneously a lone wolf and the leader of the pack. He never fought with anyone, yet nobody would ever dare pick a fight with him; he never involved himself in any group activities, and now…now, he was about to take part in the basketball tournament.

Everyone’s eyes were fixed on them—along with several phones. Even the teacher with the camera had walked straight over to the two of them.

And as all this happened around them, Jiang Cheng and Gu Fei were standing between two rows of chairs, stripping off their pants. What a feeling.

“I’ll throw,” said Jiang Cheng. “Wang Xu will take it. Let’s do our usual play. Keep moving and guard them tight. Lu Xiaobin, don’t let Shithouse out of your sight. You have the stamina; just follow him wherever he goes. Don’t worry about the ball.”

“Shithouse?” asked Lu Xiaobin. He wasn’t even panting—his stamina really was that good.

“Li Yadong,” Gu Fei supplied.

Lu Xiaobin nodded. “Got it.”

“Pass from below,” Jiang Cheng continued. “We don’t have a height advantage.”

Though Jiang Cheng had stolen his role as captain, Wang Xu didn’t have a single word of complaint; he just nodded emphatically the whole time. Even when they finally resumed play, he didn’t do his usual speech summing up what Jiang Cheng had said.

The instant Gu Fei and Jiang Cheng joined the team, the atmosphere changed—both on the court and in the stands.

Class Five had no idea how good Jiang Cheng was, but they all knew Gu Fei. The classes that weren’t playing all crammed themselves around Court One. The crowd swelled; factions of the cheering audience strove to drown out each other, with those who saw Class Five as rivals now throwing their support behind Class Eight.

“Hey, Captain,” Jiang Cheng called out to Wang Xu.

Wang Xu whipped around, delighted. “What’s up?”

“This is an important throw. We’re counting on you.”

Wang Xu’s expression grew solemn. “Don’t worry.”

Jiang Cheng stood at the boundary and took the ball from the ref’s hand. He bounced it a few times to get a feel for it—not bad.

When the whistle blew, Wang Xu threw off his opponents and bolted toward Jiang Cheng. Jiang Cheng was just about to pass it to him when the shortest player from Class Five suddenly leaned across Wang Xu, blocking him. This guy’s playing style was fast and agile, very similar to Li Yan’s.

There was no way to pass to Wang Xu now. Jiang Cheng looked to the midcourt, where Shithouse was haranguing Gu Fei—but, dutiful to a fault, Lu Xiaobin sped over and squeezed between them. 

The instant Gu Fei broke free and stretched a hand out to Jiang Cheng, Jiang Cheng lobbed the ball at him. Just as they’d agreed, Gu Fei caught it and made straight for the basket. The spectators roared like a wave crashing to shore, and the noise around them shot up by at least twenty decibels. 

Jiang Cheng sprinted after Gu Fei. Behind him, Wang Xu cried out dejectedly, “Why didn’t you pass it to me? Damn it!”

“Keep up!” said Jiang Cheng.

Wang Xu accelerated, shooting forward as if he’d been kicked. He zoomed past Jiang Cheng with a whoosh and squeezed in between the two Class Five players guarding Gu Fei.

Class Five’s defense was practically light speed compared to Class Eight’s. When Gu Fei made his impressive dash from the center of the court to the basket, all of his opponents had already retreated into the key. Two players cut off his path to the basket. As he stepped back, he passed the ball behind himself, and Jiang Cheng strode forward to catch it. Bringing it past Li Yan #2 and the other player, Jiang Cheng waited until Gu Fei found another opening and passed it back to him.

Jiang Cheng had to admit, Class Five’s actual Shithouse was a better player than their own. Lu Xiaobin practically had his arms around the guy, but he still escaped, spreading himself across Gu Fei’s field of vision like a blanket as soon as Gu Fei received the ball.

Jiang Cheng quickly moved to prevent anyone from locking onto him. He glanced at the clock. There was time—Gu Fei would probably pass the ball to him.

But the next second, Gu Fei leapt into the air.

Fuck!

Jiang Cheng immediately prepared himself to steal the rebound and defend. Shithouse jumped right after Gu Fei, looming over him; if Gu Fei took the shot, it would be the perfect block.

If he was feinting, though…they still had a chance.

Sure enough, Gu Fei’s hands suddenly dipped. One hook under Shithouse’s arm and the ball could go in. This two-pointer was critical if they wanted to ignite Class Eight’s spirits. But Gu Fei’s next move came as a surprise. Dog’s balls, Jiang Cheng cursed inwardly, that bastard is making a damn pass!

Though Jiang Cheng understood what Gu Fei wanted the moment the ball hurtled toward him, he still couldn’t help saying “fuck” under his breath.

Jiang Cheng caught the ball, took a quick step back behind the three-point line, and threw it high, shooting it at the basket without hesitation. As the ball sank through the hoop, another wave crested through the courtside spectators. Class Eight students jumped and screamed so hard their voices almost broke.
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“Gorgeous!” The microphone had somehow found its way back into Lao-Lu’s hands. “Beautiful shot!”

“Damn!” Wang Xu ran up and excitedly yelled into Jiang Cheng’s ear. “That felt so damn good!”

Their teamwork culminating in the three-pointer was like a drug; all of them felt high. Even as they defended against their opponents, everyone seemed to have springs in the soles of their feet.

“Any comments?” Gu Fei asked as he ran past Jiang Cheng.

“Nope. Just watching you frolic.”

“We’re already here,” said Gu Fei. “If we’re going to play, we might as well put them in the ground.”

“Mm-hm,” Jiang Cheng agreed.

As he ran back up the court, Jiang Cheng thought of what Pan Zhi had said in his text the other day—that he was acting like his old self again.

He was right.


Chapter 29

 

CLASS FIVE had been one of last year’s strongest teams. Although the sudden addition of Jiang Cheng and Gu Fei had thrown them off, a few rounds were enough for them to gradually acclimatize and defend against the two in a more targeted way.

Unlike Class Eight, who depended solely on the tag team of Jiang Cheng and Gu Fei, Class Five had no particularly exceptional players. Their skills were evenly distributed, and even their benchwarmers were better than Wang Xu and the other boys. It was an interesting phenomenon that seemed to happen in every grade of every school: The good players were clustered in just one or two classes. It baffled Jiang Cheng.

In the few minutes before their opponents regained their wits, though, Jiang Cheng and Gu Fei managed to narrow the score gap to a single point. After Jiang Cheng’s three-pointer, Gu Fei sank shot after shot with his layups, while Class Five gained a mere two points. 

The frenzied excitement of the spectators was reaching its peak—they were perhaps even more excited than when they watched Class Five’s game against Class Two. After all, it wasn’t every day they got to see a group of also-rans like Class Eight suddenly level up and trounce Class Five so hard that they only scored once in the span of several minutes.

And on top of that, they were still in the elimination stage. The losers would have to sit in the audience for the rest of the tournament. It meant nothing if a weak team lost the first match of a sudden-death round, but if last year’s finalists lost instead, that would make for a real spectacle. Everyone loved an underdog.

“We can win this!” Wang Xu exclaimed between gulps of water during Class Five’s timeout, his face flushed and glowing. “Holy shit, we could win! We’re actually gonna—”

“Shut up. Don’t waste time talking.” Jiang Cheng cut his captain off unceremoniously. “Guo Xu, take a rest. Let that other guy play.”

“Who?” asked Wang Xu.

“Him.” Jiang Cheng pointed at one of their reserves. The kid didn’t have many skills to speak of, but he was one hell of a runner. “Don’t do anything else, just guard that…that guy. The little guy from their team.”

“His name’s Zhang Yuan,” Wang Xu reminded him, “and the ‘little guy’ is Tang Xiwei.”

“Right. Zhang Yuan, you watch Tonguesy,” Jiang Cheng said. “You’re fast, so keep up with him. Foul him if you have to—if you can’t stop him, push him, but don’t make it obvious. Don’t give him the chance to get the ball, but don’t touch him if he has it.”

“Got it.” Zhang Yuan nodded. “And his name is Tang Xiwei, not Tonguesy.”

“Sure,” said Jiang Cheng. “We’ll be in a much better position if Tonguesy doesn’t get the ball. Most of Shithouse’s shots are from his assists.”

“What about us?” asked Wang Xu.

Jiang Cheng ignored him and looked at Gu Fei. “Li… Shithouse’s fouled twice now. Get him to make another foul or two.”

“Okay.” Gu Fei took a gulp of water. “And his name is Li Yadong.”

“What about me?” Wang Xu asked again, getting a little more specific this time.

“Captain,” Jiang Cheng said, tugging at the sweatband on his wrist, “if anyone tries to get in my way when I have the ball, come take care of him.”

Wang Xu thumped his chest. “All right! No problem!” 

“Also, we’re too slow at shifting to defense,” said Jiang Cheng. “We’ve gone over this in practice, remember? When they attack, we need to head straight back to the basket. Get two in the key and the rest on the line stopping them from getting in.”

“Got it. Chin up, people. We need to remember what we learned in practice.” Wang Xu clapped everyone’s shoulders, pointedly passing over Jiang Cheng’s before landing on Gu Fei’s. “Da-Fei, keep your spirits up!”

“Mm.” Gu Fei gave him a look.

“Want some water?” someone asked from beside Jiang Cheng. He turned to see Yi Jing with a bottle of water in her hand. She glanced at Gu Fei, who was already drinking, then looked back at Jiang Cheng.

“Thanks.” Jiang Cheng took the bottle and opened it, gulping a mouthful of water.

“You guys are playing really well,” Yi Jing said quietly. “Our class has never been this excited.”

Jiang Cheng smiled.

They were playing decently. He and Gu Fei’s deliberately showy teamwork was a guaranteed way to get the blood pumping…but also a guaranteed way to attract animosity.

He swiveled round to look at Class Five. A number of people were glaring daggers at them.

Meeting his eyes, Li Shithouse raised both hands in a middle-finger salute. Even after he put his hands down, he still held Jiang Cheng’s gaze.

Jiang Cheng didn’t react. He rarely felt provoked to anger on the court. Bringing emotions into a competition was a major no-no. But on the flip side, provoking his own opponent was fair play. He kept his eyes on Shithouse’s for a while, then blew him a kiss.

“Motherfucker,” Shithouse spat, instantly irate.

Jiang Cheng laughed and ignored him.

“You can be a real shithead, huh?” Gu Fei muttered behind him as they returned to the court.

“Remember to make him foul,” said Jiang Cheng. “If he has room to play, it’ll be hard for us in the second half.”

“Got it,” said Gu Fei.

There were only seven minutes left in the first half, and Class Five had possession. Class Eight had to take this chance to race ahead of Class Five and widen the gap—if they waited until the second half, Class Five would’ve had time to adjust, and it would be much harder to win.

Jiang Cheng fixed his attention on the player throwing, but he noted everyone else’s position on the court as well.

Zhang Yuan was doing well. Li Yan #2—no, Tonguesy…? Tang Xi-whatever moved quickly, managing to escape and seize the ball even when he was being guarded, but now Zhang Yuan stuck to him like a liquor-soaked jujube, and no matter how he zipped back and forth, he couldn’t break free.

Class Five had a fixed pattern of playing: They always passed to Tonguesy first, who would then advance the ball. With Tonguesy unable to receive and the others all guarded tightly by Class Eight, the player throwing had no clue what to do.

They had five seconds left when the guy behind Jiang Cheng finally broke free and rushed for the ball. The thrower hurriedly passed, but he was too far away; before the ball could make it halfway to its target, Jiang Cheng rushed between them and stole the pass.

“For fuck’s sake!” Tonguesy yelled. “Are you blind?”

As soon as Jiang Cheng had the ball, Gu Fei dashed for the basket. Jiang Cheng barely dribbled before he flung the ball viciously at Lu Xiaobin, who stood beyond the three-point line.

This was a play they’d practiced before: Lu Xiaobin made the most of his height advantage, grabbing the ball and passing it to Gu Fei with a jump.

Gu Fei caught the pass, but Class Five’s defense was lightning-fast. Within a few steps, Gu Fei found his way blocked by Shithouse.

Jiang Cheng was ready to run up, but Wang Xu had already raced into the paint. With nobody guarding him for now, he was open to Gu Fei’s pass.

Seeing such smooth, seamless reflexes and coordination filled Jiang Cheng with so much pride that if Wang Xu were to pat his shoulder, he wouldn’t even mind.

But then, Wang Xu shouted at the top of his lungs, “Da-Fei, pass the ball! I’m open!”

Jiang Cheng wanted to slap the bastard.

As soon as Wang Xu yelled, the other team rushed to close the opening. Gu Fei had exceptionally good aim when he was in the key, but it was hard to lay up with Shithouse pressed up against him like this. It was all he could do to keep possession of the ball.

By Jiang Cheng’s estimate, there was no time to take the shot, and little chance of it going in the basket if he did. With Shithouse standing there, it would be difficult to get possession on the rebound as well. Gu Fei could only pass or retreat.

Just then, Gu Fei made for a jump shot, but Shithouse leaped to block him, just a millisecond quicker. Gu Fei’s delayed jump meant Shithouse’s arms were already above him, pressing downward. Still, Gu Fei managed to throw the ball from between his arms.

The ball soared into the air almost vertically, then spun down into the basket.

The crowd burst into cheers as the referee’s whistle rang out across the court. “Number Five, hand check!”

Jiang Cheng was rattled by shock after shock.

Holy shit! He made the shot at that position, at that angle! He actually started it as a fake-out shot! Li Shithouse committed a hand-check foul!

A score, a baited foul, and an awarded free throw all in one—Jiang Cheng almost wanted to scream along with the crowd.

Gu Fei slowly backed up to the free-throw line, raising three fingers at Shithouse. “Three times now.”

“Fuck!” Shithouse cursed through gritted teeth, his face flaming red.

There was no doubt over whether Gu Fei could get it in, but out of either pure evil or the desire to provoke his opponent, he manufactured suspense anyway. When he raised the ball for the free throw, he turned to look at Shithouse as he took the shot.

It went in.

The crowd hollered, the girls’ shrill shrieks covering the cheers and applause of the boys.

Jiang Cheng glanced at Gu Fei. Although that was an incredibly cool move, it was also extremely cocky. He almost felt sorry for poor ol’ Shithouse. 

“You’re such a dick,” Jiang Cheng remarked as they jogged back for defense.

“Learned it from you,” Gu Fei replied. “He can’t keep his cool. I bet he’s going nuts right now. Just watch, he’ll foul four times before the second half.”

Gu Fei’s judgment ended up being spot-on. Li Yadong—Jiang Cheng silently celebrated his sudden ability to recall Shithouse’s name—was a hot-headed fiend. He managed to foul twice even when Class Five was well ahead of Class Eight, so it wouldn’t be too hard to push him into another foul in his current mental state.

If Jiang Cheng were the captain of Class Five, he would have swapped Li Yadong out at this moment. But Class Five was clearly too dependent on him to score, so they didn’t switch out players.

As the first half neared its end, Li Yadong tried to block Gu Fei from bringing the ball up center court. Gu Fei didn’t even lure him in with a feint; he simply angled himself slightly as Li Yadong’s hand passed over. Unable to stop himself in time, Li Yadong slapped Gu Fei’s arm.

The ref blew the whistle. “Number Five, hand check!”

“He’s gonna foul out!” someone from the audience shouted, rousing cheers from the rest of the crowd. Jiang Cheng recognized the voice; he glanced over and spotted Zhou Jing hiding behind Lao-Xu.

Li Yadong ended the first half with four fouls. No matter how good a player he was, he was going to sit out the second half until his team really needed him. But at the same time, Class Five was nine points behind. If Li Yadong didn’t play, their hopes of catching up again would slowly dwindle…

Aww, what a dilemma, Jiang Cheng thought as he sipped his water.

“As long as we stay loose and keep a steady pace, we can win this!” said Wang Xu. “Think about it! It’s not just our first time winning—we’ll be knocking out Class Five! Knocking them out! Once we get rid of Class Five, we’ll have Class Two under our thumb in no time!”

Everyone nodded in fervent agreement.

“Anything to change about our strategy?” Wang Xu asked Jiang Cheng.

“Bring Guo Xu back in. Zhang Yuan, take a rest,” Jiang Cheng said. “Li Yadong probably won’t be playing after this. Even if he does, he can’t play as freely as before, so Tonguesy…Xiwei won’t keep passing to him—he’ll probably bring up the ball himself. Leave him to me. Everything else can stay the same.”

Wang Xu nodded. “Got it!”

Sure enough, Li Yadong didn’t play in the second half. He was replaced by someone about the same height, but much thinner. This player’s jumps couldn’t hold a candle to Li Yadong’s; he couldn’t block Gu Fei’s layups at all.

Everyone in Class Eight seemed to have a spring in their step—or even wings on their feet. On and off the court, they were walking on air. The spectators were pumped up as well. Nobody expected this much excitement on the very first day of the tournament. Everyone cheered as one entity, not caring which side they were cheering for—they roared when anyone attacked and screeched when anyone scored, regardless of which team was attacking or scoring. A united front, two as one…

Jiang Cheng didn’t get excited easily, especially not during tournaments. He’d always played point guard, which required calm observation. Even showy moves were a matter of skill, not emotion. But now, with the crowd erupting like a volcano and his crappy little team playing remarkably well, he found it hard to stay levelheaded.

“Last stretch, last stretch!” Lao-Lu got his hands on the microphone yet again and bellowed as enthusiastically as he did in class. The referee didn’t even bother trying to stop him anymore. “Steady! Don’t panic, don’t rush! Keep your cool, keep it steady!”

There were ten minutes left—not much longer, even including overtime. Class Eight was giving it their all, but so was Class Five, not letting them reach Jiang Cheng’s coveted fifteen-point gap. They were now thirteen points apart, with Class Eight in the lead.

Class Five fielded Li Yadong again. The ball was now in Jiang Cheng’s hands. If Gu Fei managed to sink this one, the fifteen-point gap would be enough to crush Class Five purely by destroying their morale.

Guo Xu stood in front of him to his right. When Tonguesy came sprinting forward to block him, he passed swiftly to Guo Xu.

It was almost as if the gods were smiling on Guo Xu. He barely advanced after receiving the ball; just as Tonguesy turned to look, Jiang Cheng ran around him, and Guo Xu threw it back to Jiang Cheng from above. 

“Good pass!” Wang Xu yelled.

Jiang Cheng received and continued to bring up the ball, but Tonguesy was quick enough to run out in front of him again. His speed and reflexes made Jiang Cheng briefly wish Tonguesy played for Class Eight.

Jiang Cheng glanced to the left, and sure enough, Tonguesy immediately leaned ever so slightly in that direction. But his too-quick reflexes and overexcitement put him at a disadvantage here.

Hee hee, it’s a trap!

Jiang Cheng sped to the right and spotted Gu Fei within the three-point line…and, coming in from his right, Li Yadong’s foot.

Fuck your uncle’s sacred mountain!

Jiang Cheng’s left foot stepped squarely on Li Yadong’s, and his right foot couldn’t catch up. The next instant, he lost balance and fell to the left—but before he hit the ground, he tightened his jaw and chucked the ball at Gu Fei. Then he slammed into the floor, bracing himself elbow-first as he slid several feet.

Shouts broke out all around. He wasn’t sure whether they were directed at Gu Fei’s excellent layup or his own violent tumble. For a few seconds, he couldn’t stand up.

“Jiang Cheng!” Wang Xu rushed over, panicked.

“You idiot!” Jiang Cheng shoved him. “Defend!” Class Five swiftly resumed play. Tonguesy was already dribbling the ball past them.

“No foul whistle!” Gu Fei called out. “Wang Xu, defend!”

“Fuck!” Wang Xu straightened up and ran to the basket.

Jiang Cheng got to his feet. Gu Fei turned back to look at him, but he shook his head. His foot was holding up okay, since he had an ankle brace. However, the impact to the older wound on his ribs had jolted and disoriented him.

Everyone was burning with rage for this final play. As Jiang Cheng ran past the center, Gu Fei perfectly blocked a shot from Li Yadong, and the ball was now in Lu Xiaobin’s hands.

“Jiang Cheeeeng!” Lu Xiaobin hollered, his voice booming as he boldly passed the ball to Jiang Cheng.

Maybe because they’d been effectively playing five against four a moment ago, Class Five seemed to think the next two points were in the bag. When the ball reached Jiang Cheng’s hands, even Tonguesy, the closest person to Jiang Cheng, was in Class Five’s key.

Jiang Cheng turned and dribbled for a few steps, then paused with his foot at the edge of the three-point line. Right before he took the shot, he looked over his shoulder at the Class Five players who’d just caught up. Then, he leisurely threw the ball.

The ball carved a long arc through the air. Jiang Cheng raised three fingers; as the ball swished into the basket, he brought his fingers down.

Clean shot.

Beautiful.

In the cheers around the court, he could hear Lao-Xu’s voice break as he yelled, “Nice shot!” He glanced in Lao-Xu’s direction. Of all the excited faces, his was the most obvious—he was so amped up that his face was as red as a beet.

The gap was now sixteen points. There wasn’t much time left on the clock for Class Five to catch up. Even without Jiang Cheng and Gu Fei playing, it would be nearly impossible.

Gu Fei glanced at the clock. “Slow down.”

There was no need to worry about scoring at this point. They could play more steadily and let the clock run out. Class Five’s players were out of energy. Although each player was filled with fury, there was no opportunity for another outburst.

Gu Fei and Jiang Cheng had possession most of the time, bringing the ball easily to the key. Class Five managed to eke out another four points, but Gu Fei gave up on two-pointers and twice passed to Jiang Cheng for three-point shots. Jiang Cheng could almost feel the soundwaves rippling through the air whenever he scored. He’d never been so flashy on the court, not even playing for his old school’s team.

Finally, when everyone was at their emotional peak, the final whistle sounded, signaling the end of the game. Gu Fei was still standing several paces beyond the three-point line, ball in hand. He lobbed it hard at the basket.

“Haven’t you done enough?” Jiang Cheng watched the ball bounce off the backboard and fall into the basket.

“Yaaaaaah!” Among the hoots and hollers, Wang Xu’s voice was the clearest.

Jiang Cheng turned to see him dashing over, his arms open. Before he could react, Wang Xu had his arms wrapped around Gu Fei and planted a hard kiss right on his face.

“Get off!” Gu Fei pushed him away, rubbing at his face repeatedly.

Jiang Cheng pointed at Wang Xu as soon as he turned around. “Don’t touch me!”

“Ahhhh!” Wang Xu exclaimed, too excited to care. He grabbed Jiang Cheng and kissed his cheek with a smack.

“You fucker!” Jiang Cheng reacted like he’d been burned, bodily flinging Wang Xu away. But Wang Xu didn’t mind. He embraced and kissed every one of his teammates in his frenzied delight.

Their whole class went wild with joy, flooding the court and grabbing everyone they could into a screaming group huddle. Only an ultimate loser class that had never won any school competition could understand this feeling.

“Hey.” Gu Fei walked over to him and spread his arms. “Haven’t had so much fun playing basketball in ages.”

Jiang Cheng looked at him, paused, then opened his own arms and hugged him. “Same here.”

Gu Fei patted his back. “Is your foot okay?” 

Jiang Cheng smiled. “It’s fine.”

This hug felt very…comfortable.

There was a quiet understanding and admiration to it, as well as a closeness that Jiang Cheng had never felt with anyone else. Though images of Gu Fei flashed through his head—that moment the other night, Gu Fei glowing in the sunlight that day—Jiang Cheng still felt…easy.

He didn’t know why this embrace was “easy” to him, but this was the first time in a long time that he’d been in such close physical contact with anyone besides Pan Zhi. He could even feel the ends of his hair sweeping against Gu Fei’s face, but there was no awkwardness, no aversion.

“Come on, let’s go!” Lao-Xu waved frantically as soon as the rest of their classmates dispersed. “Mr. Lu and I are taking you out for a nice meal!”

“I want hotpot,” said Wang Xu. “No, wait, barbecue… Oh, but lamb hotpot, though…”

The group followed Lao-Xu and Lao-Lu out, their spirits high as they discussed what to eat.

Gu Fei walked next to Jiang Cheng. “Hey, uh, there’s something I wanted to ask you.”

“Mm? What is it?” asked Jiang Cheng.

“Wanna make some money?”

“Huh?” Jiang Cheng stared blankly at Gu Fei. The non sequitur made him think of a brothel madam speaking to an innocent young girl. He almost wanted to say, No, I’m too young.


Chapter 30

 

GU FEI SEEMED to be confused by his reaction, because he didn’t quite know how to continue. “I mean, do…do you want to make some pocket money?”

“Hmm?” Jiang Cheng looked at him. Pocket money? Somehow, it still sounded wrong…

“Like…pose for photos and stuff…” 

Jiang Cheng knew there was no way Gu Fei was actually trying to introduce him to anything weird, but after that vigorous game, his brain was too oxygen-deprived to think straight. Unable to navigate his way out of the thought spiral of Gu Fei leading him down a dangerous and immoral path, he eventually managed to blurt out: “I’m a respectable young man!”

“Do you really have the brains to be an overachiever?” Gu Fei retorted. “Or did they call you that because you were in special ed this whole time?”

“Oh!” Jiang Cheng finally realized what he meant. “Photos? What kind of photos?”

“Nudes.” Gu Fei waved him off grumpily. He kept walking, lighting a cigarette as he went. “We’ll talk about it when you can think straight.”

“I am thinking straight…” Jiang Cheng glanced at the cigarette in Gu Fei’s mouth and paused, surprised. He knew Gu Fei often smoked in the bathroom between classes, but he hadn’t thought he’d light up in broad daylight—in the middle of the schoolyard, no less. 

“Want one?” Gu Fei offered.

“No.” Jiang Cheng decisively refused. He and Pan Zhi had used to hide in the bathroom to smoke, but generally speaking, they were respectable young men. 

“What photos?” Walking ahead of them, Wang Xu whipped his head around. “Did someone take photos of us? Of course they did—we looked so cool today! Let’s check the school forum tonight, I bet they got all kinds of poses… Ah, but there might only be photos of you two…”

“Next match, I’ll have someone take photos of you exclusively,” said Gu Fei.

“For real?” Wang Xu started to laugh. “Come on, don’t tease me…”

“Gu Fei!” someone called from behind them.

“Ooh.” Wang Xu looked up. “It’s Madam President.” Jiang Cheng looked back to see Yi Jing running over with a small bag in her hand.

Gu Fei turned around to face her, too. “You called?”

“Here…” Yi Jing handed the bag to Jiang Cheng. “I just got these from the infirmary—rubbing alcohol and stuff. You fell during the game, right? You should get it checked out later.”

“Oh.” Jiang Cheng was a little surprised. His elbow did burn a little, but they were all wearing long-sleeved shirts under their jerseys today, so his skin didn’t make direct contact with the ground—it probably wasn’t too serious. He accepted the bag anyway. “Thanks.”

Yi Jing smiled. “You’re welcome.”

“Why did you call Gu Fei’s name to give something to Jiang Cheng?” Wang Xu had a sarcastic smile on his face.

“I couldn’t remember Jiang Cheng’s name for a second.” Yi Jing touched her hair, a little embarrassed, and walked away.

Wang Xu tutted behind her back. “She only remembers Gu Fei’s name?”

“She doesn’t remember Jiang Cheng’s name, that’s all,” Gu Fei said.

Lao-Xu and Lao-Lu were quite generous, probably because today’s game had far exceeded their expectations. They even paid for taxis to transport the team to the all-you-can-eat barbecue place.

“Xu-zong.” Gu Fei stopped Lao-Xu outside the restaurant. “This is too much. Let’s just go to a regular restaurant. The point is to take everyone out to eat together—it doesn’t have to be anything special.”

“What are you talking about?” Lao-Lu piped up from nearby. “We’re celebrating! Get inside, Gu Fei, don’t worry about it. Xu-zong and I can afford this much.”

“Good boy.” Lao-Xu clutched Gu Fei’s arm, looking touched. “Good boy! You know to be considerate to your teacher! I knew you—”

“—could still be saved,” Gu Fei finished for him, and turned to head into the restaurant. Jiang Cheng trailed behind him, trying to hold back laughter.

The restaurant had an exceptionally large private room that probably didn’t see much use, but was just the right size for the bunch of them. 

“Go get some food first.” Lao-Xu propped both hands on the table as if he was in class. “You can fully satisfy your cravings today. You can even get some alcohol, but I have the last word on how much you drink!”

Everyone squeezed out of the door in a cluster to get food.

Jiang Cheng shrugged off his coat; he was just about to check his elbow when his phone pinged. He peered at the message on the screen. It was a notification for the automatic debit of this month’s cell phone bill: one hundred yuan. 

He normally wouldn’t give an amount like that a second thought, but looking at the notification now, he suddenly felt a little pang. Should he switch to a cheaper plan? But he wouldn’t have enough data on a cheaper plan, and Li Baoguo didn’t have wi-fi at his place… Maybe he could install an ethernet cable? But that would cost money too.

He frowned. He still had money in his account, but living like this without any money coming in made him uneasy. Li Baoguo provided him with a room and nothing else. He still had to go grocery shopping once a week so he could cook for himself from day to day.

He sighed and left the room. 

Gu Fei stood in front of him with a plate in his hand, staring blankly at the meat in the row of freezers. Jiang Cheng walked over and picked up his own plate. Grabbing the tongs, he helped himself: Pork belly, fatty veal, lamb slices; he piled them all on in just a few movements. Then, he stacked his plate on top of Gu Fei’s, grabbed a new one, and repeated the process: pork belly, fatty veal…

Gu Fei looked at him. “How do you keep your figure?”

“I go running when it’s warmer out,” Jiang Cheng said. “I don’t eat like this all the time.”

“Oh.”

“What you just said about…photos.” Jiang Cheng looked around—no classmates. “What’s that about?”

“It’s Xin-jie.” Gu Fei hesitated for a while, holding out his tongs, before picking up a few shrimp to add to the plate. “She has an online shop selling menswear. She needs someone for a photoshoot.”

“Ah.” Jiang Cheng thought for a moment. “Don’t those shops usually have their own models?”

“Just one regular model,” said Gu Fei. “The others are all temporary hires. And the regular one is busy with something else right now. There’s new stock due to go on sale, but nobody to model it. She wanted me to help find the right person for the job.”

“I see.” Jiang Cheng hesitated. “I have no modeling experience. Is that okay?”

“No problem. You have the face and the figure—not to mention you’re very photogenic. Liu Fan has helped out with photos before, and if he can do it, it’s not gonna be a problem for you.”

“What kind of clothes are they?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“I’ll show you in a bit,” Gu Fei said. He gestured with his chin at the food counter. “Excuse me, but please grab some vegetables. I can’t stand it being all meat.”

“Okay.” Jiang Cheng took a small basket and filled it with greens.

When they returned to their table, everyone else was already back in their seats, and the room was steaming up from the heat. Lao-Xu stood up with a glass in his hand as soon as they entered. “Come, heroes, sit down. I have something to say.”

Once Jiang Cheng and Gu Fei sat down, Lao-Xu raised a toast: “Everyone worked hard today. I’ve been teaching you all since your first year—and, of course, some since this year… Class Eight doesn’t even rank in the morning exercise competitions, but today, we can finally hold our heads up high! It wasn’t easy! I believe that if you keep playing like you did today, getting into the finals will be no problem! Great job, everyone. Keep up the good work! Cheers!”

Everybody picked up their cups and knocked them against each other’s in a cacophony of clangs. They were barely able to take a sip before Lao-Xu spoke again.

“Furthermore, we have classmates Gu Fei and Jiang Cheng to thank for their efforts today…”

“Lao-Xu, Lao-Xu,” Lao-Lu interrupted. “That’s enough. Let them eat first, they’re all ravenous. You’ll make yourself cry with that sappy speech.”

“Drink!” Wang Xu tossed back his drink and emptied the glass.

Jiang Cheng glanced at the cups—they all had beer, except for Lao-Xu and Lao-Lu, whose glasses held baijiu.1 He joined in and took two gulps.

“It’s the girls’ competition tomorrow,” Wang Xu said. “I wonder how that will go.”

“No chance,” said Guo Xu. “Our girls always lose as soon as they get on the court. I think they tank it on purpose, just to get it over with. The ball goes flying every time they dribble, and none of them like playing basketball, anyway.”

There was a chorus of laments for the girls’ team before they resumed discussion of the upcoming games.

“Look.” Gu Fei handed his phone to Jiang Cheng after some searching. “It’s mostly in this style. Pretty niche.”

Jiang Cheng took his phone and started swiping. The first photos were of Liu Fan, and he thought they looked pretty good. But the ones after them featured a guy who was probably Ding Zhuxin’s regular model, and he could see the difference.

“Steampunk?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“There are other styles, too. All kinds of old-school nostalgia,” Gu Fei said. “So how about it? The payment can be by piece or by day, and you’ll get the professional model’s rate. She’s in a time crunch, so it might even be higher than usual.”

Jiang Cheng barely hesitated; it was money, after all. He nodded. “All right.” 

“Then I’ll let her know. We don’t have any basketball games the next couple of days, so we can go do a photoshoot in the afternoon and evening,” Gu Fei said.

“Okay.” Jiang Cheng scrolled through the photos again. “Does anyone actually buy these clothes? You’d for sure get stared at going out like this, maybe even beaten up if you’re smug about it…”

Gu Fei laughed. “You care a lot about other people, huh.”

“Yeah, I’m kind like that.”

 

***

 

Fourth High was rather lax about its rules. Since there were games in the afternoon, students who wanted to watch skipped their afternoon classes and crowded onto the courts—and those who didn’t want to watch the games could simply leave without any repercussions. 

Jiang Cheng still gave Lao-Xu a call to excuse his absence the next day, though, claiming that he had to go to the hospital to check his injury from the day before. Lao-Xu approved his absence, with an exclamation that overachieving students really were responsible. 

In truth, Jiang Cheng had never asked for leave when he skipped class in the past. Lao-Xu was just the mother-hen type of homeroom teacher who spread his wings and clucked at them all day. Jiang Cheng would’ve felt bad if he didn’t say something. 

“The place is a little far, but we can get there by bus,” Gu Fei said as they headed to the bus stop. “There’s a small photography studio in her office…which is also her warehouse and her bedroom.”

“Uh huh.” Jiang Cheng nodded.

He was a little nervous. He wouldn’t be so nervous if he was getting paid to sit someone else’s tests for them, but modeling for a shoot…? This was a little out of left field for him; he’d never considered it before.

When they boarded the bus, he noticed that instead of his schoolbag, Gu Fei was carrying a rather heavy-looking backpack. Curious, he asked, “What are you carrying?”

“Camera and lenses.” Gu Fei moved to sit down in the last row.

Jiang Cheng was taken aback. “You’re…the photographer?”

“Uh-huh.” Gu Fei tugged on Jiang Cheng’s sleeve and dragged him down into the seat next to him before a middle-aged man could squeeze into it.

“You?” Jiang Cheng asked again to confirm.

“Yeah, yeah.” Gu Fei glanced at him. “I’m shooting. Is it that strange? It’s not like I’ve never taken your picture before.”

“That’s not what I meant. I just thought she had her own photographer.” To be honest, it wasn’t that weird that Gu Fei was the photographer. Jiang Cheng had seen his photos before, and Gu Fei often shared them in his WeChat Moments; they looked very professional.

“Ding Zhuxin does have her own photographer, but she asks me when it gets busy,” said Gu Fei. “I do a lot of shoots.”

Jiang Cheng glanced over at Gu Fei. “Oh.”

After the bus started moving, Jiang Cheng didn’t speak again. Warm and rocking, the heated bus trundled on; from where Jiang Cheng sat, its occupants stayed in place even as the scenes outside the window constantly changed. The sounds of laughter and chatter hummed low in his ear. Moments like these made him feel intensely groggy, especially since it was immediately after lunch. His eyelids would droop just from looking toward the warm sunlight. 
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Gu Fei was similarly quiet. Jiang Cheng glanced over to see his arms folded and his eyes closed.

Sleepy.

He could’ve held it together, but seeing that Gu Fei was already asleep, Jiang Cheng suddenly couldn’t keep his eyes open any longer. He pulled on the hood of his jacket, lowered his head, and closed his eyes. As tired as he was, it was still impossible to fall asleep so easily. He drifted between sleep and wakefulness as muddled sounds surrounded him and shadows constantly flitted by.

He didn’t know how much time passed, but at some point, he felt a weight on his shoulder. Pulling off his hood to look over, he found Gu Fei’s head resting against his shoulder. 

Gu Fei’s eyelashes were quite long, but not as thick as Gu Miao’s.

Jiang Cheng didn’t think he had feelings for Gu Fei, especially since Ding Zhuxin was possibly Gu Fei’s girlfriend… Here, though, on the bus with Gu Fei leaning against him, he felt an inexplicable tingle. Like fur fluffing under the sunlight, the sensation spread gradually from his shoulder to the rest of his body. 

He closed his eyes again.

Ever since he’d realized he was more attracted to men than he was to women, he had been no stranger to loneliness. He carried the secret in strict confidence—Pan Zhi knew, but he couldn’t relieve the pressure Jiang Cheng felt because of it. That aching pit of loneliness still resurfaced from time to time.

It had been there even when he had parents and a brother, classmates and friends, but he hadn’t felt it as intensely then as he did now. Now he’d moved out here, though, it all overlapped and meshed together bit by bit.

He didn’t need to be around other guys who liked guys. He didn’t need to be with the kind of people who sought each other out just to keep warm. But objectively, the attraction was there. Gu Fei, and the way he was leaning unconsciously against Jiang Cheng, hinted at an intimate warmth only two could share. 

Jiang Cheng couldn’t say for sure how it made him feel.

When the announcement for the next stop played, Gu Fei raised his head. “We’re here. It’s the next stop.” He looked at Jiang Cheng’s shoulder and paused for a moment. “Sorry,” he said at last. “I just couldn’t stay awake.”

“It’s fine.” Jiang Cheng stretched, loosening up his shoulder. “You’re worn out from acting so cool yesterday.”

Gu Fei laughed and stood up. “Let’s go.”

Jiang Cheng followed him. He hadn’t dozed off for very long, but now his legs felt wobbly just from walking… It was probably from overexertion yesterday, he thought. He hadn’t exercised that much since winter started. It wasn’t until they got off the bus and he felt the wind in his face that Jiang Cheng’s feeling of full-body weakness finally subsided. 

Ding Zhuxin’s office that doubled as a warehouse—and tripled as a bedroom, and quadrupled as a photography studio—was located on a trendy-looking street. The graffiti on the walls, the manhole covers, the telephone booths, and even the electrical boxes made its hipster status clear. Both sides of the street were lined with boutiques designed to deter anyone without enough experience with pretentiousness, lest they expose their fashion ignorance upon entering. The street was neither long nor large, but Jiang Cheng was still surprised that a place like this existed in such an unsophisticated, broken little city.

Gu Fei led him into a building not unlike a small office block. It looked rather old on the outside, but when he glanced at the sign plates on the wall, he saw the names of the companies had the modern habit of striving to boggle the reader’s mind. As they waited for the elevator, Jiang Cheng swept his eyes over the names and found that he couldn’t decipher a single one. Some were written in scripts he didn’t even recognize, and even the ones using Chinese characters didn’t appear to have the typical arrangement.

“What is this place?” he said once they were alone in the elevator. “It’s so bursting with snobbery you’d need cable wires to hold it together.”

Gu Fei leaned against the elevator wall and laughed. “This neighborhood is called the Nineties Compound. It was meant to be a place for young people to gather—y’know, the really trendy and fashionable type—but it went a bit off-base. The only people who come here these days are posers, but the rent is dirt cheap.”

Ding Zhuxin was waiting in the studio, and she grinned as soon as they opened the door. “I knew you’d bring him.”

“Really?” Gu Fei tossed his backpack on the floor. “We’re all acquainted here, so I won’t bother with introductions.”

“Here, have some of this.” Ding Zhuxin brought over a pot of fruit tea and poured a cup for Jiang Cheng. “I made it myself. I added a bunch of random stuff, but it tastes pretty good.”

“Thank you.” Jiang Cheng accepted the cup and took in the studio.

It was very messy, with posters and bolts of fabric scattered everywhere, as well as a number of large packages—probably all containing clothes—that had yet to be opened. Still, he could see through this chaotic mess that at its core, the place had the cold, industrial-style decor that was popular these days: concrete walls, concrete-ensconced lamps, exposed red bricks, and interconnecting pipes.

“Let’s not waste time.” Gu Fei plopped down on the sofa. “Show him the clothes first.”

“Come on.” Ding Zhuxin led Jiang Cheng to a row of hangers and pointed to the clothes hanging on the rack. “The theme this time is ‘back to basics.’ It’s all knitted…”

“Knitted?” Gu Fei interrupted her. “You wanted me to find a bad boy for knitwear?”

“Knitted material.” Ding Zhuxin leaned on the rack. “But the concept is bad-boy style, which can be a little difficult for a model to pull off…” Ding Zhuxin sized Jiang Cheng up, and concluded, “But he can handle it.”

“Whatever you say.” Gu Fei sat up, opened his bag, and started fiddling with his camera.

“Let’s try for thirty sets today,” Ding Zhuxin said. “How’s that?”

“…Okay.” Jiang Cheng looked at the clothes on the rack. Other than the so-called “knitted material,” he couldn’t make out much of anything, including the design concept Ding Zhuxin mentioned. He only noticed that there were a lot of long garments. He’d never worn this kind of thing before—he always thought this style was exclusive to old men and middle-aged artists with long hair.

Gu Fei walked up to him. “Get changed. They all come with matching base layers, you just need to change into them.”

“You…” Jiang Cheng turned around. Before he finished speaking, Gu Fei raised the camera and clicked the shutter at him. Clickety-clack. “Bastard.”

“Go change.” Gu Fei pointed to a room to the side. “We’ll be shooting in there. She’ll tell you the kind of vibe she wants for the poses. I promise to make you look…utterly ravishing.”

“Uh huh.” Jiang Cheng looked at the clothes on the rack. “Any set of them?”

“Any set,” Gu Fei said.

“Okay,” Jiang Cheng replied. He took off his coat and tossed it to the side on a chair, but as he kept undressing, he suddenly felt a little self-conscious. It was one thing for Gu Fei to be standing to the side with his camera, but Ding Zhuxin was also standing there, resting her elbow in one hand and holding a mug with the other, staring at him as she sipped her tea.

It wouldn’t be that bad if he was just changing into a jacket, but looking at this pile of outfits, he was essentially going to have to strip down to his underwear. Gu Fei glanced back at Ding Zhuxin and gave her a little wave. 

Ding Zhuxin smiled. “Come over after you’re done changing,” she said. “You have a good base, so some simple makeup will do. Da-Fei can edit the photos after.” With that, she disappeared into the next room.

“I have to put on makeup?” Jiang Cheng asked as he took off his shirt.

“Mm-hmm.” Gu Fei pointed the camera at him and looked through the viewfinder at Jiang Cheng’s well-proportioned torso. This was certainly a body that engaged in regular exercise. Well-toned. “Otherwise, with the lights on, your face will get washed out.”

“Can you not point that thing at me?” said Jiang Cheng, clutching his belt as he looked into the camera.

Gu Fei hoisted his camera up. “This thing will be pointed at you all night.”

Jiang Cheng begrudgingly shucked off his pants. As he changed into the first set of clothes, he grumbled, “The only reason I’m not smacking you right now is ’cause I’m getting paid for this.”

Gu Fei laughed. Jiang Cheng’s legs were very straight, and just as toned as his upper body. Once Jiang Cheng had put his top on, Gu Fei looked at him through the lens again. “This style really suits you, actually.”

“No way.” Jiang Cheng looked down suspiciously. “I’ve been alive for nearly eighteen years now, and I’ve never worn anything like this.”

Gu Fei didn’t answer. He took a few steps back slowly with the camera. Ding Zhuxin had a sharp eye for potential models. As soon as Jiang Cheng changed into the new clothes, his entire look changed. 

Gu Fei had always thought that anyone who put on long knitted outerwear looked fit to pick up a bowl and go panhandling. But when Jiang Cheng put on the coat, turned around, and looked his way, Gu Fei’s breath stopped for a moment.

He really had an air about him that Gu Fei had never seen in anyone around here.


Chapter 31

 

JIANG CHENG CONSIDERED it a great accomplishment that he could pick such a bizarre getup without even thinking about it.

Without the outer layer, the outfit itself wasn’t half bad. A pair of slim-fit pants and a loose black T-shirt, though knitted, wouldn’t attract stares in public.

But as soon as he put the coat on, Jiang Cheng was stunned. He looked back at Gu Fei in confusion. “Hey, are you sure I didn’t grab the wrong clothes?”

“Yep.” Gu Fei was still looking at him through the camera. “What’s wrong?”

“I mean, don’t you think this looks like a knit version of the coat in The Matrix? No, wait, it’s more like a Catholic monk’s habit. I’m just missing the hemp rope around my waist.” Jiang Cheng tugged on the material, mumbling, “Is there a mirror? I’m starting to feel like a mage, too…”

Gu Fei laughed and pointed at the back wall.

The coat was very long, reaching all the way down to his calf. The material was thin and soft, giving it a slouchy look on Jiang Cheng—it was what some might call leisurewear. If it was worn by a shorter, skinnier person, though, they’d probably be stopped on the street and dragged back to whatever Taoist mountain they ran away from. 

“This outfit requires the right face, body, height, and poise,” Ding Zhuxin said, leaning against the door. “You wear it better than Da-Fei. It’d just make him look like a delinquent.”

“Oh, he doesn’t need to wear this to look like a delinquent,” said Jiang Cheng. He stood in front of the mirror and looked at his reflection. It was actually…not that bad. He would never buy this for himself, of course, but it wasn’t as if he was curating his own wardrobe right now. “Wonder who designed something like this. All I can offer them is an awkward smile…”

“I did,” said Ding Zhuxin.

“Ah…?” Jiang Cheng froze. Then he noticed Ding Zhuxin’s expression, which plainly said, I know what you’re thinking. Embarrassment sprang up within him, shooting from the ground through his feet up his body. He found himself walking funny as he followed her into the other room. 

While Ding Zhuxin smeared makeup all over his face, Gu Fei turned on all the lights necessary for the shoot.

“Don’t be nervous. You can just do some casual poses.” Ding Zhuxin swiped Jiang Cheng’s face a couple more times with her brush. “Done,” she proclaimed.

Jiang Cheng stood on his mark. The set design was actually pretty cool, but he had no idea what to do once he got into place.

“Let’s start with a few steps back and forth.” Gu Fei trained the camera on him. “From left to right, then right to left.”

“Okay.” Jiang Cheng nodded. He turned around and walked to the side. As soon as he started moving, he heard a click from the camera in Gu Fei’s hands, and he couldn’t help but turn toward the sound. “Already? I think I was walking weird.”

“Keep walking and don’t worry about me.” Gu Fei clicked the shutter again.

Jiang Cheng breathed in and walked from left to right. The set was only a few dozen square feet; it didn’t take many steps to reach the other side. He pivoted again and walked back from right to left.

“Put your head down as you walk,” Gu Fei said between clicks. “A little faster. Large strides.”

Jiang Cheng bowed his head slightly and walked across the set again. Gu Fei stared at him through the lens and took a series of continuous shots.

Jiang Cheng’s figure was frozen in the frame: head lowered, leg outstretched, hem fluttering lightly behind him… He looked so striking that the still image seemed to move.

“Put the hood on,” Ding Zhuxin said. “That’s another design element we need to highlight.”

“All right.” Jiang Cheng pulled the hood up and walked forward as he fixed it in place. “Now I look like Death on the poster for Final Destination…”

“Jiang Cheng,” Gu Fei called out to him.

“Hmm?” Jiang Cheng turned.

Gu Fei clicked the shutter.

He was still in that striding pose. His raised hand and the edge of the hood obscured half of his face, with only a straight nose and a pair of eyes half visible in the shadows.

“That was great,” Gu Fei exclaimed.

Ding Zhuxin took a sip of tea. “Forward facing,” she said.

“No need to smile or make any expressions.” Gu Fei looked at Jiang Cheng. “No need for any movements, either.”

It was difficult for the average person to hold a stance like this—still, expressionless, arms hanging by their sides—and not look stupid doing it. Gu Fei didn’t know why he was asking this of Jiang Cheng, who was not only an amateur, but someone who didn’t have the first clue about modeling. 

Jiang Cheng sighed and did as he was told. “Don’t I look like an idiot?”

“Nah,” Gu Fei answered simply and clicked the shutter.

 

Jiang Cheng must have been unbelievably vain growing up, Gu Fei thought, to be able to handle a ridiculous stance like this without looking like a total idiot. He wasn’t all tensed up and standing at attention, nor was he forcing himself to relax. His center of gravity was slightly shifted onto his right leg, and his shoulders were set naturally—which was an important part of posing. People who didn’t know how to stand properly would either hunch their shoulders or pull them stiffly backward.

The guy has definitely practiced his stance in front of a mirror, to stand so upright but still be at ease… He looks relaxed and leisurely, with his long arms and long legs. 

“Tilt your chin up a bit,” said Ding Zhuxin. “And look a little more condescending.” 

“Condescending…how?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“Like when you first walked into Class Eight,” Gu Fei said. “Yeah. Just like that.”

“That was irritation,” Jiang Cheng said, recalling the experience of standing up there like a dumbass as the whole class inspected him. He immediately felt some of that irritation come rushing back.

Gu Fei clicked the shutter. He put down the camera after a few more shots and said, “If you ever run out of options, you can always consider doing this for a living.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Ding Zhuxin laughed. “Why does he have to be out of options to consider modeling?” 

“Dude’s a top student,” said Gu Fei. “Not like you and your band of dropouts.”

“Shove over.” Ding Zhuxin clapped her hands and thumped him on the arm. “Jiang Cheng, go change into another outfit—the single piece.”

“Which one?” asked Jiang Cheng, taking off the coat as he walked out.

“That long pullover,” Ding Zhuxin said.

Gu Fei stayed back to look through the photos shot by shot. If he had to pick out something about Jiang Cheng that particularly appealed to him—aside from the overachieving, woodwind playing, and slingshot shooting—it was the effortless poise he maintained regardless of the situation. Some might call it a bad-boy vibe, annoyance, or even contempt, but the confidence that radiated from his very bones was compelling. He had an aura that came from knowing he was the best. Compared to everything else, this intuitive and basic attraction was the most powerful kind. It wasn’t something that needed to be actively sought out; Gu Fei only needed to look. Simply watching him was enough.

Humans are visual animals. We’re superficial like that.

Gu Fei sighed softly. Yes, watching was all he could do.

He couldn’t remember how long it’d been since he had the desire to spare a single glance at the people who came and went around him, whether they stayed or left.

Just say no to young love. That was what he told himself, anyway. He wasn’t in the mood for it, but he also didn’t dare. The things he had to protect were precarious—the smallest disruption would be too much.

“Excuse me.” Jiang Cheng walked in holding a flax-colored garment. “Is it this one?”

Ding Zhuxin nodded. “Yep.”

“I’m just wondering…how do you wear it?” Jiang Cheng held the piece out by the shoulders and shook it. “And what do I wear under it?”

“Underwear,” she said.

Jiang Cheng gave the material another shake, invisible question marks appearing all over his face. Gu Fei turned his head and hid his face behind the camera, trying his best to hold back his laughter. He could almost hear Jiang Cheng’s heart howling in sorrow.

It was a very loose-knit pullover with a wide neckline and a hem that looked like it might reach Jiang Cheng’s knees. Gu Fei had seen this design before, but he’d always assumed Ding Zhuxin had made it with herself in mind. He was surprised to learn that it was considered menswear.

“Go change,” Ding Zhuxin said. “It’ll probably look good on you.”

“With nothing under it except underwear?” Jiang Cheng gave one final protest.

“That’s right. You’ve got abs, right? I can airbrush them on for you if you don’t.”

Jiang Cheng’s facial expression was incomprehensible.

Ding Zhuxin turned to Gu Fei. “Does he have abs?”

“Huh?” Gu Fei turned back around, but he didn’t have time to stow away the smile on his face. “I think so.”

“Go on, then,” Ding Zhuxin told Jiang Cheng. “I thought you were being self-conscious about your abs.”

“Mm.” Jiang Cheng nodded resolutely before walking out. Shortly after, he poked his head in again. “I’m just wondering, Xin-jie, do people really buy these?”

“Of course.” Ding Zhuxin sipped on her tea. “All my designs sell pretty well.”

“That’s incredible. What kind of people buy them?” Jiang Cheng asked in a small voice.

“Crazy people, probably,” she replied.

Stripped down to his underwear and donning what looked like a ratty old fishnet, Jiang Cheng felt as good as naked. He hurried over to the mirror to take a look at himself.

Mother of— 

Jiang Cheng firmly believed that if this piece sold, it would only be because his body was too damn good. He gritted his teeth and walked back in.

Gu Fei had his head down, adjusting his camera. He whistled as soon as he looked up and saw Jiang Cheng.

Jiang Cheng pointed at him. “Shut up.”

“Good thing your underwear is black,” Ding Zhuxin noted in satisfaction as she looked him over. “I was going to find another pair for you if it wasn’t… Let’s get started.”

“Mm.” Jiang Cheng walked over to the set. Parts of it had been replaced since the last outfit; it looked a lot less cluttered than before.

“Shoes off. You’re going to be barefoot,” Ding Zhuxin said.

Dressed in these clothes, Jiang Cheng couldn’t even find the strength to resist her instructions. Wordlessly, he took off his shoes and socks and stood barefoot in the center of the set.

“This outfit doesn’t require a lot of movement,” she told him. “The piece is called ‘Mute.’ Try to get a feel for it.”

Muteness. That was the only thing Jiang Cheng could think of at this moment.

And as for getting a feel for it…he felt a little cold. After all, the garment he was wearing was full of holes. Never mind that Ding Zhuxin could tell his underwear was black—she could probably even see what brand it was.

But he still had to try. Ding Zhuxin was paying him for these photos; she was his employer right now. He had to try and “get a feel for it.” Not to mention, Gu Fei was waiting with the camera pointed at him.

Muteness.

Okay, not muteness. Mute.

No sound.

Silence.

He suddenly recalled a Russian song he used to love. 

“Тихо, тихо, тихо, тихо так тает в ночи…”

The song made him feel at peace. He’d often listened to it on his headphones after a fight with his family. Closing his eyes and listening to lyrics in a language he didn’t understand allowed him to hear the voices in his heart. But that was a little too far for his thoughts to wander. He’d gone looking for this feeling all the way in Siberia… 

Framed by the viewfinder, Jiang Cheng closed his eyes and placed his right hand gently on the left side of his chest.

Gu Fei clicked the shutter.

At this moment, it was as though Jiang Cheng was far, far away, his whole being encased in the heavy shroud of distance. Aimlessness and willfulness coexisted in his silent composure.

After he took the shot, Gu Fei didn’t move for a long time. He simply held the camera up and stared at Jiang Cheng’s face through the lens…until Ding Zhuxin gently cleared her throat.

Jiang Cheng finally opened his eyes, as if jolted awake. His fingers caught on the collar on its way down and pulled lightly on the material. The collar pulled away and bounced back. A series of shutter sounds came from the camera in Gu Fei’s hand.

The somewhat lost look in Jiang Cheng’s eyes, his slightly parted lips, the pulled collar, and the fingertips tracing across his skin… 

“This is great,” Ding Zhuxin said. “Very sensual, but very sensitive, too.”

Gu Fei didn’t say anything. He looked down at the camera in his hands for the longest time, then finally took a breath and slowly let it out, as if sighing. 

“I…” He put down the camera. “I’m gonna go take a piss.”

 

Perched on the toilet lid, Gu Fei held a lit cigarette in his mouth as he watched the smoke drift out the open window.

Life was always full of the unexpected.

Jiang Cheng finding Gu Miao was an accident. Jiang Cheng kissing the pavement outside his store was also an accident. Jiang Cheng becoming his deskmate was yet another accident… These accidents were unexpected, but none of them were too surprising. 

What did come as a surprise for Gu Fei was that he, who always had everything well under control, would have such a…physical response in the middle of a photoshoot. He was more than a little surprised by his body’s interest. Incredibly surprised, in fact, given how detached he normally was. He had to hide in the bathroom to calm down.

Following this train of thought, he couldn’t help but wonder what Jiang Cheng would do in his position… He’d probably drown himself in the toilet out of embarrassment.

 

When Gu Fei emerged from the bathroom with a cigarette in his mouth, Jiang Cheng was standing in front of the rack of clothes, wrestling with another garment. It was a tenacious battle to the death; he was tearing at the fabric, which in turn had him by the throat.

Hearing the sound of the door shutting behind him, Jiang Cheng raised his arm to peek through the gap in the clothing. When he saw Gu Fei, he didn’t even have the energy to be embarrassed anymore. “Fucking come help me,” he managed to say in a hushed voice.

“…What’s going on here?” Gu Fei quickly stubbed out his cigarette and walked over. He reached out a few times but couldn’t figure out what part of the material to pull in order to free Jiang Cheng.

“Okay, no.” Jiang Cheng still had his arms raised. He poked half of his face out from between his arm and the collar, looking angry and helpless all at once. “This thing is not meant to be worn by adult human beings. Only a baby could fit through this collar!”

“Hold on,” Gu Fei said, circling him. “Let me see.”

“If you’d come out any later, I would’ve ripped this thing apart. I’d pay for the damages, too.”

“It looks like…” Gu Fei picked up the material on his left side and studied it. “You might be stuck in the sleeve?”

Jiang Cheng froze in place. “Now that you point that out…it suddenly makes a lot of sense.”

Gu Fei didn’t say anything, and neither did Jiang Cheng. 

Two seconds later, he knew that they were about to start another giggling fit. 

 

By the time Ding Zhuxin came out, the two of them were in hysterics. Gu Fei had attempted to help Jiang Cheng pull the clothing off several times without success, his hands weak from laughter. Jiang Cheng cackled until he felt like the sleeve might strangle him to death, but he still couldn’t stop.

“I’m sorry.” Ding Zhuxin pulled out her phone and snapped a picture. “I need to get this for my Moments.”

“What?” Gu Fei wheezed as he leaned against the rack.

“My part-time photographer and my part-time model,” said Ding Zhuxin, “have gone insane.”

“We’ll be ready soon. He’s just stuck in the sleeve.” Gu Fei collected himself at last. He pulled the garment in one direction while Jiang Cheng tried to extract himself from the other, squeezing his arms and head together. Through their collective efforts, they finally managed to get the thing off. 
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Jiang Cheng heaved a big sigh and crouched down. “I’m exhausted.”

“Hurry up. I’ll treat you guys to takeout.” Ding Zhuxin turned and went back inside.

 

In the beginning, Jiang Cheng didn’t think thirty outfits was that big a deal. After all, he sometimes had to mess around and try on a couple different outfits before heading out the door.

But he hadn’t realized until today just how annoying it was to put clothes on and take them off. It was endless dressing, undressing, and standing under the lights trying to emote in ways that suited the style. He couldn’t get over the soreness in his legs from the basketball game. Every time he changed outfits, he wanted to rip the clothes right off of his body.

The thing was, Ding Zhuxin’s clothes were thirty whole matching sets, not thirty separate pieces. It wasn’t enough to just switch the pants a few times. Each time he changed, it had to be from head to toe.

When it got dark outside, Ding Zhuxin suggested they stop to eat dinner, but Jiang Cheng turned her down. He felt that if he took a break to rest and eat now, he wouldn’t want to continue even under threat of death. He couldn’t muster up the energy again, not even for extra money—so none of them ate. It was after nine o’clock by the time they finally called it quits.

“You must be hungry,” Ding Zhuxin remarked as she transferred the day’s pay to Jiang Cheng. “Let’s get something to eat downstairs. What do you want?”

“I…won’t be eating.” Jiang Cheng felt his whole body relax now that he’d changed back to the comfort of his own clothes; sleepiness had kicked in. “I’m heading back. I’m dying to get some sleep.”

“Aren’t you hungry?” she asked. “Just have a bite. What if you get hungry in the middle of the night?”

“No thanks, Xin-jie.” Jiang Cheng yawned. “I’m so sleepy that I can’t even feel hungry anymore. I probably won’t be able to tell if I get hungry tonight.”

She laughed. “All right, then. Will you have the energy to come back tomorrow?”

“I’ll be fine once I get some sleep,” he said.

“Take a cab back, then,” said Ding Zhuxin. “I’ll reimburse you for the ride.”

“Oh no,” Jiang Cheng replied quickly. “It’s all right, really. It’s not that much. I can pay for it myself.”

Ding Zhuxin was about to say something more, but Gu Fei stopped her. “You can give the money to me. I’ll take the taxi back with him.”

“You’re not eating either?” Ding Zhuxin eyed him, a little taken aback.

“Mm.” Gu Fei pulled out a cigarette and lit it. “My mom made dinner today and saved some for me. I gotta go back and eat it or she’ll cry again.”

Ding Zhuxin nodded. “Okay, then.”

Jiang Cheng went to the side of the road to flag down a cab as Gu Fei and Ding Zhuxin waited together in silence.

“Da-Fei,” Ding Zhuxin started when she saw a taxi approaching.

“Mm-hm?” Gu Fei answered.

“I’ve never seen you laugh so openly like that,” she said, staring ahead at Jiang Cheng’s back. “I watched you grow up. Today was the first time I’ve ever seen it.” 

“What do you mean, you watched me grow up?” He gave a little laugh, evading her comment. “You’re only a few years older than me. You’re talking like you’re old enough to be my mom. I watched you grow up, too, you know.”

“Go on, get in the car,” she said as the taxi drove up. “I’ll be busy tomorrow, so I won’t be here, but I’ll have the clothes ready for the shoot. My assistant will come over to do the makeup, and I’ll leave the rest to you.”

“Sure thing.” Gu Fei tossed his cigarette butt and got into the car.

 

Jiang Cheng fell asleep as soon as he settled into the taxi, as if he’d been knocked out cold. Gu Fei shoved him several times before he finally realized it wasn’t the motion of the car and opened his eyes.

“Are we here?” Jiang Cheng rubbed his face and opened the car door. “I almost started dreaming.”

“Um…” Gu Fei pulled at his arm.

Jiang Cheng was just about to ask what was going on when he heard a racket coming from up ahead. He heard men’s shouts and women’s screams, along with the sound of a woman crying.

When his eyes finally caught up with the source of the noise, his whole being sank into a state of utter exasperation. In an instant, all the exhaustion that had built up over this afternoon and half the evening was close to blowing the lid off his head. 

It was Li Baoguo, Li Hui, and Li Qian—his own father, brother, and sister. He recognized them immediately. There was also a woman with a limp whom he hadn’t seen before. He didn’t know who she was.

The woman was currently dragging her bad leg and wrestling with Li Baoguo, crying and hurling abuse. She seemed to be speaking in a dialect; her accent was too thick for him to understand.

Li Baoguo was a completely different person from his cowardly self the other day, when he’d curled up on the ground with his head between his arms, letting people kick the crap out of him. Right now, he was fighting this woman with an enthusiasm that neither Li Hui or Li Qian could restrain, no matter how hard they tried to pull him back. 

“I’ll beat you to death!” Li Baoguo’s voice was clear and full of life for once. “You obviously haven’t gotten enough of me! You think I’ll let you get out of this one alive? Try me!”

Jiang Cheng collapsed back into the car, suddenly finding it hard to breathe. Gu Fei was just about to follow him out, but Jiang Cheng pushed him back in and closed the door behind them both.

“Huh? You’re not getting off here?” the driver asked.

“Let’s take you home first,” Jiang Cheng said quietly to Gu Fei. His throat felt tight.

“Sure.” Gu Fei didn’t ask any questions. “Shifu, please turn onto Beixiao Street.”

“Okay.” The driver turned the car around and drove to the next street. They passed Gu Fei’s store and drove down another stretch of road, where Gu Fei had the driver stop the car in front of a row of residential buildings. 

“You going anywhere else?” the driver asked.

“Just here.” Gu Fei handed the money to the driver and gave Jiang Cheng a push. “Get out.”

Jiang Cheng got out of the car. His brain felt a little blank as he looked at the building in front of him. “This is your place?”

“Mm-hmm,” Gu Fei said, and walked toward the entrance. “Come watch me edit photos.”

“What photos?” Jiang Cheng hesitated for a moment before following.

“Your photos. Don’t you wanna see? You were lookin’ hawt,” Gu Fei joked.

Jiang Cheng smiled. “All right.”


Chapter 32

 

THE BUILDING Gu Fei lived in was newer than Li Baoguo’s. Even though it also sat right by the street with no exterior fencing or management to speak of, and was likely old steel mill employee accommodation, it was much easier on the eyes. It didn’t reek of the inner city like Li Baoguo’s did, and the corridor walls were still white and free from cobwebs. 

But, like Li Baoguo’s place, it was a low-rise with no elevators. The stairs were right inside the main entrance, and you had to climb them all the way up to your apartment. By the time they got to the fifth floor, Jiang Cheng couldn’t stop himself from asking, “What floor do you live on?”

“Seventh. The top floor.” Gu Fei turned back to give him a look, a subtle smile playing at the corner of his mouth. “What, ran out of steam? Should I carry you?”

“Never mind,” said Jiang Cheng. “You’re not in great shape, either. Took you three whole minutes just to pee earlier… Or maybe you were pent up.”

Gu Fei stared at him silently for a few moments, then turned and continued up the stairs. 

There were four units on the seventh floor, and Gu Fei’s place was the furthest one in. Jiang Cheng steeled himself as Gu Fei opened the door; that outburst from Gu Fei’s mom the other day was still fresh in his mind.

The first thing he saw as he walked through the door was Gu Fei’s mom standing there in the living room, talking on the phone with a cigarette in her hand. When the two of them entered she shot a somewhat shocked look over Gu Fei’s shoulder, landing on Jiang Cheng’s face.

“Hi, Auntie,” Jiang Cheng greeted her quickly.

“Put it out,” said Gu Fei.

“How come you’re so late?” Gu Fei’s mom put out the cigarette, hung up the phone, and looked them up and down. After a while, her eyes landed on Jiang Cheng’s face again. “Was that you at the store the other day?”

“Yes.” Jiang Cheng nodded, wondering if he should take off his shoes. “My name is Jiang Cheng.”

Gu Fei fetched a pair of house slippers from the shoe cabinet and threw them at Jiang Cheng’s feet, then turned to face his mom. “Is there still food?”

“Yeah, I set aside a bunch,” she replied. “Should be enough for the two of you.”

“Have a seat,” Gu Fei told Jiang Cheng, then walked to a door near the living room and gently cracked it open to peer inside.

“He’s checking on Er-Miao,” his mom explained. “When it comes to our Er-Miao…her older brother worries more than a father would.”

Jiang Cheng just smiled and stayed quiet.

Gu Fei leaned against the door frame and spoke into the room. “You still awake? Cheng-ge is here, do you wanna come say hi?”

A few seconds later, the sound of slippers shuffling against the floor echoed from the other room, followed by the sight of a pajama-clad Gu Miao running through the door. 

“Hey there,” Jiang Cheng said with a smile.

Gu Miao’s face was blank, but she seemed to be in a hurry to run to his side and sit on the sofa next to him. 

“You’re not asleep yet? It’s almost ten o’clock.” Jiang Cheng looked at her and combed through the mess of her hair with his hand. “You’re gonna have dark circles around your eyes tomorrow.”

Gu Miao rubbed her eyes and smiled. Her hair was much longer now. Even though it still stuck out wildly in every direction, this was a marked improvement for a little girl compared to the bald, boyish look she’d had before—she looked much prettier. 

Both siblings took after their mom, especially Gu Miao. With a little more polish, Jiang Cheng thought, she’ll be a great beauty when she grows up.

“Are you two eating now?” Gu Fei’s mom followed Gu Fei into the kitchen. “I’ll heat it up for you.”

“Mm,” Gu Fei answered. “Got any rice?”

“Sure,” Gu Fei’s mom said as she turned to glance at Jiang Cheng again. “Is this kid Li Yan’s boyfriend?”

She wasn’t being particularly loud, but Jiang Cheng still heard it, and proceeded to look up in utter shock.

Say what?! I couldn’t hear you over the roar of the wind—come again?

“…No,” Gu Fei said. “What are you even thinking?”

“Then why does he wear makeup?” 

“What does wearing makeup have to do with Li Yan? It’s not like Li Yan wears makeup… Jiang Cheng put on makeup for a shoot with Ding Zhuxin today. He just hasn’t taken it off yet. Oh, right,” Gu Fei called out, poking his head out from the kitchen, “Jiang Cheng, why don’t you go use my mom’s makeup remover?”

Jiang Cheng stood up. “All right.”

Gu Fei’s mom led him to the bathroom and handed him the bottle. “Here, use this. It gets stuff off pretty well. And you can use the facial cleanser at the top there—it’s Da-Fei’s.”

“Oh… Thanks, Auntie.” Jiang Cheng stared at the makeup remover.

“Cotton rounds are in that pink box.” Gu Fei’s mom looked at him. “Do you know how to use makeup remover?”

Jiang Cheng really wanted to say yes; that way, she could stop staring at him and walk away. But if he said he knew, then he might once again become “Li Yan’s boyfriend” in her eyes, even though he didn’t know what Li Yan had to do with makeup, exactly… 

In the end, he told the truth: “No, I don’t.”

“Er-Miao!” Gu Fei yelled from the kitchen. “Go help your Cheng-ge remove his makeup!”

Gu Miao rushed in. Once Gu Fei’s mom left, she stood on her tiptoes to get the pink box of cotton rounds. She took out two of them and blotted them with makeup remover, and then gestured for Jiang Cheng to crouch down.

Jiang Cheng squatted down to her level. “Now what?”

Gu Miao looked at him and shut her eyes forcefully, then opened them and stared at him.

“Close my eyes? All right.” Jiang Cheng shut his eyes, and Gu Miao started to wipe at his face with the cotton round.

In the kitchen, Gu Fei and his mom didn’t continue their conversation from earlier. Still, the phrase “Li Yan’s boyfriend” resounded in Jiang Cheng’s ears. Gu Fei’s mom had said it as casually as if she had been talking about a girlfriend instead. Li Yan…is…? And from the sound of it, it seems to be widely known?!

Gu Fei hung out with Li Yan every day. That would mean he’d be well aware of…that kind of thing. Which meant… Fuck. Jiang Cheng’s eyelids flew open.

Gu Miao was still holding the cotton in her hand. She frowned and shook her head. Jiang Cheng quickly closed his eyes again.

If Gu Fei had people like that around him, and was familiar with the idea… Then Jiang Cheng kissing Gu Fei on the cheek the other day might mean something in Gu Fei’s eyes! He might not interpret it as meaningless drunken antics like anyone normally would…

Oh, fuck.

If that was the case, then things were so awkward now.

After Gu Miao left the room, Jiang Cheng picked up Gu Fei’s facial cleanser and looked at it. The label promised to make skin “refreshed and supple!” …Bullshit. He’d used this brand before, and it still left his skin feeling tight. There was no way for a face wash to be “refreshing” without being drying. 

His face felt stiff immediately after washing, and by the time he saw Gu Fei, it felt so stiff he could hardly keep his eyes open.

“You got some lotion or cream or something?” Jiang Cheng asked. “My face is gonna crack open.”

Before Gu Fei even opened his mouth to respond, Gu Miao flew back to her room and brought him a bottle of kids’ moisturizer.

“Ooooh,” Jiang Cheng said as he accepted it. “You’ve got one of these? Fancy, aren’t we?”

“Li Yan bought it for her,” said Gu Fei. “Er-Miao pushes it on people all the time, but she can’t be bothered to use it on herself.”

“Do you know Li Yan?” Gu Fei’s mom asked, looking pointedly at Jiang Cheng.

“…Not really,” Jiang Cheng answered as he slathered the lotion all over his face, a little exasperated. 

“They’ve only met a couple times, and Li Yan doesn’t even have a boyfriend.” Gu Fei didn’t know what else to say. “You should go to sleep… Er-Miao, to bed with you, too.”

Gu Miao obligingly returned to her room. Gu Fei’s mom took out her phone again and started dialing, stealing a few more glances at Jiang Cheng before she finally went back to her room and closed the door.

Her cooking was surprisingly good. It was delicious, even though it had been left out and reheated—especially the short ribs. Jiang Cheng ate almost half a dozen pieces in a row, and he only stopped when he noticed and got embarrassed.

“You can have all of it,” Gu Fei said. “I was so hungry for so long that I’m past it now.”

“I’m also…” Jiang Cheng hesitated, but then picked up another piece and put it in his mouth.

Gu Fei smiled. “My mom’s cooking is pretty good, huh?” 

“Mm-hmm.” Jiang Cheng nodded, then thought about it and sighed. He looked at the dishes in front of him. “It’s been kind of a long time since I…had a home-cooked meal.”

Gu Fei was quiet.

Jiang Cheng didn’t say anything else. He just kept his head down and ate. Ever since he’d moved here, he pretty much exclusively ate takeout—either that or street food. Recently, to save money, he’d been cooking for himself, but it was mostly noodles in plain broth. 

But now he had the unexpected opportunity to taste a delicious home-cooked meal. Jiang Cheng felt his chest tighten. He was trying hard not to get emotional, but he couldn’t contain himself. His eyes started to burn. 

Fortunately, Gu Fei picked this moment to take their dishes to the kitchen, which gave Jiang Cheng a chance to wipe his eyes. He took several deep breaths and finally managed to calm himself down. He didn’t even fight with Gu Fei over who would wash the dishes. He didn’t want to move from his chair.

“You can take my bed if you’re sleepy.” Gu Fei opened a door to another bedroom. “I’ll sleep on the couch.”

“Nah, that’s okay.” Jiang Cheng stood up and followed him into the room. “I can sleep on the couch. I can fall asleep anywhere. This bedroom of yours is…not bad.”

The decor of the living room was clearly a decade or two old, and it hadn’t been maintained or updated. Although it was better than Li Baoguo’s place—which would’ve been outdated fifty years ago—it was still very plain and homely.

Gu Fei’s bedroom, however, was a surprise.

The room wasn’t big, and there was nothing special about the white walls. However, Jiang Cheng could see that each piece of furniture was carefully curated and coordinated. Apart from the bed, there was a bookcase, a table, a chair, a rug, and a small recliner. There was even a hammock by the window. Gu Fei had a lot of stuff in here, but it didn’t feel messy; rather, it gave off a sense of warmth and comfort. 

“Tea?” Gu Fei picked up a small electric tea kettle from his table and put some tea leaves in. “Or water?”

“Water.” Jiang Cheng sat down on the recliner. “I can’t sleep if I drink tea.”

Gu Fei put a slice of lemon in the mug and poured him some water.

Hot lemon water, a soft couch, and a room filled with a coziness he hadn’t felt in a long time… Cupping his mug in his hands, Jiang Cheng leaned back against the recliner, so comfortable that he didn’t feel like talking. 

“My mom’s blunt like that—she doesn’t think before she speaks,” Gu Fei said, sitting down in front of the computer and inserting the memory card from his camera. “Don’t take her words to heart.”

“Uh huh,” Jiang Cheng replied. He paused for a moment, then let curiosity get the better of him. “But Li Yan…?”

“Li Yan doesn’t have a boyfriend,” Gu Fei said, then glanced at him and laughed. “Although Li Yan really does…like men.”

“Oh.” Jiang Cheng held the mug in his hands and allowed the rising steam to conceal his face. “Does…everyone know that?”

“His friends know. I’m not sure where my mom got it from—she wouldn’t go out and spread gossip or anything, though,” Gu Fei said as he uploaded the photos to his computer. “That kinda thing… Nobody wants it broadcast to the world, right?”

“Yeah…” Jiang Cheng agreed with a wistful sigh. Not even a second later, he abruptly realized what he’d done. Jolting wide awake, he quickly cleared his throat in an attempt to cover up the sigh. 

Gu Fei gave him a look, but didn’t say anything. 

There was no way Jiang Cheng could keep himself from overanalyzing that glance. The old awkward tension between them was now back in full force. All Jiang Cheng could do was stand up and pace around the room with his mug of water. It wasn’t a big room, though, so his pacing was limited to about three steps in either direction. Realizing that he probably looked like he was blindly floundering around, he felt even more awkward than just sitting still. 

At last, Jiang Cheng stopped in front of the bookcase. “Mind if I look at your shelf?” he asked.

“…I don’t know how to answer that.” Gu Fei turned to look at him. “Do you think I’d have a problem with you looking at it? Why would you even have to ask?”

“Ah.” Jiang Cheng chuckled. “I’m just used to asking.”

“Your upbringing sounds sort of strict.”

“The whole family was strict, I guess. Rules, manners, courtesy, all that.” Jiang Cheng looked at the books on the shelves. “I must’ve been pretty obtuse to think I ever belonged in that family. In that family of four, I was the most undignified…”

“Undignified? You’re a decent guy.” Gu Fei stared at the progress of his photo transfer.

“I’m decent here, maybe.” Jiang Cheng remembered what he saw earlier with Li Baoguo’s family and that woman with a limp. It was true… Only in a place filled with that kind of behavior could a guy like him be considered “decent.” 

“Some things don’t need to be compared. I can just tell.” Gu Fei smiled, poured himself some tea, and took a sip. “If you want to know whether someone is ‘decent,’ you only need to look at the person himself, not where he is or the people around him.”

“You…” Jiang Cheng stared at him in surprise. “You suddenly don’t seem like the type to turn in a blank test paper.”

“No shit. When did I ever turn in a blank test? I always make sure to fill them up first.”

Jiang Cheng couldn’t help laughing at that. “Uh huh.”

Gu Fei picked up the camera and pointed it at him.

“Aren’t you tired of taking pictures?” Jiang Cheng asked. “You’ve been shooting the whole day.”

“Not if they’re of you,” said Gu Fei. 

Jiang Cheng’s smile froze on his face. Still holding the camera, Gu Fei silently cursed at himself. Dumbass. The sentence was already out of his mouth before he realized how inappropriate it was, especially when they’d just been talking about Li Yan liking men. Words like those bordered on flirtatious.

In an attempt to cover it up, he tacked on another sentence, one that he regretted before he even finished speaking: “I like it when you smile. You look…good.”

This sentence was more inappropriate than the last, but he had no choice but to finish what he said or he’d seem even more conspicuous. By the time he closed his mouth, both he and Jiang Cheng were frozen in place. 

Gu Fei hid his face with his camera, unsure of what to say to ease the tension in the air. He never felt any kind of embarrassment, secondhand or otherwise, and rarely bothered caring what others thought of him—but the fact that he found himself in this sticky situation in the first place was enough to render him speechless.

“After this shoot, Ding Zhuxin will probably ask you to do some more,” Gu Fei continued. He still held the camera, staring at Jiang Cheng’s face through the lens. “If you like the pay, you should consider working with her long-term. She’s usually unsatisfied with her models, but she was pretty happy with you today.”

“Oh.” Jiang Cheng looked to the left, then to the right, then at the camera. “Erm… I was just wondering if, that, uhh…if, uhhh… If Xin-jie is your…you know, if you two… Is she your—”

“Girlfriend?” Gu Fei cut him off. “No, I think I mentioned it before. We grew up together. I call her ‘jie.’”

“Oh!” Jiang Cheng answered loudly, in an attempt to free himself from the awkward tension.

Gu Fei let out a breath of relief on his behalf. “With all that ramping up, I thought you were about to ask about me and Li Yan.”

“Huh?” Jiang Cheng stared at him, stunned. “You and Li Yan? You’re—”

“No!” Gu Fei set the camera down. “Sheesh… Li Yan and I are just friends. Do we look like a couple to you?”

“Dunno.” Jiang Cheng leaned on the bookcase. He seemed to have a hard time adjusting to this topic of conversation. “I guess not? It seems more likely that he’d be with Liu Fan.”

Gu Fei leaned back in his chair and laughed for a long time. “Liu Fan would be so pissed if he heard that.”

“…Really.” Jiang Cheng gave him a look and smiled without saying anything else.

Fresh Out of Jail, along with Li Yan and Gu Fei, seemed like a tight bunch. They hung out together all the time, and even had their own little clubhouse in the old Steelworks. But it sounded like, close as these guys were, there was still someone who couldn’t fully accept it.

Yeah…Pan Zhi was right. Tolerance and acceptance only existed for fictional characters. Real life was ruthless.

But what about Gu Fei?

Jiang Cheng leaned his head back slightly against the glass door of the bookcase and watched as Gu Fei fiddled with his camera. His attitude was clear as day. He wasn’t disgusted in the least.

But what about beyond that?

The kiss he’d planted on Gu Fei’s cheek the other day hadn’t elicited much of a reaction. Pan Zhi would’ve at least been shocked, then proceeded to make fun of him.

Gu Fei rarely displayed his emotions externally, but that level of calm composure still seemed a little unusual to Jiang Cheng—especially considering the two of them weren’t really close enough for that sort of drunken behavior.

Now that he thought about it, Gu Fei’s reaction the next day had been suspiciously natural.

Way too natural. Jiang Cheng took a sip of his lemon water.

Gu Fei might be a slacker, but he was smarter than he let on. 

Jiang Cheng suddenly felt a sense of powerlessness wash over him, as if he had been seen right through. Had Gu Fei already figured it out? The idea was so overwhelming that he couldn’t even calmly continue their conversation.

When Gu Fei finished transferring the photos, he created a new folder, marked the date, and started his editing process. His cursor glided slowly over the thumbnails. He didn’t like to process photos in order; he preferred to pick and choose. He eventually stopped at the one that showed Jiang Cheng with his fingers caught on his collar. 

Gu Fei leaned back slightly from the screen as he opened up the image. Compared to the glimpse he’d taken through the viewfinder on set, the frozen moment that popped up in front of him now in sharp definition was much more striking. Resting his elbow on the armrest and his forehead on his fingers, Gu Fei whistled softly.

“And what about you?” Jiang Cheng suddenly asked.

Gu Fei had expected his whistle to be met by a “shut up,” but by the time he realized what Jiang Cheng said, he didn’t dare to turn and face him.

“Hmm?” He zoomed out of the image so the whole picture filled the screen, and adjusted the white balance. “What…about me?”

“Are you…?” 

Frankly, Jiang Cheng got embarrassed so easily that Gu Fei had never imagined in a million years that he’d suddenly be this blunt—his tone of voice left no room for interpretation. 

Gu Fei turned to face him. “Are you?” he deflected.

“You know what I am.” Jiang Cheng watched him. “I’m the one asking you.”

Gu Fei didn’t want to answer.

He actually hadn’t given too much thought to whether Jiang Cheng was into guys. It made no difference to Gu Fei. Even if he did have any feelings for Jiang Cheng, he’d keep that to himself.

But what Jiang Cheng wanted to know, he was afraid to say.

If neither of them knew about the other—or if both feigned ignorance, at least—it would make it easier for them to get along. But if everything was suddenly out in the open, with attraction and attention suddenly attached to a defined intent… The thought was a little panic-inducing.

That was how Gu Fei felt, anyway. He’d never considered making a move. But once things became transparent, his every word and every look could be interpreted that way.

“Never mind.” Jiang Cheng sat down on the recliner with his mug. Leaning his head back, he heaved out a sigh. “You don’t have to say it. I understand.”

Gu Fei didn’t respond; he just looked at him.

“Da-Fei…” Jiang Cheng tilted his head back but maintained eye contact. “I really didn’t mean anything by it. I only wanted to tell you that, if you know…please keep my secret. I…don’t want people to know.”

“Mm.” Gu Fei nodded. If he recalled correctly, this was the first time Jiang Cheng had called him anything other than Gu Fei.

“I can tell you don’t want people to know about you, either,” Jiang Cheng said, taking a sip of water.

Gu Fei laughed. “Was that a threat?”

“Yep.” Jiang Cheng nodded and laughed too. “I’ve got blackmail on you.”

“I’ll keep your secret,” Gu Fei promised.


Chapter 33

 

AFTER FORMING their verbal nondisclosure agreement, neither of them spoke again for a while. As for Jiang Cheng’s question, Gu Fei neither confirmed nor denied it, not even after Jiang Cheng came to his own conclusion.

 

Gu Fei’s stance was a little unclear, but it was enough for Jiang Cheng. He’d only been testing the waters, anyway; the question had been launched in defense of his own secret. There were so many people in this world who wanted to keep themselves hidden, after all, and so many things they needed to hide. 

Gu Fei cracked open the window and lit a cigarette, getting ready to continue editing.

After Gu Fei took a couple of puffs, Jiang Cheng reached out a hand and said, “Gimme one.”

“You smoke regularly, right?” Gu Fei put the pack of cigarettes in his outstretched hand. “How come you keep asking me for them? What do you do when I’m not here?”

“I’m all out of cigarettes.” Jiang Cheng took one and lit it. “If you weren’t here, I just wouldn’t smoke.” Gu Fei widened the crack in the window, and Jiang Cheng shrank back into the recliner. “It’s cold.”

“Go smoke by the stove with the fume hood fan on, then.” Gu Fei clicked the mouse and zoomed in on Jiang Cheng’s face.

For photos of clothes, he usually didn’t bother to edit the model’s face; at most, he’d do some quick touch-ups at the end. There were many photos where he’d cropped the face out entirely because it didn’t look good in the shot. Jiang Cheng’s face, however, was excellent. It was enough for him to set the clothing details aside and go to work on the face first.

The recliner was right by the desk. From his seat there, Jiang Cheng was basically face-to-face with Gu Fei, so he couldn’t see the screen. Which was good, because Gu Fei didn’t need to worry about the embarrassment that would ensue if Jiang Cheng saw him refining the model’s face before anything else while he was working on photos of clothing.

“Gu Fei.” Jiang Cheng reached over to tap some ash into the ashtray on the desk.

“Mm.” Gu Fei nudged the ashtray toward him. “Using my full name again?”

“I was asking for a favor earlier, so I had to act all buddy-buddy.” Jiang Cheng smiled around the cigarette in his mouth. “I have a question for you.”

“Shoot.” Gu Fei stared at the screen. Frankly, there wasn’t much to be done to Jiang Cheng’s face. He had good bone structure, and excellent skin, too.

Jiang Cheng glanced over at the bookshelf. “The sheet music I saw last time—you wrote that, didn’t you?”

“Hmm?” Gu Fei paused, then glanced over at the bookshelf as well. 

“You have a bunch of books on music theory and composition. If you’re still going to tell me you didn’t write that music…” Jiang Cheng paused. “It’ll come across very hollow.”

Gu Fei started to laugh. He leaned back in his chair. “Yeah, I wrote it.”

“What a shocker.” Jiang Cheng turned the mug in his hands. “It sounded pretty good, too. Who would’ve thought—he’s illiterate but he can compose music!” 

“I’m not illiterate,” Gu Fei protested.

“A capital-S Slacker student who can compose music.” Jiang Cheng looked at him. “Got any finished pieces?”

“Nope.”

He had quite a few works, actually, all saved on his computer, though he never listened back to them. Spiritually, it was true—he didn’t have any finished pieces. The only one he heard occasionally was the one song with Ding Zhuxin as the vocalist.

Gu Fei wouldn’t have minded these questions from somebody else. If they wanted to listen, then so be it. But he was a little reluctant to show off in front of Jiang Cheng, if only because Jiang Cheng had been able to hum the tune after just one glance at the sheet music. Gu Fei didn’t want to embarrass himself.

“Come on, man up,” Jiang Cheng urged, the cigarette still dangling from his mouth. He seemed excited. “I’ll keep it a secret.”

“Some secret,” Gu Fei laughed. Jiang Cheng was probably just bored. Gu Fei hesitated for a bit, but in the end he opened the music player, searched for the song, and clicked play. 

When the guitar chords sounded, Jiang Cheng leaned back on the recliner. Though he didn’t know how to play guitar, he’d always enjoyed how it sounded. But as with everything he liked—whether it was guitar, tin whistle, or recorder—his mom had always scoffed at it. None of those things were presentable, in her opinion.

The piano harmony followed, but it elicited no feelings in him at all. He’d heard and played too much piano. After he completed Level Eight in middle school, he hadn’t wanted to touch a piano again, not even for a second. That lack of motivation and ambition must’ve made his mom…made Shen Yiqing very disappointed. After that, whenever relatives and friends came over and wanted to hear him play the piano, Shen Yiqing would turn them down, her eyes full of disappointment.

Let her be disappointed, then. He didn’t want to play piano anyway. 

The prelude was very good, though; Jiang Cheng felt the mood it was trying to convey. The notes overflowed with a wandering uncertainty. He couldn’t help shooting a quick glance at Gu Fei; he didn’t come across as someone who would ever feel that lost.

A low female vocal joined in, humming along. Jiang Cheng recognized the voice right away, and he looked at Gu Fei in surprise.

“Ding Zhuxin?” 

“Yeah.” Gu Fei continued to edit his photos, eyes fixed on the screen.

Jiang Cheng had to poke his head around to take a look. He saw his own bare chest and half of his face, as well as the pulled-open collar.

“Fuck.” He sat back down immediately. The feeling of watching someone else edit photos of himself was extremely unsettling. It was the same person he’d been looking at in the mirror for almost twenty years, yet he felt as uncomfortable as if he were spying on a stranger. 

“This shot is especially good,” Gu Fei remarked. 

Jiang Cheng nodded. “Oh.” He lowered his head and took a sip of lemon water, surrounded by the sound of Ding Zhuxin’s languid, husky vocals.

“Stepping into thin air, about to take flight

I look up and I’m lost, I look down to see your face

And you tell me this world is an empty place…

You say ‘one, two, three,’

Breaking what’s gone by,

The way back home fades, blown apart by the wind

Do you see me sing out?

You say ‘one, two, three,’ 

Turn around and listen

To the panic wiped out…”

The melody wandered, and so did the lyrics. But when Jiang Cheng heard “do you see me sing out,” he raised his head and stole a glance at Gu Fei. At the word “see,” Jiang Cheng suddenly grasped the feeling that Ding Zhuxin had wanted him to capture for the theme of “Mute.” A kind of silent repression.

“Who wrote the lyrics?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“Guess.” Gu Fei folded one leg up on the chair and rested his chin on his knee. The mouse clicked in his hand. “I’ll give you candy if you get it right.”

“It’s you, isn’t it?” Jiang Cheng asked. “The music and lyrics are all you.”

Gu Fei grabbed the coat he’d tossed to the side, pulled out a handful of candy from its pocket, and placed it on the table in front of him.

“Are you in a band with Ding Zhuxin?” Jiang Cheng asked. He popped a piece of milk candy into his mouth, a little stunned. He hadn’t given the lyrics any serious contemplation, but he could perceive their delicate sensibility. It was difficult to relate this kind of insight to Gu Fei. He stared at him. 

Underneath this person’s calm exterior…what is his heart like?

“No,” Gu Fei answered. “I used to tag along with her, that’s all.”

“Interesting,” said Jiang Cheng. “You really don’t seem like the type to play around with this stuff. I wouldn’t be surprised if you know how to play guitar, though. Most delinquents can put in the effort to learn a few chords, even if it’s just for the sake of showing off…”

“I don’t know how to play the guitar,” Gu Fei said.

“Whoa, a bad boy who doesn’t know how to play guitar!” Jiang Cheng exclaimed. “That’s a roadblock to scoring chicks.”

Gu Fei looked at him without a word.

“…Ah. Right.” Jiang Cheng raised his mug of water at him.

“Are you in a bad mood?” Gu Fei asked.

Jiang Cheng took a sip of water. “Hmm?”

“You’re very chatty.”

Jiang Cheng was quiet for a moment, then set the mug on the desk. “That woman who was fighting with Li Baoguo,” he said. “Did you recognize her?”

“Yeah,” Gu Fei answered.

“Is she Li Baoguo’s ex-wife?” Jiang Cheng asked. “The one he beat until she took off?”

“She did run away after he beat her, but she’s not his ex-wife.” Gu Fei lit another cigarette. “She’s his current wife. They’re not divorced.”

“…Oh.” Jiang Cheng was momentarily stunned. He leaned back and closed his eyes. “Fucking trashy people. What a fucking mess.”

“She hasn’t been back in a long time,” Gu Fei added. “Once every couple of years at most.” Gu Fei was probably trying to comfort him, saying that she barely ever came around. But no amount of reassurance could lighten Jiang Cheng’s mood right now. No matter how long the interval between her appearances, even if it was a lifetime—she was still his birth mother. 

Just like his relationship with Li Baoguo, it seemed unfathomable, yet it was undeniable.

He really wanted to give Shen Yiqing a call, to ask her what the hell she was thinking to adopt a child from a family like that.

“Cheng-ge,” Gu Fei called out to him, “come here. I want to show you something.”

“What is it?” Jiang Cheng stood up and walked to his side.

“When you’re posing tomorrow”—Gu Fei pointed at the screen—“pay attention to your arm. You can bring it in a little…”

“The fuck?” Only now did Jiang Cheng clearly see what he looked like in that…well-ventilated outfit. He could hardly stand it. He pointed at the photo and said, “You dare to make a living editing photos at this speed?”

Gu Fei laughed a little. “Nah, I edit fast. I get into a flow state…”

“You call this flow state? You’ve been flowing all this time and you’re still on this same photo! Where is the water flowing to?” Jiang Cheng simply could not comprehend. “Is this photo a reservoir?”

“I’ve already finished a bunch. I’m just showing you this one as an example,” Gu Fei said.

Jiang Cheng sighed. “Why do you have to use this one? Do I not have arms in the other photos?” 

Gu Fei laughed for a long time, and eventually let out a sigh. “This one is fantastic. I figure Miss Ding will use it as the feature—maybe even give you the outfit for free.”

“Oh, fuck off,” Jiang Cheng grumbled.

“Can you remember what I said just now?” Gu Fei asked.

“I got it.” Jiang Cheng pulled up a chair behind him and sat down. “Arms in.”

“Then I’ll continue,” Gu Fei said. 

Jiang Cheng watched Gu Fei’s cursor flit back and forth, clicking on various settings beside the photo. The picture switched from light to dark, enlarged one second and shrunken the next. However, after all those changes, Jiang Cheng couldn’t even tell what was different without a side-by-side comparison. Gu Fei really was doing “flow state” work.

Jiang Cheng couldn’t bear watching Gu Fei manipulate photos of his poses and expressions. He had a nagging worry that somehow his eye goop or nose hair would be captured in high-def glory…

With that thought, he got up and went back to the recliner, pulling out a notebook from his backpack.

“Not gonna watch anymore?” Gu Fei asked, hands still working nonstop.

“Nah. Do you have another desk?”

“For homework?” Gu Fei turned to look at him.

“Mm.” Jiang Cheng nodded. “We have a test in a few days, I still need to study.”

Gu Fei stared at him, his hand stilling too. After a long pause, he asked, “You have to study?”

“No shit.” Jiang Cheng stared back at him, utterly perplexed. “There’s a test. Of course I have to study.”

“Oh.” Gu Fei dropped the mouse and stood up. He pushed the monitor and keyboard over to one side, then unplugged the speakers and stacked them on top of the CPU under the table, clearing out half a table’s worth of space for Jiang Cheng.

Jiang Cheng put his textbook and notes on the table. “Where do you normally do your homework? Don’t you have a desk for that?”

“I copy it in the store if I have time,” Gu Fei answered. “If I don’t, then I just don’t do it.”

“…Oh.” Jiang Cheng recalled that Gu Fei was a super-extra-ultra capital-S Slacker.

Homework wasn’t a particularly unpleasant ordeal for Jiang Cheng. He could complete it regardless, but he took it seriously every time. He’d never liked to do homework much when he was in elementary school, but his family was very strict, and the consequences of skipping homework were dire. He’d gradually developed the habit of doing homework quickly and diligently, working hard first so he could play hard later.

His younger brother was the total opposite—he had never needed anyone to pester him to do his homework. It must have been an inborn difference; genes were genes, after all. If he hadn’t been adopted, if he’d grown up by Li Baoguo’s side instead, then he would’ve ended up just like Li Baoguo and Li Hui.

Jiang Cheng sighed quietly, collected his thoughts, and continued to write. 

In the pauses between his scribbles, he could see Gu Fei’s hand at the mouse. It was an attractive hand. Gu Fei didn’t know how to play the guitar, but Jiang Cheng figured he probably played piano. He had no idea how good a player Gu Fei was, though.

Jiang Cheng enjoyed watching the way a person’s fingers danced across the keys on a piano; it had been his sole joy in practicing piano in the past. The only thing that motivated him to play a song well was seeing his own fingers look elegant on the keys.

Jiang Cheng was almost done with his homework when Gu Fei’s hand left the mouse; it seemed like he was done editing. 

“Done yet?” Gu Fei asked.

“Just a little more,” Jiang Cheng said, still writing. “Do you want to copy it?”

“Will you copy it for me?” 

Jiang Cheng gave him a look. “Would it kill you to occasionally feel a smidge of shame?”

“In that case, never mind.” Gu Fei stretched. “I’m tired. You can keep on writing. I’ll go take a shower.”

“Okay.”

Homework was absolutely a mood killer, but…his mind still wandered in a rather shameless direction after Gu Fei left the room. It wasn’t necessarily directed at Gu Fei himself, but at the words he’d said: “Take a shower.” Jiang Cheng had watched his fair share of porn, after all. In the atmosphere that followed their exchange of secrets, three words like those could do lot of damage.

Even more unbearably, after Jiang Cheng had finally calmed himself down, Gu Fei finished showering and walked back into the room in pajamas. Suddenly, he was…up again.

Fuck fuck fuck fuckity fuck fuck fucking balls.

“Do you want to shower too?” Gu Fei pulled open a drawer and took out a box. “I have some old pajamas and new underwear—”

“Okay.” Jiang Cheng rose swiftly, grabbed the box, and turned to leave.

“There’s three in there,” Gu Fei said behind him.

Jiang Cheng opened the box at light speed, took out a pair of briefs, threw the box back at Gu Fei, and walked out of the room.

If this wasn’t Gu Fei’s home—if his mom and little sister weren’t in their respective bedrooms—he would have seriously considered taking care of business right there in the bathroom. He hadn’t jerked off much since he moved here, considering Li Baoguo could push open his door at any given moment. Not to mention the cockroaches and spiders that often frequented the bathroom… 

In this tangle of thoughts, he finished showering, then realized that Gu Fei hadn’t given him a towel. He hesitated, then picked up his clothes, already half wet from shower water, and used them to hastily wipe himself dry.

It was only after he put on his underwear that he realized: In his hurry, he had forgotten to bring the pajamas into the bathroom.

“Fuck me.” Jiang Cheng picked up the clothes he changed out of. They were already wet, now even more so after he’d dried himself with them.

After some mental gymnastics, he made a decision. He clenched his teeth and opened the bathroom door. He was simply walking back in his underwear after a shower; what was the big deal? What was there to feel weird about?

Even if he was like that, and Gu Fei was like that—so what? It wasn’t as if that meant they had to get it on. But before he had the chance to walk out, chest puffed, he noticed the neatly folded pajamas on the chair outside the bathroom. 

There were times when Gu Fei’s habit of taking care of others made him an absolute angel. Jiang Cheng grabbed the clothes, quickly put them on, and finally let out a breath of relief.

When he pushed open the door to Gu Fei’s room, the computer was already turned off and Gu Fei was sitting cross-legged on the bed, playing with his phone.

“I…” Jiang Cheng awkwardly walked toward the recliner.

“You can sleep on the bed, on the inside,” Gu Fei said without raising his head. “Don’t sleep on the recliner.”

Jiang Cheng was a little confused. “Why not?”

“Gu Miao comes in here sometimes when she sleepwalks,” Gu Fei said. “If you take her spot on the recliner, it might scare her.”

“She sleepwalks?” Jiang Cheng blinked.

Gu Fei put down the phone and looked at him. “Not often. But she’s kinda excited because you’re here, so I’m a little worried.” 

Jiang Cheng wanted to offer to sleep in the living room, but he thought that might seem too deliberately avoidant, so he nodded. “All right. You sleep on the inside.”

“Hmm?” Gu Fei didn’t understand.

“This bed of yours.” Jiang Cheng pointed. Gu Fei’s bed had a wooden frame that wrapped around the back, like a traditional Chinese bed but with a stylish, modern design. It had a very strong sense of privacy. “I’ll sleep on the outside.”

“Sure.” Gu Fei shifted to the side by the wall and switched the pillows and comforters around.

Jiang Cheng sat on the edge. “Why did you buy a bed like this? For a sense of security?”

“To block Gu Miao.” Gu Fei gestured to the foot of the bed. “She sometimes comes in without knocking, and if I was doing something in bed, I wouldn’t have time to pack it up. And if I lock the door, she gets mad.”

“…Ah.” Jiang Cheng couldn’t help looking at Gu Fei.

Gu Fei was looking back at him with a solemn expression on his face.

“Shit.” Jiang Cheng started to laugh. Even though the topic was a little awkward, he still found it hilarious for some reason.

Gu Fei laughed along with him. “That’s how tiring it is to have a little sister. I must’ve done something to owe her in my past life.”

“Nah.” Jiang Cheng leaned against the headboard and pulled the comforter over himself. “You’re just a good older brother.”

“Really?” Gu Fei put his head down and continued to play with his phone.

“Mm. Even though you’re always playing that stupid game…” Jiang Cheng looked down at Gu Fei’s phone screen, noticed that he wasn’t playing that idiotic Aixiaochu game today, and figured he was probably out of hearts. “I used to have a younger brother, too.”

“A brother?” Gu Fei turned to him, shocked.

“Yeah. Their biological son, two years younger than me.” Jiang Cheng leaned back, using the pillow as a back cushion. “I get annoyed at the sight of him, and he feels the same toward me. We haven’t really spoken to each other in a long, long time, even before I came here…”

“Different personalities, I guess?” said Gu Fei.

“Yeah, I have a different personality from the rest of the family.”

They were quiet after that. However, the silence in the room didn’t make Jiang Cheng feel awkward this time. He zoned out for a bit, then picked up his phone for some mindless chatter with Pan Zhi.

– Gramps, do you remember Huang Hui from Class 117?

– you finally decided to make a move?

– Not at all. I just wanted to say she fking got with that shithead Liang Zhiyong. I’m so upset I wanna cry, but no tears will come

– they just started dating, right? you still have a chance. hurry up and stick your foot in the door

– I think so, too. Still considering which one of them I can seduce more easily

Jiang Cheng chuckled at his phone so much that Gu Fei turned and gave him a look.

“My friend,” Jiang Cheng said between bouts of laughter. “He got pre-dumped.”

“The one who went to the gym with you during winter break?” Gu Fei asked.

“Yeah.” Jiang Cheng nodded, then laughed again. “That guy.”

It was quiet again after the laughter stopped; they continued to mess around on their phones in silence. Jiang Cheng originally thought that the two of them sitting on the bed together would be awkward as hell, but it was actually the most comfortable bedtime routine he’d experienced in a long while.

A few minutes later, he heard a chuckle from Gu Fei.

Jiang Cheng turned to look, and Gu Fei handed his phone over. “Have you looked at our school forum lately?”

“Didn’t get the chance to.” Jiang Cheng took Gu Fei’s phone. “Are they talking about the tournament?”

“Yep.” Gu Fei nodded, still laughing. 

Jiang Cheng took a look at the screen. Fourth High’s forum feed was aflutter. Each thread had tons of views and replies; he quickly scanned the headlines.

› DA-FEI IS MY IDOL! HE’S SO HOT I CAN’T BREATHE UWUUUAHHHHHHHHH

› Who is! This! Cutie?! DETAILS PLEASE!

› Whoever said Class 8 are weak chickens, come out! I’m gonna kick your ass!!!

› HANDSOME BOYS TAKING PANTS OFF! multi-image, mobile data users beware

› Just wondering, but is anyone here to discuss strategies… 

Jiang Cheng laughed. As he read these headlines, the students of Fourth High seemed much more endearing to him than usual. “Do you reply to the posts?”

“Of course,” Gu Fei said.

“What’s your username?” Jiang Cheng asked as he scrolled down.

“Freestyle_handsome.”

Jiang Cheng choked, then turned and coughed for a second before turning back. “The fuck?”

“Keep it a secret,” said Gu Fei. “Nobody knows it’s me.”

“A secret indeed. You can blame Good Little Bunny on Gu Miao,” Jiang Cheng said, tutting at him, “but if anyone finds out about this username, your cool and aloof persona will be dead on arrival.”

Gu Fei just laughed.

› I promise I’m not seeing the world through fujo-tinted glasses, but u-kno-who and u-kno-who are kinda… Click here if you get me

Jiang Cheng’s finger twitched when he reached this post. He could tell from a glance that the thumbnails under the headline were pictures of him and Gu Fei. 

…This forum is kind of scary.


Chapter 34

 

HIS OLD SCHOOL had an online forum too, but it had been comparatively empty. It was a key high school, after all, where the teachers were one step away from scanning every single student who came through the gates with a landmine detector. Cell phones were at constant risk of being confiscated, so nobody really bothered with the forum. At most, there was small-scale gossip in WeChat groups. Jiang Cheng had never experienced such a spectacle of wide-open discussion. 

The “fujoshi” thread was posted on the day of their match. It hadn’t even been a day since then, but it had already racked out an impressive view count and number of replies. 

Jiang Cheng hesitated for a long moment, but he didn’t end up opening the thread. 

It was common for girls to jump in on the hype with these things. He wouldn’t have paid it any mind if they shipped him with someone like Wang Jiuri, for example. Seeing himself and Gu Fei put together like that, though, made him uneasy. 

Finally, he opened the “Da-Fei, my idol” thread. 

There were lots of photos of Gu Fei taken from different angles at the game. The girl who took the photos must’ve circled the court countless times to get these. There was even a shot from below of Gu Fei jumping up to the basket—who knew how she’d managed to do that. 

The first few replies were all photos from the OP, along with her out-of-control capslock screaming and lines of exclamation marks. After that came replies from other people with about the same amount of incoherent fangirling.

It was only when he got to the thirtieth comment that there was finally a voice of dissent:

› he’s average at best. there’s lots of guys like this out there

This comment opened the floodgates to a deluge of replies that lasted eight whole pages, all of them castigating the commenter. Jiang Cheng checked the person’s screen name and couldn’t help but blurt out, “What…the…fuck?”

freestyle_handsome.

Jiang Cheng glanced at Gu Fei. “You must really be bored.”

“Who would go on here unless they were bored?” Gu Fei took his phone back; he laughed when he saw the screen. “See, overachievers like you are so fulfilled in life, you can’t even be bothered to look at these forums.”

“I…go online too,” Jiang Cheng protested. “It’s just that my old school’s forum was a ghost town. Nobody used it.”

“What’s your screen name?” Gu Fei tilted his head.

Jiang Cheng hesitated for a moment. “Some Cheng.”

Gu Fei didn’t understand. “Huh?”

“My main account is ‘some_cheng.’ Side account is ‘acertain_cheng,’” Jiang Cheng explained.

“What the hell kind of username is that? And you’re laughing at me?” Gu Fei said. “I had to add an alias for your WeChat handle because it was in English! Why don’t you consolidate your styles and just make them all ‘jiangxx’?”

“I’m just too lazy to think of a name. What’s your alias for me?”

Gu Fei gave him a look. “Cheng-ge…”

Jiang Cheng grinned. “I think Good Little Bunny is the one who needs an alias.”

They were quiet again after that. Jiang Cheng took out his own phone to keep shooting the breeze with Pan Zhi. He considered taking another look at the Fourth High forum, but Gu Fei was still right next to him, so he dropped the idea.

Pan Zhi was pretty envious of the bustling Fourth High forum; he expressed an interest in joining it so he could chat up girls. Jiang Cheng laughed for a while at that, then checked the time—it was close to midnight. He decided to get ready to sleep.

Glancing at Gu Fei, he found that he was already asleep, lying with his face toward the wall and half his head buried under the covers.

Jiang Cheng looked at the head of the bed—there was a light switch there. He turned the lights off and the room plunged into darkness. It took a few seconds before his eyes adjusted and he was able to see the faint light spilling in through the curtains.

Settling down on the pillow, Jiang Cheng rolled onto his right side. He was used to sleeping on his right side, but as soon as he turned, he saw Gu Fei lying with his back to him, so he flipped over again to face left instead and closed his eyes.

He suddenly remembered a survey he’d once read about the sleeping positions of couples: side-by-side, face-to-face, and, the most popular one, spooning.

Shit. Why was he thinking about this all of a sudden?

Gu Fei was a quiet sleeper. His even breaths had a relaxing effect. Jiang Cheng copied his slow breathing and soon found himself drifting off, too. He slept fitfully, though; it was either the unfamiliar bed or the fact that there was someone sleeping beside him. He’d never shared a bed with another person before. Even through his hazy sleep, he could tell he was dreaming—and he could feel Gu Fei shifting beside him. Weirder still, the dreams weren’t a continuous sequence. The scenes changed every time he slipped in and out of consciousness.

At last, he dreamed that he and Gu Fei were standing in the middle of a basketball court, stark naked and surrounded by a bunch of people taking photographs. Everyone in the crowd had paper bags over their heads. The sounds of jeers and insults filled the court.

This is a dream.

A rather absurd dream, too. He wondered why he would dream something this bizarre.

This isn’t real, he reminded himself.

But this dream was different from the rest; he couldn’t speed it up, rewind it, or skip it at will. It creeped forward slowly, frame by frame.

His perspective kept switching from his own point of view to the perspective of one of the jeering onlookers, rapidly orbiting the two people on the court.

He turned to look at Gu Fei with a mix of horror and panic.

Gu Fei said something to him, blank-faced, but Jiang Cheng couldn’t hear a single word.

Do you see me sing out?

Turn around and listen

To the panic wiped out.

 

There was a sound at the door. When Gu Fei opened his eyes, he saw it was almost dawn; soft, warm light filtered in through the curtains. Gu Miao padded in barefoot, eyes blank and directed straight ahead. She sat down on the recliner, adjusted the cushions, and lay down. Gu Fei sighed and sat up quietly.

Gu Miao used to share this bedroom with him. Gu Fei had started making her sleep on her own once she started elementary school, but Gu Miao still came back here every time she sleepwalked. Even asleep, though, she took heed of Gu Fei’s words—“Gege is a boy, and you can’t sleep in the same bed as a boy now”—and would always head straight to the recliner to sleep.

Gu Fei peered at Jiang Cheng’s face. Jiang Cheng seemed to be sleeping soundly, but his breathing was a little uneven. He was probably dreaming. 

Putting one hand on the bed to support himself, Gu Fei pushed himself up with one knee at Jiang Cheng’s side, then reached his other leg across Jiang Cheng’s body to the other side of the bed. The guy took up quite a bit of space when he was asleep. Gu Fei almost pulled a hamstring trying to avoid stepping on him. Next, he straightened his torso and got ready to push the rest of himself across. When he was in the middle of passing over Jiang Cheng, however, Jiang Cheng suddenly rolled over, frowning. 

Suddenly, the two of them were face-to-face.

Gu Fei sensed that Jiang Cheng wasn’t in a very deep sleep, judging by his furrowed brows and uneven breathing… He hastily pushed himself higher so he could get across quickly. But just as he was about to push off with the leg closest to the wall so he could jump straight off the bed, Jiang Cheng opened his eyes. 

Gu Fei wanted to say something, but at the same time, he was afraid of waking Gu Miao, who had only just gotten onto the recliner. What if she was still in her sleepwalking state? So all he could do was stare at Jiang Cheng in silence, waiting for him to fully regain consciousness.

Jiang Cheng’s sleepy eyes abruptly went from a bleary squint to so wide he almost looked European. He stared at Gu Fei for a long moment before saying in a hoarse voice that was equal parts confused, shocked, and horrified: “What the fuck…?”

He wasn’t particularly quiet about it, and it startled Gu Fei enough that he quickly covered Jiang Cheng’s mouth with one hand.

It ought to have been impossible, but Jiang Cheng’s glaring eyes opened even wider. He started to struggle as if he’d been stabbed, violently flailing his elbows and knees. Gu Fei didn’t dare move his hand from Jiang Cheng’s mouth, but with his present position wide open for attack, he was afraid Jiang Cheng might knee him in the balls. 

After a significant amount of effort, he managed to grab one of Jiang Cheng’s hands. He sat directly on Jiang Cheng’s belly and said in a hushed voice, “Gu Miao!”

Jiang Cheng paused, stared at him for a long time, then shifted his gaze to the side.

Gu Fei took his hand off Jiang Cheng’s mouth. “She just came in. I’m not sure if she’s gone back to sleep or not. I was going to check on her.”

“…Mm,” Jiang Cheng responded, lying still.

Gu Fei got off the bed and went to crouch beside the recliner. He looked at Gu Miao for a moment, then fetched a thin blanket from his closet and covered her with it. 

Jiang Cheng sat up and stared at Gu Fei. Any notion of sleep he’d still been entertaining had evaporated completely. He was as alert as if he’d chugged two bottles of mint and eucalyptus oil. For somebody who always slept alone, opening his eyes to Gu Fei hovering above him was a little too exhilarating. 
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In that moment, he even had trouble distinguishing between dream and reality; the horrifying scene from his dream overlapped with Gu Fei looming over him in real life. It wasn’t until he saw Gu Miao lying on the recliner that he came back to his senses and realized he was drenched in sweat—cold sweat.

The scene in the dream had been unbearable enough, but if Gu Miao had woken up just now and witnessed the two of them in their easily misconstrued positions… 

Jiang Cheng blinked hard. He suddenly realized why he hadn’t opened that forum thread.

He was afraid.

It was the first time he had a profound understanding of his own fear. Even the sleepwalking little girl on the recliner could be incorporated seamlessly into his nightmare.

“This is why I wanted you to sleep on the inside,” Gu Fei whispered after he tucked Gu Miao in. “If you’re on the outside, I have to climb over you to get out of bed in the middle of the night.”

“What time is it?” Jiang Cheng whispered back.

Gu Fei checked the little alarm clock on his bedside table. “Just past six o’clock.”

“Oh.” Jiang Cheng didn’t move, hugging the comforter in his arms.

“What’s wrong?” Gu Fei climbed onto the bed from behind him, got under the covers, then sat back up again. He reached out a hand to touch Jiang Cheng’s pajamas. “Do you—”

Jiang Cheng landed a backhanded slap on his arm.

“—have a fever?” Gu Fei finished the sentence, withdrawing his hand.

“No.” Jiang Cheng tugged at his shirt, a little embarrassed. “I’m just…”

“Did I scare you just now?” Gu Fei lay back down and let out a soft sigh. “You are the most easily startled overachiever I’ve seen in my entire life.”

“The fuck?” Jiang Cheng turned to look at him and gestured with his hands. “You can tell I have an extremely composed psyche, actually, because the way you climbed on me just now didn’t scare me to death.”

Gu Fei chuckled. “Sorry about that.”

Jiang Cheng continued sitting there without a word. After a few minutes, he sneezed, then grudgingly lay down and covered himself with the comforter. 

This time, he really couldn’t fall asleep. With his eyes open, Jiang Cheng didn’t know where to look. Maybe his mental fortitude wasn’t that sturdy after all. He could never help brooding over random crap for ages; it would impact his entire mood. He often ended up putting immense pressure on himself. Although he understood this was a problem, it was out of his control.

At times, he really envied Pan Zhi, whose mental capacity to accept things as they came was large enough to contain three and half universes. Whether it was a failed test or getting pre-dumped, he could get a good night’s sleep, complain a little, roar “motherfucker,” and get over it. Nothing was insurmountable to Pan Zhi.

As for Jiang Cheng himself… Perhaps it was the influence of his old family, but it was impossible for him to be so carefree.

There wasn’t much time between six o’clock and the time they had to wake up for school. Unable to sleep, Jiang Cheng simply closed his eyes as his rampant overthinking and his stubborn refusal to let himself ruminate did agonizing battle in his head.

Gu Fei had gone back to sleep as soon as his head hit the pillow, sleeping soundly despite getting woken up by his sister. 

Wide awake, Jiang Cheng listened to Gu Fei’s breathing gradually slow down. After some time, his breaths gradually regained momentum, followed by a shift in his position, which probably meant he was awake again. Jiang Cheng felt Gu Fei reach for his phone to look at the time.

Now that he knew it was time to get up, Jiang Cheng suddenly felt so sleepy that he didn’t want to open his eyes.

Gu Fei shifted. As Jiang Cheng deliberated over opening his eyes now or waiting until Gu Fei climbed over him, he felt Gu Fei’s fingers gently touch his forehead.

Jiang Cheng clenched his teeth and held still, resisting the urge to jump into the air and kick him square in the chest.

“He doesn’t feel feverish,” Gu Fei mumbled as he sat up.

Fever?

Jiang Cheng was puzzled for a moment, then remembered that Gu Fei had asked him earlier if he had a fever. He kept his eyes stubbornly closed, but felt a sudden burning twinge in his nose.

Maybe I should just cut my nose off entirely. It burns and twitches whenever it pleases—it’s as fickle as a girl. 

Jiang Cheng seldom received such meticulous attention and care—not even in his old family, back when he was their “real son.” Whenever he felt at all unwell, he had to speak up about it. Speaking up would get him very good care. But if he didn’t say anything, nobody in the family would even notice he was sick unless he fainted on the spot.

The thought was even more laughable now. Who here could he tell if he really did come down with a fever? Li Baoguo? Even if he did, what then?

He mulled over it for a bit, and the only thought he came up with was to give Lao-Xu a call to excuse his absence from class before sleeping for a day or so in that little room that didn’t really belong to him… 

“Cheng-ge.” Gu Fei kicked his leg gently; he had stood up on the bed at some point. “It’s time to get up.”

“Mmph,” Jiang Cheng answered, opening his eyes.

Gu Fei had a jacket on over his pajamas, and he was about to climb down from the foot of the bed.

Jiang Cheng swore he wasn’t doing it on purpose, but he noticed a certain part of Gu Fei’s loose-fitting pants was tented. He honestly didn’t know how he should react anymore; he just sighed and said offhandedly, “You don’t wait for that thing to go down before you get up?”

“…I have to pee,” said Gu Fei.

“And you’re not worried about spraying it all over the place?” Jiang Cheng didn’t understand why he was stuck on this topic like he was in a sleep-addled stupor—he’d been awake for some time now. 

“Do you spray everywhere? Let me teach you a trick…” Gu Fei dragged his slippers as he walked. “What you do is stand farther away, then start walking forward as you pee.”

“Fuck off!” Jiang Cheng exclaimed, then shut his mouth at once. What a lunatic.

He finally got up after Gu Fei left the room. Gu Miao was still asleep on the recliner with her face toward the back cushions, probably ready to wake up too. Jiang Cheng got out of bed, picked up yesterday’s pants, and looked them over. He wanted to change before Gu Miao woke up.

He only realized after he picked his pants up that he forgot to air out his clothes yesterday. He’d been in such a hurry that he left his wet clothes bundled together, and now they were all still wet.

They were technically wearable, and they’d probably dry out on his body in about half an hour…but it still felt kinda gross. 

He was stressing about it when Gu Fei returned to the room with a toothbrush in his mouth. As he brushed his teeth, he handed a brand-new toothbrush to Jiang Cheng, who accepted it and thanked him.

Still brushing his teeth, Gu Fei opened the closet door and pointed inside.

“No.” Jiang Cheng took one look at Gu Fei’s row of clothes and immediately shook his head. “No, I’m not wearing your clothes.”

“Hmm?” Gu Fei looked at him in confusion.

“You’re so freestyle handsome the whole school has their eyes on you. I bet they even know what your underwear looks like,” Jiang Cheng said. “Last time I wore your clothes, even Lao-Xu noticed. I was super impressed.”

Gu Fei started to laugh. He was still laughing as he walked out of the room, toothbrush dangling from his mouth.

Though it felt a little revolting, Jiang Cheng decided to wear his damp clothes.

Gu Fei still had the bathroom, so Jiang Cheng had to change in the bedroom. He turned to look at Gu Miao, who hadn’t stirred at all, before swiftly removing his pajama bottoms and yanking his jeans over his legs. 

He was rather vain, and he liked to buy formfitting jeans, but the wet denim was difficult to pull up. Halfway through wrestling his jeans up his legs, Gu Miao turned over. Before Jiang Cheng had a chance to react, she suddenly sat up. 

Shit! 

Gu Miao’s very clean and efficient wake-up routine startled him so badly that he almost tripped. He held onto his pants and shot out of the room before Gu Miao could turn her head.

He bolted into the bathroom as he zipped up his fly. Gu Fei was in the middle of washing his face, and he turned to peer at Jiang Cheng. “You gotta pee that bad?”

“No!” Jiang Cheng fastened his belt. “I was putting on my pants when Gu Miao suddenly got up… How does she not have a buffer period before she opens her eyes?!”

“She’s always been like that,” Gu Fei said, grinning. “She sits up first, spaces out for five minutes, then finishes waking up.”

“Oh.” Jiang Cheng let out a breath of relief.

After he was done washing up, Gu Fei carried Gu Miao back to her own room, left a set of clothes on her bed, then came back out and closed the door. 

He didn’t usually get up this early. Gu Miao typically got up and went out for breakfast by herself, and he only got up after that. Gu Miao didn’t have school now, but she still abided strictly by her previous schedule. That couldn’t change. 

However, there was currently an overachiever in his home who was rarely late for school, so Gu Fei couldn’t get away with sleeping in until halfway through first period. 

“What do you want for breakfast?” Gu Fei asked when Jiang Cheng came out of the bathroom. “I’ll get Er-Miao to bring something back.”

“That’s okay,” Jiang Cheng said. “I…don’t feel like eating. I’m going to school.”

“Hm?” Gu Fei paused, then nodded. “Oh, all right.”

Jiang Cheng quickly gathered his stuff. He briefly chatted with Gu Miao when she emerged from her room, rubbing her eyes; then he swiftly left the apartment. 

It only occurred to him after running down seven flights of stairs and feeling the wind pierce straight through his not-yet-dry clothes that maybe it wasn’t very nice to leave in a rush after such an emotional rollercoaster of a morning. When Gu Fei heard that he was going to leave without breakfast, there had clearly been surprise on his face.

Even if Gu Fei hadn’t taken him in the night before, fed him a very good meal, and showed concern for Jiang Cheng’s health—and even if Gu Miao’s face hadn’t been so full of hopeful anticipation—running out so abruptly was pretty rude.

Standing against a building on the side of the street that shielded him from the wind, he took out his phone and dialed Gu Fei’s number.

“Did you forget something?” Gu Fei asked when he answered the phone.

“Why don’t you come down with Gu Miao? There’s still time.” Jiang Cheng checked the time on his phone. “We can have meat pie at Jiuri’s place.”

“Sure.” Gu Fei promptly agreed without asking why he’d changed his mind so suddenly.

When he saw Gu Fei coming out of the corridor with Gu Miao, Jiang Cheng felt a pang of regret. He really shouldn’t have told Gu Fei his secret. He didn’t know if he could ever be as open and self-assured as Gu Fei was—no hackles that might rise at any moment, and no worries over whether the two of them were too close or not close enough. 

Gu Fei got on the phone with Wang Xu. “We’re heading over now. Should get there soon,” he said. “No need to prepare anything special—we’re just getting some breakfast.”

“Are there buses headed that way?” Jiang Cheng asked.

Walking to school from here was one thing, but if they were going to Wang Xu’s place, it was a bit too far to walk. 

“We’ll take the car,” said Gu Fei.

“What car?” Jiang Cheng was astonished. “The little cornbread roll?”

“Mm.” Gu Fei nodded. “What, looking down on the dumpling car?”

“No.” Jiang Cheng sighed. “Fine. Dumpling car it is.”

Gu Miao must’ve really liked that tiny car. As soon as Gu Fei brought it around, she ran over, skateboard in hand, and deftly climbed into the back seat.

“You two will have to squish together,” Gu Fei said. “Er-Miao, put your skateboard to the side.”

Jiang Cheng remembered to put down the driver’s seat this time before he climbed in and squished beside Gu Miao in the back seat. Gu Miao grinned at him, delighted.

Once the dumpling’s doors closed, Jiang Cheng felt much warmer. He tugged on his clothes and covered them carefully with his hands, hoping they’d be dry by the time they got there.

“The clothes I gave you to wear last time…” Gu Fei spoke as he drove. “Now that I think about it, people probably remembered them because I wore them when I was reading my self-reflection letter during a Monday morning assembly last semester.”

“That’s definitely not the reason,” Jiang Cheng said. “If it was Zhou Jing up there, even if he read an entire pornographic novel out loud, nobody would remember what he wore.”

Gu Fei laughed. “Thanks for the compliment.”

“What compliment?” Jiang Cheng stared at the back of Gu Fei’s head. “You should change your name from ‘freestyle handsome’ to ‘freestyle shameless.’”

Gu Fei nodded. “Sure. I’ll make a side account.” 

After a moment, Jiang Cheng asked, “What was your reflection letter for?” 

“When I was late, I always climbed the perimeter wall to get into the school. I broke the branch of a tree by the wall because I stepped on it so much. That’s all.”

“Shit.” Jiang Cheng laughed, amused. “Can’t you switch trees once in a while?”

“That one’s the closest,” said Gu Fei. “Ever since I broke the branch, there’s a lot less people coming over the wall. That wall is too high—you can’t get in without climbing a tree.”

Jiang Cheng leaned against the window of the car in a fit of giggles. He didn’t even know what was so funny.

It was kind of nice, actually. When he wasn’t overthinking their dynamic, Gu Fei was the only person he could completely relax around.


Chapter 35

 

HAVING A COUPLE MEAT PIES for breakfast was a popular indulgence; it was still early in the morning, but the meat pie restaurant was already packed with people. By the time they got there, there were no seats left in the main shop, so they went to sit in the private room where Wang Xu’s family ate their meals. 

“We don’t have any with donkey meat right now. Gotta wait until noon for that to be ready.” Wang Xu brought out two baskets of meat pies and set them on the table, then went back to fetch a giant tub of mutton soup. “Did you two come out together this morning?”

Jiang Cheng got a little flustered at Wang Xu’s question, so he took a big bite out of a pie and said nothing.

“Yeah,” Gu Fei answered.

“This is pretty early for you.” Wang Xu pushed a small basket in front of Gu Miao. “I thought you made a habit of being late… Miaomiao, there’s no donkey filling today. You can try a different flavor.”

“Meow-meow, your ass,” Gu Fei said. “Don’t be cute, it’s gross.”

Wang Xu sat down. “What’s gross about being cute?” he said between bites. “She’s just a baby girl who’s supposed to be cute and pretty. But thanks to you she’s been brought up like a feral little boy. I don’t think I’ve ever seen her wear a dress.”

“She skateboards. How would a dress work with that?” Gu Fei said. “I couldn’t get her to wear one, anyway.”

Wang Xu sighed. After a couple more bites, he took out his phone and swiped a few times. Then, there was a shutter sound.

Jiang Cheng looked up and found Wang Xu pointing his phone camera at him. “What are you doing?”

“Just taking a photo. If we remodel the restaurant in the future, we can use it as an ad.” Wang Xu laughed as he put his phone back in his pocket.

“Fuck off.” Jiang Cheng stared at him. “Delete it.”

“I’ve taken photos of a bunch of people, and nobody’s asked me to delete them,” Wang Xu said, unwavering. “I’m not deleting it. At most, I just won’t post it.”

Jiang Cheng put his head down and focused on the pie. He didn’t want to indulge him any further.

 

Leaving the restaurant after breakfast, Gu Miao stood on her skateboard and stared at Gu Fei. Gu Fei bent down to look her in the eyes. “Do you remember the places you’re allowed to skate?”

Gu Miao nodded.

“Go on, then,” he said. “Gege is busy today and won’t be home for dinner. I’ll probably get home around the same time as yesterday.”

Gu Miao nodded again, then turned to face Jiang Cheng.

“Cheng-ge won’t be coming over today,” Gu Fei told her. “Yesterday was a special circumstance.”

Gu Miao continued staring at Jiang Cheng. Jiang Cheng could only bend down and address her directly. “I can come over and play next time?” 

There was no reaction from Gu Miao. “You have to tell her exactly when,” Gu Fei said. “If you just say ‘next time,’ she won’t understand.”

“Then…” Jiang Cheng hesitated, considering. “Tomorrow? Tomorrow after the match, get your brother to bring you out to eat with our team—how’s that? We can sit next to each other.”

Gu Miao finally nodded, stepped onto her skateboard, and kicked off in the general direction of home.

Wang Xu walked out carrying his backpack and immediately perked up at the sight of Gu Fei’s little dumpling of a car. “Should we squeeze in? Jiang Cheng, you and I can squeeze together in the back, yeah?”

“…Is there even room for you to squeeze?” Jiang Cheng was reluctant. The “car” had very limited space; it had been a tight squeeze even with Gu Miao.

“For sure!” Wang Xu said.

In the face of Wang Xu’s unwavering insistence on riding in that car, Jiang Cheng had to give in. He tried his best to cram himself to one side. When Wang Xu stuffed himself in, the vehicle noticeably sank. With the added weight of Gu Fei, Jiang Cheng feared the bottom of the car would scrape the ground as it moved.

“It won’t come apart halfway there, will it?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“Nah.” Gu Fei turned the car around and drove them toward the school. “We use it to haul heavy inventory for the store sometimes. The two of you combined don’t even compare.”

“Did you add your own weight to that as well?” Jiang Cheng said. With three tall, long-legged boys crammed into one little bun of a car, even pedestrians on the sidewalk were trying to peer inside. 

“It’s nice and warm,” said Wang Xu.

“No shit. It’s not even that cold to begin with. It’s called the Spring Basketball Tournament for a reason,” Jiang Cheng retorted.

“Oh, speaking of which, practice this afternoon?” Wang Xu asked.

“Jiang Cheng and I are busy today,” said Gu Fei. “I asked Li Yan and the guys to come help you guys practice.”

Wang Xu followed up immediately. “Where are you going?” 

Gu Fei didn’t bother answering him, so Wang Xu turned to look at Jiang Cheng, who stared out the window and pretended not to notice.

“Shit.” Wang Xu fixed his clothes unhappily. “We’re keeping secrets now. Children.”

 

Jiang Cheng realized that Gu Fei really was completely indifferent to people staring at him. He thought it was bad enough that they were riding what was essentially an enclosed mobility scooter, and bad enough that there were three of them squashed inside, but Gu Fei actually drove the car all the way into the bike shed by the main gates of the school. He was acting as if no one else existed but him. Once he’d parked, he got out of the car surrounded by a crowd of gawping Fourth High students.

“All eyes on you,” Wang Xu said as he climbed out—equally unconcerned, judging by his tone.

Or perhaps not unconcerned, but happy. His goal was to be the big boss, after all, and being the center of attention was a necessary part of that.

But Jiang Cheng—the kind of person who didn’t take kindly to onlookers, whose temper flared just at being watched by all these eyes—regretted not wearing a face mask as he got out.

Immediately, he heard a girl say quietly from several feet away, “Is that Jiang Cheng?”

“Yeahhhh!” another girl answered.

He didn’t stick around to hear what else came after that. The inquisitive tone with just a hint of excitement attached made him uneasy. He couldn’t help but recall that “fujoshi” post on the school forum; it made his skin crawl.

“Come to think of it, it’s a good call for you two to skip practice,” Wang Xu said as he walked toward the front gate. “For the past couple of days, Class Two has been studying video recordings of our games, even asking people about Jiang Cheng’s skills. We really should try to keep things quiet. If we win tomorrow, we’ll have to face Class Two after the exams.”

“Yeah,” Jiang Cheng agreed.

Wang Xu continued with enthusiasm, “So, strategy-wise…”

“Chengcheng? Chengcheng?!” A woman’s voice came from behind them. “Jiang Cheng?”

Jiang Cheng paused, then turned around.

“You must be Jiang Cheng!” There was a woman standing there and looking at him with an intense expression. “Right? I picked you out right away. You’re a chip off the old block…”

Jiang Cheng recognized her instantly. This frumpy and slightly unwashed-looking woman was the same one who’d been fighting with Li Baoguo in front of their building yesterday. 

His birth mom. 

“You…” Caught completely off guard, Jiang Cheng couldn’t think of anything to say. All he could do was stare at her, frozen in place.

“Who is that?” Wang Xu asked beside him.

The woman limped over and grabbed his hand roughly. “Class hasn’t started yet, right? I’m—”

She had a very strong grip. Out of sheer shock and reflex, Jiang Cheng yanked his hand away and shook her off. “Don’t—” Don’t touch me!

Jiang Cheng had to clench his teeth hard to bite back the two words that usually followed.

“The bell hasn’t rung.” The woman suddenly teared up. “Class hasn’t started yet, right?”

Many pairs of eyes were looking their way at this point. Jiang Cheng’s brain was a tangled mess; he had no idea how to face this woman. After a few seconds of standing there, frozen, he handed his backpack to Gu Fei. “…Take this inside for me.”

“Okay.” Gu Fei took his backpack.

“Let’s go talk over there,” Jiang Cheng told the woman, pointing with his chin to the opposite side of the street.

“Oh, sure. Sure thing.” She nodded eagerly, her eyes still glued to his face.

Likely just as befuddled by the scene unfolding in front of him, Wang Xu immediately wanted to tag along. “Hey, what’s going on? Should we…”

Gu Fei reached out a hand and pulled him away. “What’s it got to do with you? Let’s go.”

 

Jiang Cheng crossed the street, his mind utterly blank. He stopped and turned once he got to a corner with fewer people around.

“It’s Mom.” The woman pointed at herself, a finger jabbing repeatedly at her own chest. “I’m your mom… Li Baoguo never mentioned me, did he? I’m sure he didn’t. I’m sure of it. That motherfucking shit-for-brains would never tell you…”

Jiang Cheng only stared at her, speechless. Faced with this somewhat pitiful-looking woman and the vulgar words coming out of her mouth, he wasn’t sure how to react.

The woman didn’t give him a chance to speak anyway; she just kept on talking. “It wasn’t my idea to send you away all those years ago. He never discussed it with me…” She started crying, using her sleeve to wipe away the tears. “I even had your name picked out—since your brother’s name means ‘brilliance,’ I thought you could be Li Ming or Li Guang,2 for ‘light’… But he sent you away just like that! I fought with him and he beat me, that fucking prick…”

“I…” Jiang Cheng didn’t know what he was feeling, exactly; he only knew he wanted to block her voice out.

He was using an old superpower to its fullest extent here. In the past, he would let his mind wander whenever he didn’t want to listen to Shen Yiqing’s lectures. That way, whether or not he heard the words at the time, he would forget them later.

But compared to his birth mother…

The woman suddenly grabbed his arm and shook it roughly, rocking him back to reality. “Come home with me! Come live with Mom!”

“Don’t—!” Jiang Cheng jerked his arm away and took two steps back, but this time he wasn’t able to hold back the two words that followed: “—touch me!”

The woman leveled her eyes at him. “…Are you repulsed by me? Is it because I don’t have money? Do I embarrass you? What, does your father have money?! He’s just waiting to spend yours!”

“I’m not,” Jiang Cheng said with some effort. “I have to go to class now. I—”

“The family that adopted you was pretty rich, huh?” The woman wasn’t crying anymore. Her eyes scanned him up and down, and it wasn’t clear if the expression on her face was scorn or sorrow. “Look at you, all dressed up like a rich young snob.”

“I have to get to class now.” Jiang Cheng drew in a sharp breath and turned toward the school gates.

“Heartless!” The woman leapt at him and pounded him hard on the back twice, screaming, “You heartless brat! What kind of a family is this?! My own son doesn’t even recognize me! Why is my life so hard—!”

“Are you out of your mind?!” Jiang Cheng roared, finally unable to take any more. He raised a hand up to block hers. “If you have beef with Li Baoguo, go hash it out with him! I don’t fucking recognize either of you!” 

With this outburst, he quickly turned and strode away. After a couple steps, he broke into a full-on sprint, running like someone was chasing him with a knife. 

The school gate was already closed, so he kept running. He sprinted along the perimeter wall and finally stopped to lean against a tree on the side of the road. He didn’t know if the woman followed him—there was no way she could keep up, anyway—but he didn’t have the courage to look back and check.

He spaced out for a while, then pulled out his phone and sent a message to Gu Fei:

– Which part of the wall do you climb over?

The wall that fenced the perimeter of Fourth High was ridiculously tall. There were quite a few shops built against it, too, which made it impossible to get over. But right now, he desperately, desperately needed to get into the school.

Gu Fei’s answer came quickly:

– Can’t climb over the old spot anymore. North of the back gates by the snack stand, there’s a pile of bricks along the inside of the wall. Come over that way.

Jiang Cheng found the snack stand. It had a dumpster right by the wall, which he could step on to reach the top. Once he was on top of the wall, he was able to see the pile of bricks that littered the ground on the other side. Someone with a little less skill and finesse could break his ankle landing on that.

“Go ahead and jump,” a loud voice called out. It was the owner of the stall, watching him from the ground with his arms crossed. 

“Shit!” Jiang Cheng was so startled by the man’s voice that he almost fell off the wall. 

“No teachers around right now. Give it another few minutes, though, and they’ll come by.”

Jiang Cheng scanned his surroundings to make sure there wasn’t anyone around before jumping down. Luckily, he only stumbled a little on a few of the bricks and didn’t step directly into any of the gaps between them.

When he entered the classroom, Lao-Xu was standing at the podium.3 In front of him, the students were sitting at their desks, munching on breakfast. Instead of a homeroom teacher, he looked like an official overseeing welfare meals.

Lao-Xu was surprised to see Jiang Cheng walk in. “You’re late?”

“Had to pee,” Jiang Cheng said.

When he got to his seat, Gu Fei glanced at him, but didn’t say anything.

“Fuck,” Jiang Cheng cursed quietly. He wanted very much to say something—to yell, to rant, to find somewhere he could scream his lungs out. He wanted to curl up in a ball and have a good cry.

But all he could do was sit there and stare ahead, doing nothing. He had to hold it in.

The fury he was suppressing burned so hotly he could almost smell it singeing his body. The heat of this untamable pent-up rage made his whole body hurt. He wanted to tell Gu Fei about what had happened, but he knew that anything Gu Fei said to him at this point would make him come apart in a violent explosion.

Gu Fei might have been a slacker, but he had exceptional emotional intelligence. He kept his head down and played his stupid little Aixiaochu without another word or glance.

Unfortunately, life could be ruthless sometimes. Certain people—certain poor, unfortunate souls—would do the most inappropriate things at the most inappropriate times. 

“Chengcheng!” came a shrill whine from outside the classroom door. “Chengcheeeeng!”

Jiang Cheng jerked his head around to see a guy from Class Five’s basketball team walking by the classroom’s back door, laughing and pulling a face at him. 

When he heard the dipshit’s voice, Gu Fei’s first thought was: That guy’s dead meat. 

Jiang Cheng shot straight out of his seat, his knee knocking into Gu Fei’s back as he lunged over from behind Gu Fei’s chair. Gu Fei was left coughing as he turned to watch the scene unfold. 

Jiang Cheng was lightning-quick. By the time his classmates got up to look, he was already outside the classroom, grabbing the dumbass’s collar and landing a hard punch to the guy’s nose. 

The last time they fought, Gu Fei could tell that Jiang Cheng was mindful of his own strength. With this guy, he didn’t hold back at all.

“Shit!” Wang Xu was the first to jump up from his seat. He pushed off against his desk and leapt over it in one smooth motion—then did the same with the next desk. It was a miracle how his athleticism could shoot up by three whole levels when there was a show to watch.

By the time Jiang Cheng’s second punch met the asshole’s face, the whole class was on their feet. Everyone crowded around the back door, trying to squeeze outside at the same time.

“What’s going on? Hey, what’s going on?!” Lao-Xu shouted as he tried to push his way out the door too, but he was promptly shoved to the back by the swarm of students pouring out. “What’s happening?! Go stop them! Stop them now! Wang Xu, go stop them!”

“How the hell do I do that?!” came Wang Xu’s voice from the corridor.

Gu Fei got up and dragged a chair to the back of the crowd so he could stand on it and look out.

Mr. Dipshit was already on the ground. Jiang Cheng had one hand on his throat, the other still swinging hard. If the crowd of spectators hadn’t been so loud, Gu Fei definitely would’ve heard the sound of fist connecting with face.

This guy was from Class Five. He wasn’t the big boss of Class Five, but definitely a contender for class tyrant, not unlike Wang Xu. A guy like him being so easily held down and beaten up drew the attention of other Class Five students, who quickly made their way over.

“Fuck!” someone cried out as they rushed over.

“Who do you think you’re fucking?!” Wang Xu exclaimed. He pushed up his sleeves and shot forward. “Is it me you’re fucking? Come at me, bro!”

Without further preamble, a full-blown brawl broke out between the two classes. They didn’t bother warming up with any trash talk; they skipped straight to an all-out riot.

Students crammed into the corridor, and the noise from other second-years and third-years who’d come to cheer them on was thunderous. The handful of teachers on this floor couldn’t even find their way through the crowds, much less attempt to keep order.

Gu Fei jumped down from the chair and, dodging stray punches, squeezed his way through the mass of bodies to Jiang Cheng’s side. The guy on the ground now had a bloodied face, though perhaps the viciousness of the beatdown had finally sparked his fighting spirit: He was starting to swing back.

“Jiang Cheng,” Gu Fei called out, but Jiang Cheng didn’t seem to hear him. He frowned. “Cheng-ge! That’s enough!”

He was just about to pull Jiang Cheng up when a fist swung up from the guy on the ground. He was aiming for Jiang Cheng’s face, but ended up grazing Gu Fei’s cheek instead.

Gu Fei grabbed Jiang Cheng’s arm and yanked him backward. The momentum made Jiang Cheng stumble and fall back onto the ground. Gu Fei followed this with a hard slap to the Class Five guy’s face.

Now that Jiang Cheng was sitting down, he finally regained some sense, starting to come out of his haze of rage.

The guy on the ground gave them a furious glare, looking ready to pounce, but Gu Fei jabbed a finger at him. The tip of his finger almost met the guy’s eyeball. 

“Move one more inch and I’ll put you in the hospital.” His voice was icy cold. The guy immediately froze in place, as if somebody had suddenly slammed on his brakes. 

Jiang Cheng had never heard Gu Fei use this tone of voice before. It was enough to chill him back into clarity. He slowly got up from the ground. The brawl around them was still going strong; he stood in the middle of the mass of bodies, suddenly a little dazed.

“Gu Fei, Gu Fei!” Finally—and with a lot of effort—Lao-Xu managed to extricate himself from the horde. “Gu Fei! Hurry! Stop the fight! Pull them apart!”
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Gu Fei didn’t answer. He walked over, lifted a Class Five student by the back of his collar, and started dragging him backward. The guy turned and swung at him, but Gu Fei caught his fist and shoved him to the side. Next, Gu Fei grabbed Wang Xu’s collar in the same manner, dragged him back, and pushed him away.

“I’ll fuck your—” Wang Xu started, then saw that it was Gu Fei and promptly shut his mouth.

Gu Fei gave him a look. “Tell your people to go back to class,” he said in a low voice.

“Enough!” Wang Xu yelled. “Stop, everybody! Class Eight, get back inside!”

Meanwhile, Gu Fei grabbed another Class Five student and shoved him away.

The students in the corridor slowly dispersed, and the flurry of flying punches subsided, leaving behind a lingering smattering of curses from either side.

“Get back to class!” Lao-Lu’s voice boomed out of nowhere. He was teaching their first class that day, so he must’ve been standing there for a while, though nobody had been able to hear his shouts before. “Did you all sleep too well last night?! Feel like acting out, huh?! Well, bring it on! Raise your hand and volunteer—we’ll have a go at it in the schoolyard!

“You!” Lao-Lu continued, pointing at the guy whose face Jiang Cheng had bashed in. “Yes, I’m talking about you! Look at your face, all bloody. It’s splitting open like a flower! You’re a pretty little bouquet, huh? Are you a morning glory or a sunflower? What are you staring at me for—should I carry you to the bathroom and wash your face for you?!”

The students slowly filed back into the classroom, accompanied by Lao-Lu’s voice. After so much excitement this early in the morning, many people were still riled up. The classroom was noisy with chatter and shouts; those who were unsatisfied with the results of the fight were still yelling out insults.

Jiang Cheng settled into his seat, a little disoriented.

Sitting down beside him, Gu Fei rummaged around in his backpack. He pulled out a few bandages and threw them on the desk.

Jiang Cheng looked at him. “What?”

“Your hands.”

Jiang Cheng looked down at his hands, which had at some point acquired several cuts and scrapes. He hadn’t even felt it—he still didn’t. He peeled open the bandages and stuck them on.

“Hey Jiang Cheng. Jiang Cheng…” Zhou Jing turned around, buzzing with excitement—but after a glare from Jiang Cheng, he turned back around without finishing his sentence.

“Jiang Cheng.” Lao-Xu entered the classroom with a frown. “Come outside with me for a second.”

Jiang Cheng stood up and followed Lao-Xu out of the room.

“What’s going on with you?” Lao-Xu asked as he led him down the stairs. “What was that all about?” Jiang Cheng didn’t reply. Lao-Xu glanced back at him. “Is it because of the tournament?” he asked. “No, that’s not right. If it was about the game, it would’ve been Wang Xu leading the charge.”

Jiang Cheng still didn’t make a sound.

Lao-Xu led him all the way to the edge of the field, where he stopped and sighed. “Jiang Cheng, you’re going to have to report to the guidance office for what happened today. You can at least tell me what it’s about, so I can speak up on your behalf to the disciplinary director. This kind of thing goes on your official record, you know!”

Who cares about records, Jiang Cheng thought. He had previous infractions on his record anyway. Discipline wasn’t scary; the scary thing was that he didn’t know how to begin to explain himself.

I hit him because he was mimicking the way that woman talked.

But is that a reason to beat him up—just because that woman is my biological mother?

It shouldn’t have been that hard to explain, but to Jiang Cheng, it seemed impossible.

Jiang Cheng looked at Lao-Xu for a long time before saying, “Whatever.”


Chapter 36

 

JIANG CHENG THOUGHT this was rather responsible of Lao-Xu, but he really didn’t feel like saying anything. It wasn’t like he had any idea what to say, anyway. Even if he did try to justify his actions, he was still the one who started the fight. To explain why he did what he did, there’d be too much he needed to tell all at once—and too much he didn’t want to face.

He’d much rather just take the punishment, if only to make it all go away. He did feel a little bad for Lao-Xu, though, who seemed to genuinely care about his students.

Lao-Xu took up half the class period trying to convince him to explain himself, patiently appealing to Jiang Cheng’s reason and trying to dial into his emotions. At one point, it looked like Lao-Xu was on the verge of tears, but he still didn’t manage to get anything out of him. Lao-Xu had no choice but to let Jiang Cheng go back to class.

When Jiang Cheng arrived at the bottom of the stairs, the dumbass from Class Five happened to also pass by, having just been treated at the infirmary.

His injuries didn’t look too serious: mostly scrapes and bruises. The worst of it, though, was the swelling. Jiang Cheng had been punching him with his right fist the whole time, so Mr. Dipshit’s left eye was pretty much swollen to a slit. The entire left side of his face was puffed up, giving him an overall lopsided look. 

When he caught sight of Jiang Cheng, he looked ready to shoot flames out of his one and one-fifth still-functioning eyeballs. Jiang Cheng stopped in his tracks a few yards away from the stairwell.

Dipshit spat on the ground. “What’s the matter? Weren’t you pretty ballsy just a minute ago?! What, are you scared now?”

Jiang Cheng didn’t answer.

Dipshit gave him another two and two-fifths worth of glares before heading up the stairs, cursing up a storm the whole time. Jiang Cheng listened as his voice gradually faded away, then continued slowly up the steps.

It appeared that Lao-Lu wasn’t bothering with a regular class today. When Jiang Cheng entered the classroom, he was ranting angrily at the lectern loud enough to shake the ceiling, raining down bits of plaster.

As soon as he saw Jiang Cheng, Lao-Lu immediately aimed the pointer stick at him. “Oh, here comes the hero!” he bellowed. “I’ve got a suggestion for you, Jiang Cheng!”

Jiang Cheng turned to face him.

“You should write an essay, the title can be ‘On how to leap over two rows of desks to rush into the hallway and somehow manage to avoid getting injured in a brawl’!” Lao-Lu roared. “And when you’re done, I’ll even print it out for you and staple it onto the bulletin board!”

“…Ah,” Jiang Cheng answered helplessly and returned to his seat.

“Not that I should even bother, but”—Lao-Lu waved his stick around, pointing it from right to left—“look at all of you! The only time you act like actual human beings is when you’re napping in class! But as soon as you open your eyes, you turn into little dung beetles! Why don’t I ever see you doing a single thing all day that doesn’t stink?! Your parents work themselves to the bone to send you pests to school just so you can waste your time…”

“Did you go to the guidance office?” Gu Fei asked, keeping his head down and playing with his phone.

“Not yet,” Jiang Cheng answered.

“Then I guess they’ll bag us all after class,” said Gu Fei.

Experience served Gu Fei well. A few minutes before morning classes ended, Lao-Xu, the disciplinary director, and the homeroom teacher of Class Five stood barricading the end of the hallway.

Without exception, everyone who participated in the brawl got taken to the office.

The director started off with a fresh storm of condemnations, then asked each student to state their reason for fighting. None of them could come up with an answer. They had all joined in because the others had. 

At last, the disciplinary director’s sights locked on Jiang Cheng and the dipshit.

“He said you hit him first,” the director said, looking at Jiang Cheng. “Why?”

“Right, there must be a reason,” Lao-Xu said immediately. “You know, Jiang Cheng’s grades rank in the top ten of his year, even in a key high school…”

“Mr. Xu, we know he’s a top student,” the disciplinary director interrupted. “Let me finish my questions.”

Lao-Xu shut his mouth.

Jiang Cheng stayed quiet.

Just as the disciplinary director was about to lose his temper, Wang Xu raised his hand. “I know why.”

“So you do know how to raise your hand.” The director gave him a look. “Go ahead. Never seen you this well-behaved in class.”

“He came to our classroom and called him names,” said Wang Xu. “Something like ‘Chengcheng, Chengcheng, I’m gonna fuck your mom.’ Obviously, anyone would get mad at that. And he was talking in a weird voice, too…”

“What did you say?!” yelled Mr. Dipshit, leaping to his feet. “When did I call him names?!”

“During our morning self-study period,” Wang Xu said with a glare. “Why else would an overachiever like Jiang Cheng beat you up? You clearly deserved it.”

This made the dipshit so furious that his left eye opened. “That’s fucking bullshit! I—”

“Listen to him, Director!” Wang Xu was on a roll. “Listen to him! He’s cursing even now! He was even louder this morning. We all heard it, otherwise we wouldn’t have gone out and joined in! We’re a mediocre bunch, but we still have our honor!”

“That’s right, we all heard it!” the students from Class Eight spoke up to agree.

“That’s some bullshit!” the dumbass exclaimed, his face reddening. He turned to his own classmates to ask, “Did you guys hear it?”

“Nope! He never called anyone names!” The students from Class Five stuck together too.

“Of course you didn’t hear anything.” Gu Fei stood at the back of the crowd, leaning against a desk. “You guys were a whole classroom away. He said it while he was standing next to Jiang Cheng.”

“Gu Fei!” The shithead jabbed a finger at Gu Fei and struggled to get a coherent word out.

Gu Fei gave him a smile. “They definitely heard you screaming for mercy later, though.”

“Enough.” The disciplinary director leveled a glare at Gu Fei, who pulled out his phone.

The facts of the matter were clear: The dumbass from Class Five had made some snide comments and got beaten up, which led to a brawl between the two classes. As much as Mr. Dipshit tried to protest, the director had no problem with this version of events.

At schools like Fourth High, however, if a fight broke out among the students, no side was innocent.

What came next was a fierce debate between the two homeroom teachers on the issue of whose class was more to blame, with each trying to push it onto the other teacher’s class. Just like his lectures, Lao-Xu’s debating style was mild-mannered and uncompelling. However, it was hard to out-talk a chatterbox like him; he could blabber on endlessly once he got started. The other homeroom teacher was a woman who attempted to interject several times without success. At last, she waved her hand and said, “Fine, fine, I yield. You have such a way with words, Mr. Xu, teaching really is a waste of your talent.”

Lao-Xu nodded graciously. “Forgive me.”

The disciplinary director was also visibly fatigued. “All right, all right, you can stop arguing now.” 

The final verdict was that everyone who participated in the fight had to write a self-reflection report of no less than eight hundred words, along with cleaning two of the school bathrooms for a week. The two students who’d led the fight—Jiang Cheng and Mr. Dipshit—had to read their self-reflection letters aloud to the whole school at the next Monday morning assembly, and they’d each receive a demerit on their file.

As soon as they heard this, both Lao-Xu and the other homeroom teacher became upset all over again.

“Director, I don’t think this matter is so severe as to necessitate a mark on their record,” said Class Five’s teacher. “Not to mention, going by the level of injuries, our class…”

“That’s right!” Lao-Xu exclaimed loudly.

Jiang Cheng thought he saw Lao-Lu speaking through Lao-Xu’s voice.

But Lao-Xu promptly turned back into his old self. “They’re only teenagers. It’s normal for them to be a little impulsive at times. As educators and guiding lights, we cannot simply apply a one-size-fits-all punishment to them—what good will a disciplinary mark in their files do? It’s nothing more than a demerit on their record, a simple punishment only for the sake of easing a pedagogue’s workload! I, for one, disapprove of this method. I think we should use our love and care, our patience and our—”

“Mr. Xu, Mr. Xu! Lao-Xu!” The disciplinary director reached out a desperate hand, a pained expression on his face. His other hand was practically clutching at his heart. “I get it. I understand your good intentions—”

“As educators, when we’re facing all these kids, no doubt we feel the struggle to keep up at times, but this is the career we chose…” Lao-Xu showed no sign of slowing down. “Who among us didn’t have rash urges at this age? Listen, we all went to school together, right? Now, when you were in high school—”

“Xu Qicai!” the disciplinary director shouted. “I said, I get it!”

Jiang Cheng had been in a pretty dismal mood up until this point, but for some reason, he suddenly felt much better. Lao-Xu’s words were funny, sure, but he was still moved. He felt fortunate to meet a teacher like Lao-Xu once in his lifetime. Lao-Xu never did have the emotional intelligence to find the best way to get through to his students, but… 

Jiang Cheng was overcome with the urge to laugh, and he wasn’t the only one. He heard some unsuccessfully suppressed giggles from Wang Xu’s direction.

“Fine.” The director took two large gulps of water. “Nothing permanent on their records for now, but we’ll have to keep an eye on them. If there’s any more violation of the rules for the rest of this semester, they’ll get double the discipline. It won’t just be a warning note, but an official fault.”

“Excuse me,” Gu Fei called from the back, “why do I have to write a report, too?”

The director slammed his mug down on the desk. “Were you not in the fight?!”

Jiang Cheng got the feeling that the director was at the end of his rope.

“I wasn’t,” Gu Fei said. “I was there to stop them.”

“Yes, I asked him to,” said Lao-Xu with a nod.

“You hit me!” the dumbass yelled, practically stomping his feet.

“Did anyone see that?” Gu Fei narrowed his eyes and scanned the faces in the crowd. “Did anyone see me hit you?”

The shithead was so furious that his hands shook, but in the end, he couldn’t squeeze out a single word.

“What are you doing here if you weren’t in the fight?!” the director shouted at Gu Fei.

“You guys dragged me here,” said Gu Fei.

“You… Write a self-reflection report,” said the disciplinary director. “Reflect on how you were late to school this week and how I caught you climbing over the wall again! And read it out loud on stage with the rest of them!”

As they filed out of the guidance office, everyone from both classes seemed a little down. Lao-Xu walked his students all the way out the school gates to the parking shed, where he clearly wanted to leave them with some words of wisdom…but he didn’t get a chance to open his mouth. Once they got outside, the whole bunch of them crouched down in the parking shed and dissolved into a fit of hysterical laughter. They couldn’t have stopped even if they’d wanted to.

By the time he was buckled up in the little dumpling car, Jiang Cheng still had a bad case of the giggles. He cracked open the window to let the fresh air hit his face and clear his head.

“So we’re driving to Ding Zhuxin’s place in this?” he asked at last.

“Yep.” Gu Fei nodded. “See, it’s convenient.”

“Hey, I’ve been meaning to ask,” said Jiang Cheng. “Normally only old people get a license to drive these things… Don’t the traffic police notice when they see you’re a regular young guy?”

“Notice what? You think this place is the same as where you used to live? Even if they did stop me, I’ll just say I’m delivering the car to my grandpa. Big whoop.”

“Does your grandpa drive?” Jiang Cheng asked with a chuckle.

“No idea, he’s been dead for years,” said Gu Fei.

“Ah…” Jiang Cheng was stuck for a moment, not sure how to respond, so he didn’t speak again.

They stopped at a red light. Gu Fei leaned back in his seat and said in an indifferent voice, “He killed himself. Drank pesticide.”

Jiang Cheng was taken aback. “Why?”

“Because he had a shitbag of a son.” Gu Fei went quiet for a while after that. The light turned green, and they started moving again. Half a block later, Gu Fei finally continued, “There are tons of fucked-up things and fucked-up people in this world. You just didn’t encounter them before you came here.”

Jiang Cheng stared at the back of Gu Fei’s head in silence.

“Don’t give it too much thought,” Gu Fei said. “Life’s easier if you just watch from the sidelines.”

“Uh-huh,” Jiang Cheng answered and closed his eyes.

Ding Zhuxin wasn’t in her studio today. Another young woman was there by herself, buried in a huge pile of clothes and trying to organize them.

“This is Xiao-Lu, Xin-jie’s assistant.” Gu Fei introduced them. “This is Jiang Cheng, our model today.”

“Wow, you’re cute… Oh, and I’m Lucia. It’s hard for him to pronounce, so he simplified it.” Lucia smiled and pointed at the two rows of clothes on the rack. “These are for today’s shoot—they’ve been put together in sets already. I’ll be doing your makeup later.”

While Lucia put makeup on Jiang Cheng’s face, he stole a few glances out of the corner of his eye at his outfits for the day. He felt they were not dissimilar to the ones from yesterday: more mage style and beggar style. The only difference was that instead of all knit fabric, quite a few of the garments actually looked like burlap…so it really did look like beggar style. Jiang Cheng would much rather wear these, though—at least they weren’t so…well-ventilated.

“All done. Honestly, you don’t even need much makeup.” Lucia backed up a couple of steps and gave him a once-over. “A face like yours has got to be really photogenic. You’ve got great contours.”

“You sure are chatty today,” Gu Fei remarked, poking his head out. “Hurry up and change already. I’ll die from exhaustion if I have to shoot until dark every night.”

“All right.” Lucia clapped her hands together. “It’s all up to you now. I have to go down to the stockroom. If anybody calls, please answer the phone and tell them to ring my cell.”

Gu Fei nodded. “No problem.”

Jiang Cheng waited until Lucia had left before he walked to the rack to take a closer look, intending to pick out an inoffensive set.

“You’ve got to wear them all anyway,” Gu Fei said, leaning against the door frame. “It’s just a matter of time.”

“…I know.” Jiang Cheng ended up picking one at random.

As Gu Fei turned back to the other room, Jiang Cheng studied the outfit he’d picked out. This one had a lot of layers to it. Not bad, he thought. Cozy. He did have to wonder, though, why Ding Zhuxin’s designs all looked so androgynous—or, rather, why they all looked like womenswear.

This particular outfit included a pair of slouchy linen pants paired with a loose-fitting top. When he put the whole thing on, Jiang Cheng felt maybe he needed a strand of Buddhist beads to complete the look.

“Hmm.” Gu Fei raised an eyebrow as Jiang Cheng walked in. “Not bad.”

“Don’t make me insult your taste.” Jiang Cheng planted himself in front of the set of lights. After spending all day yesterday shooting, he felt relatively at ease on the set now. Or at the very least, he no longer felt the awkwardness of not knowing where to place his hands.

“Let’s start with a few steps. Okay, now turn around. Look back,” Gu Fei instructed, pointing the camera at him. “You can choose to smile or not.”

Jiang Cheng walked back and forth a few times in front of the camera. “How’s that?”

“Great,” Gu Fei said. “Now we’re going to do a forward-facing closeup of your face, and then you can change into the next outfit.”

Jiang Cheng looked at him. “Why do you need a closeup of my face?”

“You have a little cut on your lip… Did you not notice?” 

“I did notice,” Jiang Cheng said. “What does that have to do with the closeup?”

“It’s very evocative.” Gu Fei pressed down on the shutter. “All right, you can change now.”

“No, wait.” Jiang Cheng didn’t move. “What is it for?”

“My own collection,” said Gu Fei. “It’s not like I haven’t taken your photo before.”

“…Fine.” Jiang Cheng walked out. His whole morning had been a chaotic mess; he didn’t have the spare energy to ponder this.

He grabbed another outfit off the rack, not paying much attention to whatever the hell the top half looked like, as long as the bottom half was still a pair of pants. He pulled the pants on first.

It left him a little speechless. The hem cut off at an awkward point between cropped-length pants and capris. He had a pretty good grasp of Ding Zhuxin’s style at this point, and for all the ones he didn’t understand, he simply paired them with bare feet… 

…But this top. 

“Gu Fei.” Jiang Cheng came in holding a bundle of burlap material, topless, wearing the cropped pants. “Since you and the designer grew up together, care to explain to me what this is supposed to be?”

“Hmm?” Gu Fei put the camera down and swept his eyes over Jiang Cheng a few times. Jiang Cheng did have a pretty nice body, and with that scar on his side… 

Jiang Cheng shook out the bundle he was holding. “Isn’t this just raw material? It hasn’t grown up into a shirt yet?”

Gu Fei looked at the large rectangle of burlap in front of him and started to laugh. “I got it. Hand it over.”

Jiang Cheng threw the fabric at him. Gu Fei caught it and gathered it up gently until it formed a long, narrow piece, then arranged it over Jiang Cheng’s shoulders, wrapping it around a couple times. 

“The fuck?” Jiang Cheng was amazed. “It’s a scarf?”

“…No, but you can think of it as one.” Gu Fei tugged on the material here and there, small adjustments to make it look as though it was just casually thrown on.

“If anyone actually buys this, I’ll eat the whole thing,” Jiang Cheng said.

“This isn’t necessarily for sale. It’s mostly to show off the design concept.” Gu Fei took a few steps back. “Done. Very sexy.”

“I feel like it’ll fall off the second I start moving.” Jiang Cheng held his arms stiffly in place to support the fabric on his shoulders. “I can’t move.”

“Just run across to the other side. Don’t worry about it falling.” Gu Fei raised his camera.

Jiang Cheng shifted his body over to the set like a robot. His movements were funny, but his smooth, toned back sure was easy on the eyes. Gu Fei pressed the shutter with a click.

“What’s your problem?” Jiang Cheng tilted his head slightly—he couldn’t turn his whole head around for fear the excessive motion would cause the makeshift scarf to fall off. “Is this for your private collection too?”

“Yep. It’s not like your face is in it.”

“Why are you acting like Wang Xu?” Jiang Cheng finally got into position.

“When I take your picture, you end up looking better,” Gu Fei said. “When he takes your picture, it relies entirely on your face.”

“…Hurry up and shoot! It’s falling off!” Jiang Cheng urged. He didn’t know what else to say.

“Go,” Gu Fei ordered.

Jiang Cheng darted across the set, holding his upper body stiffly.

He turned his head to look at Gu Fei, the material having successfully slipped from his shoulder to the floor. “Was that okay?”

Gu Fei held the camera and stared at him wordlessly.

“All right, I know.” Jiang Cheng sighed. “Was it a bit…”

“You ran like a chicken.”

“Fuck.” Jiang Cheng was a little offended. “What the hell did you say?”4

“Have you ever seen a chicken run?” said Gu Fei. “Its head stays still the whole time.”

Jiang Cheng stared at him. A few seconds later, he squatted down and cackled at the ground. “Shit. I’m not shooting in this outfit anymore.” 

“You’re getting paid by the piece.” Gu Fei was laughing too. “Come on, be a professional.”

Jiang Cheng had no choice but to stand up again. “Fine, I’ll try my best to not run like a chicken this time.”

Gu Fei picked up the burlap material and started wrapping it around Jiang Cheng’s shoulders again. Perhaps it was because he was topless, but when Gu Fei leaned in close, Jiang Cheng could feel his breath directly on his shoulder. It made his heart race. Feeling someone’s breath on his face or ears never gave him this kind of warm and tense feeling. But during this time of year especially, the shoulders were a rarely exposed spot—psychologically, it felt almost like it should be off-limits.

He felt a little uneasy, but he clenched his jaw and kept from moving or speaking. He could sense Gu Fei was already being very careful when adjusting the fabric, avoiding any direct contact with his skin. He didn’t want Gu Fei to think he was too fussy or sensitive.

“All right.” Gu Fei took one last look. “Run from here to the other side. I should just be able to capture your scar.”

“What’s up with your interest in scars?” Jiang Cheng grumbled.

“It makes you look like a seasoned, world-weary…” Gu Fei raised the camera again, “…little monk.”

Jiang Cheng was about to make some retort, but Gu Fei suddenly yelled out, “Go!”

Without thinking, Jiang Cheng dashed across to the other side of the set. He didn’t want to have to go a third time, so he ran without holding back. He didn’t even pause when he sensed the “scarf” slipping off his shoulders mid-run. It took him only a few long strides to reach the other side of the room.

When he turned around, he saw the burlap had fallen down in the middle of the set.

Gu Fei stared at his screen. “Amazing.”

Of the action shots he snapped, there was one where Jiang Cheng was suspended in the air, his legs stretched out freely mid-stride. The “scarf” on his shoulders was halfway between staying on and falling off. It was a very striking image.

“Can I change now?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“Let’s do a still shot.” Gu Fei thought for a second, then pointed at the armchair toward the back of the room. “Sit there. Wear it however you want—just wrapping it around once will work. You can throw the extra material behind the chair.”

“Okay.” Jiang Cheng sat down.

“Put your arms on the armrests and relax your body. The lazier you look, the better.” Gu Fei looked at him through the lens. “Put one leg over the other.”

“I never cross my legs.” Jiang Cheng folded his legs together. “Like this?”

“Not like that, it’s too girly,” Gu Fei said. “Rest your ankle on the other knee.”

“Oh.” Jiang Cheng positioned his legs as instructed and leaned back into the chair, his head resting against the cushion. “Is this all right?”

After clicking the shutter, Gu Fei held the camera in place and didn’t move for a long time. 

“You done?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“Done.” Gu Fei put down the camera. “Can I edit this and post it to my Moments?”

“Huh?” Jiang Cheng was surprised. He knew Gu Fei posted his photography frequently; some were scenic photos, others were snapshots of Er-Miao, and there were quite a few portraits of people as well—some that he recognized and some he didn’t.

“This one, and the one from just now.” Gu Fei glanced at him. “Is that all right?”

“Uh…sure.” Jiang Cheng nodded, then asked after a beat, “Do you often make money by doing photoshoots for people?”

“Not ‘often,’” Gu Fei said. “I always have.”

“Oh…” Jiang Cheng suddenly felt a wave of unspeakable emotion wash over him. This gig was his first money-making experience. He hadn’t even bothered going last year when Pan Zhi tried to drag him to hand out flyers and “experience life” together. “That’s pretty impressive.”

“Nah,” Gu Fei said simply. “My family has a lot of regular expenses—we can’t rely on the store for all our income. Gu Miao needs medicine, too.”

“Does your mom…not work?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“She’s too busy. Gotta go on dates.” Gu Fei smiled wryly. “She hasn’t been back to work since my dad died.”

Jiang Cheng didn’t answer. This was the first time he’d heard Gu Fei mention his father’s death. So he really is dead. But…how did he die?

Jiang Cheng recalled what Li Baoguo had said. He didn’t believe him, but…he couldn’t just ask about it, either, unless Gu Fei was willing to tell him one day of his own volition—it was exactly the same way Jiang Cheng felt about his own problems.

When it was time to change into the next outfit, Jiang Cheng got changed and quickly came back in.

Gu Fei took one look and had to hold back his laughter. He truly didn’t know what Ding Zhuxin had been thinking with this one.

“Crazy caveman?” Jiang Cheng spun in a circle, resigned to the situation. He pulled out an object he’d stuck behind his waist and waved it in the air. “She even included a slingshot? I’m just saying, this has to be a defective product. I bet the shots go wide every time.”

“Really?” This was an outfit not even Jiang Cheng’s face and figure could flatter. Gu Fei couldn’t hold it anymore—he put down the camera and laughed, managing to pause long enough to say, “Use yours, then.”

As soon as the words left his mouth, he and Jiang Cheng both went still.

The room was so quiet that even the sound of a bubble in the water cooler was like a thunderclap.

Gu Fei got the feeling…

…he was dead meat.


Chapter 37

 

“OH, YEAH! Thank you, thank you.”

“Contestant Jiang Cheng has decided to up the difficulty! He’s decided to rise to the challenge once again! Woooohooo!”

“Coach Y, do you think it was a one-off miscalculation, or is this just beyond his skill level?”

“I think he still has room for improvement…”

…

In the awkward silence, Gu Fei silently remembered the different voices and mannerisms Jiang Cheng had put on; he’d put his entire self into that slingshotting act.

As proficient as Gu Fei was in dealing with awkward scenarios, he felt that this was the ultimate dead end for him. He could sense a near-fatal ass-kicking in his future.

No one else knew Jiang Cheng had a slingshot. The only time he’d shown it off must have been at the lakeside the other day. The very empty lakeside. Gu Fei didn’t even have a chance to make up an excuse to deny it.

Jiang Cheng still hadn’t said anything. He just stood there and watched him with a blank face. After the initial flash of shock left his face, he remained expressionless. Gu Fei couldn’t even hazard a guess at what was going through his head.

He had to say something. “Um… That day, I…”

Jiang Cheng didn’t say a word, as if waiting for Gu Fei to continue.

“I was just passing by,” Gu Fei finished.

“There isn’t a way through,” Jiang Cheng said. “I walked around the whole lake.”

“Okay, I was there for a reason.” Gu Fei found a better way to say it. “But then I saw you there playing with your slingshot. We weren’t very close at the time, so I left without telling you.”

Jiang Cheng glanced at him and tossed the slingshot up and down in his hand. When it dropped back into his left hand after a couple of twirls in the air, Gu Fei saw his right hand reach out to grab something from the nearby table. 

Gu Fei knew there were lots of accessories for the outfits on that table, along with some…buttons. Crap!

Jiang Cheng grabbed a handful of buttons as Gu Fei turned to run toward the back of the set.

They weren’t just any old buttons. Ding Zhuxin liked to use all sorts of rustic materials in her designs, so these buttons were round and made of wood—the perfect companions for a slingshot.

“Is that what you meant by ‘watching from the sidelines’?” Jiang Cheng said.

Gu Fei heard a whoosh followed by a stinging pain on his thigh. He’d been hit by a button. He looked back and saw that Jiang Cheng was still in the same spot, holding the slingshot taut, ready to send another button flying at him.

“You—” Gu Fei didn’t get a chance to finish. Jiang Cheng let go of the sling. “Ahh!” Gu Fei yelped as the button struck him in the stomach.

To be fair, Jiang Cheng was clearly holding back his strength. If he’d used the same force as he had when he was shooting holes into the ice the other day, Gu Fei wouldn’t be making any sound at all anymore.
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“Didn’t you say this slingshot was defective and inaccurate?!” Gu Fei leapt over the armchair and used it to shield his lower body.

“Depends on who’s using it.” Jiang Cheng aimed another button at him. “I can find any target with two fingers and an elastic band.”

“Don’t—!” Gu Fei didn’t get to finish his sentence. Jiang Cheng released the sling again, and the button hit Gu Fei’s arm. This one was especially painful; he vigorously rubbed the sore spot. “Shit!”

“When you said, ‘watch from the sidelines,’” Jiang Cheng repeated, pulling back the band and looking at him through the fork in the branch, “was that what you meant?”

“It’s just a figure of speech.” Gu Fei had been hit three times in a row, and he’d had enough. He raised his voice. “Can’t you be reasonable?!”

“Reasonable?!” Jiang Cheng shouted, his hands shaking violently. “Why?! Easy for you to say, watching from the sidelines, wandering lonely as a cloud—what reason do you need?! This isn’t a reasonable world! It never was! Was it reasonable for me to be adopted? Was it reasonable to send me to this godforsaken shithole right after they told me I wasn’t their real son? What fucking reason is there?!”

“Cheng-ge…” Gu Fei climbed back out from behind the armchair. “I really didn’t mean to—”

Before he finished speaking, Jiang Cheng’s fourth shot hit him square in the chest.

“Aghh!” Gu Fei sprang up into the air. As he scrambled backward, he fell directly into the armchair behind him, so he gave up on standing altogether. He yelled back at Jiang Cheng, “Come on then, come on, Contestant Jiang Cheng! Jiang Cheng, the amazing marksman! Come on! Don’t stop until you’re satisfied! If this isn’t enough, there are more buttons outside! Not just wooden beads—there are ones made of fucking stone, iron, and copper, too! Why not skip straight to the iron ones?!”

“You saw the whole thing.” Jiang Cheng glared at him for a while longer, then let his hands drop to his sides, tossing the slingshot and buttons to the ground. “Right? You saw everything.”

“I saw everything,” Gu Fei admitted.

“From beginning to end?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“You shooting holes in the ice, Coach Y, to the crying,” Gu Fei said. “I finished watching the whole thing, then left when you started to cry.”

“Oh,” Jiang Cheng replied, then leaned back against the wall.

So he saw it all: an entertaining, multicharacter one-man show, complete with bonus footage of a guy in the fetal position bawling his eyes out.

Jiang Cheng wasn’t sure how he felt about this. He’d gone from shock to awkwardness to embarrassment to humiliation before he finally arrived at anger. Then, all those feelings disappeared, leaving only pain behind. He slowly slid down the wall, sinking into a crouch, and wrapped his arms around his head. 

It was this same position. It wasn’t just whenever he cried—ever since he was little, he got into this position whenever he was hurt, depressed, or just plain unhappy. It was a position that allowed him to curl himself up into a ball and take up as little space as possible, to avoid being seen by anyone else.

It made him feel safe.

It was the same logic as an ostrich sticking its head in the sand. He didn’t really think it would hide him from view; he just no longer wished to see anything or anyone. That was all. As long as he couldn’t see or hear anything, that was enough.

Gu Fei had walked to his side at some point. “Cheng-ge,” he called out to him.

“Cheng-your-uncle,” Jiang Cheng said in a muffled voice, burying himself between his knees and arms. “Are you even fucking younger than me?”

“Yeah, by a month,” said Gu Fei.

“You asshole.” The shock of this reveal brought Jiang Cheng’s head out. “You know my fucking birthday?”

“That time you had a fever and passed out, I checked your ID,” Gu Fei said. “If I’m dragging a stranger into my room, I gotta know who he is.”

“Don’t bother next time.” Jiang Cheng buried his head into his knees again.

“Want one?” Gu Fei said.

Jiang Cheng looked out from the gap between his arms and saw Gu Fei holding a pack of cigarettes. He shut his eyes and opened them again; then, a few seconds later, he reached out to take a cigarette from the pack.

“You have to keep this a secret,” Gu Fei said, lighting up his own cigarette and passing him the lighter. “This studio doesn’t allow smoking. There’s flammable stuff in here.”

Jiang Cheng didn’t say anything; he just lit the cigarette then turned to peer at the security camera in the corner.

“It’s fine. She doesn’t usually check the footage,” said Gu Fei.

“Did you laugh?” Jiang Cheng asked. His voice was hoarse, sounding as if he’d been horribly wronged. He cleared his irritated throat. “When you were spying on me, did you laugh?”

“In my head, I did,” Gu Fei admitted. “It was kind of funny. Would you believe me if I said I didn’t?”

“Fair…” Jiang Cheng let out a small sigh. “I fool around like that on my own all the time. I did that when I used to play the tin flute, too. ‘Next up, please put your hands together for the non-famous tin flute player, Jiang Cheng!’”

Gu Fei laughed so hard that ash fell from his cigarette. He reached back to grab an empty drink bottle and tapped the cigarette ash into it.

“Haven’t you ever played around like that?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“Nope.” Gu Fei shook his head. “But I bet a lot of people do to pass the time. Someone once started a thread on the Fourth High forum about how they can’t fall asleep at night unless they produce and star in a full-length feature film in their head every night in bed. And under it were a bunch of replies from people saying they do the exact same thing.”

Jiang Cheng chuckled. “Huh…”

“In a way, it’s a good thing that you know I saw you.” Gu Fei gave him a thumbs-up. “I finally have a chance to tell you, Contestant Jiang Cheng, you sling the greatest shots I’ve ever seen.”

“…Thanks.” Jiang Cheng picked up the slingshot he’d tossed aside earlier. “This one is probably just a prop that wasn’t meant to be used, though.”

“Wasn’t it pretty accurate when you were shooting at me?” said Gu Fei.

“That wasn’t accurate, it just happened to hit,” Jiang Cheng said. “When it hit you on your thigh, I was actually aiming for your ass.”

“Oh.” Gu Fei turned to look at him. “Why?”

“There’s more flesh there,” Jiang Cheng said. “Less chance of an injury.”

“You know, you’re actually pretty…self-aware. You don’t bottle up your anger, but you don’t go overboard, either.” Gu Fei tapped cigarette ash into the bottle again.

“We overachievers tend to be conscientious in all matters,” said Jiang Cheng, cigarette hanging from his lips. “We’d never fling anyone against a tree, for one.”

“Shit.” Gu Fei started laughing again.

Jiang Cheng stared at the cigarette butt in his hand. “What were you doing out there that day anyway? It was cold as hell, and there wasn’t a way through.”

“That day was…” Gu Fei paused for a long moment. “It was the anniversary of my father’s death. I went to burn some joss paper for him.”

“Ah.” Jiang Cheng blinked.

“That was where he drowned.” Gu Fei tapped his fingers rhythmically against the empty bottle.

“Ah.” After a while, Jiang Cheng finally managed to say, “I thought the water wasn’t that deep.”

“It’s not. He’d been drinking that day. If he hadn’t,” Gu Fei said, his fingers pausing their rhythmic tapping, “it probably would’ve been me who drowned.”

Jiang Cheng whipped his head around and stared at Gu Fei in shock.

He hadn’t believed Li Baoguo when he’d said that Gu Fei murdered his father. When Gu Fei said his dad drowned, Jiang Cheng had just thought, Ah, so it was an accident. But hearing these words come out of Gu Fei’s mouth shocked him. He couldn’t believe what he was hearing.

“My dad was a special kind of asshole,” Gu Fei said calmly. “I always wished he would just die and leave us alone—and I don’t wish death on anyone, not even a dad like Li Baoguo.”

Jiang Cheng stayed quiet. His head was a scrambled mess.

“He wasn’t as much of a gambler as Li Baoguo. He was much better with his fists.” Gu Fei laughed quietly to himself. “My mom was fooled by his handsome face at first. That’s why she married him. Then, the beatings came. He would beat us whenever he got drunk, but also when he was sober. His only way of expressing himself was through his fists.”

“Li Baoguo said…” Jiang Cheng remembered Li Baoguo’s words. “He said that he’d hit Gu Miao.”

“Mm-hm.” Gu Fei bit his lip. He had been fairly calm up until then, but when Gu Miao was brought up, his expression changed. “Gu Miao has always been a little different from other kids, ever since she was born. Maybe it’s because of his drinking—who knows. Of course, he would never think that. He just thought of her as a giant nuisance. A stupid kid who couldn’t talk properly or learn things.”

Jiang Cheng felt his temper rise. “So he hit her?”

“Yeah.” Gu Fei turned his face away. “He slammed her into a wall. After that, Gu Miao stopped talking pretty much entirely.”

“Fucking hell!” Jiang Cheng blurted out. He wanted to dig up this bastard’s grave and whip his corpse.

Gu Fei had finished his story. They sat and stared at the makeshift ashtray together in silence.

Gu Fei began to speak again, his voice quiet. “The way I slam people into trees—I probably got it from him…”

“Nonsense!” Jiang Cheng cut him off immediately.

“That tone,” Gu Fei said as he laughed. “You sound just like Lao-Xu.”

“And what tone am I supposed to take, Lao-Lu’s? I don’t have the strength for more yelling.” Jiang Cheng leaned back against the wall and sighed. “This is a fucked-up place.”

“Your adoptive parents sheltered you pretty well, actually,” said Gu Fei. “Even though you have the temper of a firecracker, you’re still really…clean.”

“I guess,” Jiang Cheng said quietly. He thought for a moment, then asked tentatively, “Why did Li Baoguo say…? Never mind.”

“That I killed my dad?” Gu Fei finished his question.

“Ah…” Jiang Cheng suddenly felt it was beyond inappropriate to ask that at this moment. “Don’t worry about it. I didn’t believe him. I’m just… Never mind. Pretend I didn’t say anything. Ignore me.”

“You’re not being straightforward at all.” Gu Fei wagged a finger at him. “It’s nothing, really. Rumors tend to take all shapes. We have lots of those around here. I’ll tell you about them one day.”

“Mm.” Jiang Cheng nodded.

“Somebody saw us when my dad dragged me to the lake,” Gu Fei said. “By the time they got there, my dad was already in the water, not moving. And I was standing on the bank. It must’ve looked like a murder scene. What a ruthless perpetrator, too—he didn’t even cry.”

“But…you were probably in shock.” Jiang Cheng frowned. He could hardly bear to imagine the scene at the time. How old had Gu Fei been?

“I don’t know, maybe.” Gu Fei lit another cigarette. “It might scare you if I told you.”

“Go on, scare me,” Jiang Cheng said.

“I couldn’t save him. I didn’t know how to swim, and I was almost frozen stiff.” Gu Fei’s voice got lower and lower. “But I wanted him to die. I stood there and watched as he slowly stopped moving. I watched as he sank down. I just…watched.”

Jiang Cheng suddenly found it difficult to breathe. He tried twice to draw in a deep breath, but failed, as if something had wrapped itself around his lungs. 

“Horrific, isn’t it?” Gu Fei’s voice was very soft. It trembled the slightest amount. “I was terrified. I thought that if I saved him, he might still want to kill me. I was scared that he’d kill Er-Miao, or my mom… If I didn’t try to save him, then I’d just stand there and watch him die, slowly… Every year on the anniversary of his death, I feel like I’m being skinned. It’s going to haunt me for the rest of my life…” 

Gu Fei still held his cigarette, but his hand was shaking so hard that even the smoke rising from the tip looked as if it was wrestling itself.

“Gu Fei.” Jiang Cheng had never imagined Gu Fei’s childhood was like this. He was already at a complete loss for words, but seeing Gu Fei like this—utterly unlike his usual unflappable demeanor—he felt his own hands start to shake as well. He didn’t know what to do. “Gu Fei…”

Gu Fei turned to face him.

He wasn’t crying.

Thank goodness. Jiang Cheng let out a breath of relief. Even though he figured Gu Fei wasn’t a crier like he was—he’d get a twinge or tickle in his nose out of nowhere like a delicate young maiden—he’d still been a little worried.

Now that Gu Fei had locked eyes with him, he was at even more of a loss. Jiang Cheng raised his hand up in the air and hesitated for the longest time, then finally put his arm around Gu Fei’s shoulder and held him. “Cheng-ge hug.”

Gu Fei didn’t struggle. He lowered his head and braced his forehead on his knees. Of course, Jiang Cheng knew most people didn’t flinch away from simple touch like he did. 

“To be honest… Never mind. I don’t even know what I’m saying.” Jiang Cheng had never comforted anyone before. After all, he never felt the need to comfort anyone unless they were very close to him, and his closest friend, Pan Zhi, never really needed much in the way of comforting. That guy was so good at coping that he could eat shit and just sleep it off. All Jiang Cheng could do was lightly pat Gu Fei’s back over and over, and then give it a few rubs for good measure. “It’s okay. It’s all in the past… It’s normal for you to feel scared, but it’s already in the past.”

Gu Fei kept his head down, unmoving.

“I mean…” Jiang Cheng squeezed his shoulder, then gave his arm a good rub. “You’re someone who’s gone through some shit now, right? My mom used to… My adoptive mom, I mean… She always said that in your life, any experience you have is valuable, no matter good or bad…”

Gu Fei’s head was still down.

As he racked his brain for the right thing to say, Jiang Cheng bemoaned the disconnect between his overachiever status and his complete lack of experience with comforting people. He had run out of words to say, so he all he could do was keep smoothing out the imaginary ruffled feathers all over Gu Fei’s back and arm.

Just as he was about to resort to something ridiculous like “hush-a-bye baby,” Gu Fei finally stirred, turning his face away.

“You…” Jiang Cheng hurried to peer at his face and was stunned at what he saw: The corners of Gu Fei’s mouth were turned up in laughter. Jiang Cheng jerked his arm back and yelled, “You’re laughing?! Where’s your fucking humanity?!”

“Uh-huh.” Gu Fei laughed even harder. “This is my first time on the receiving end of such an amateur consolation effort. I can’t help it. See, I was pretty upset, but…”

“Fuck off!” Jiang Cheng shouted and sprang up from the floor. “How much do you wanna bet I can kick your ass until you’re upset again?”

“Nononono, don’t…” Gu Fei rose to his feet as well, quickly kicking the slingshot away. 

“Hold on, I was really worried about you for a minute there! Do you realize I was ready to get all ‘hush-a-bye, don’t you cry’ for you?!” Jiang Cheng had absolutely no words for how he felt. “Was it fun playing me for a fool, huh?! Should I give you a round of applause, or—”

“Thank you,” said Gu Fei.

“You’re welcome,” Jiang Cheng replied reflexively. By the time he realized, he was too tired to bother with any more words. “…Screw you.”

“I’m serious.” Gu Fei raised a hand and poked Jiang Cheng’s shoulder lightly with a finger.

Jiang Cheng didn’t say anything, just glanced down at his own shoulder incredulously.

“Thank you.” Gu Fei walked over and gave him a hug. “Really.”

It wasn’t like the celebratory hug on the court the other day. This time, Gu Fei wrapped his arms so tightly around him that Jiang Cheng’s reflexive flinch couldn’t even flinch reflexively.

“Also,” Gu Fei murmured as he held him, “when I said ‘watch from the sidelines,’ please try to use that genius overachiever mind of yours and not take it the wrong way.”

“I’m definitely not misinterpreting what you said,” Jiang Cheng said. He could smell the faint scent of tobacco on Gu Fei, and it suddenly occurred to him how good this hug felt. He couldn’t tell if it was the sexy kind of good, the wholesome kind, or some other variety; whatever it was, he didn’t have the urge to push Gu Fei away. “When you saw me by the lake, you were thinking of yourself as a spectator; you were watching from the sidelines as I cried, laughed, and split myself into eight pieces.”

Gu Fei began to laugh again. “All right, fine. I only ‘spectated’ for a little while, but I didn’t think anything of it, and I didn’t make fun of you.”

“There you go,” said Jiang Cheng. “A little honesty makes the world a brighter place.” 

Gu Fei patted him on the back and let go. “I thought I was going to die by your hand today.”

“Not likely.” Jiang Cheng sighed. “Though I am a little worried now—seems like I might know too much…”

“Don’t worry about it.” Gu Fei held up his camera. “I have photos of you in underwear.”

“What?!” Jiang Cheng glared at him.

“I have. Photos. Of you. In your underwear.” Gu Fei waved his camera. “Face in the frame, high-res, no pixelation.”

“You shameless little shit.” Jiang Cheng pointed at him. “I should never have tried to comfort you. Do your classmates know you’re a pervert?”

“My deskmate does,” said Gu Fei with a smirk.

Jiang Cheng tried to keep a straight face, but it only took a moment for it all to fall apart as he broke down into laughter again.

He didn’t really care if Gu Fei really had photos of him in underwear. He was covered up, after all. It wasn’t as if there were photos of him without his underwear. On the other hand, what he was actually concerned about was… 

“And I have your chicken run photos,” Gu Fei added.

“Delete them!” Jiang Cheng yelled.

Compared to the underwear photos, he was way more concerned about the photos of him running like a chicken. Now that would be seriously embarrassing if anyone else got to see it.

“Sure,” Gu Fei answered briskly. “If you write the self-reflection report for me.”

Jiang Cheng glared at him for a few seconds, then said at last, “You can’t even write your own self-reflection? Someone like you must’ve written quite a few of these growing up.”

“I really can’t. I used to ask Li Yan to write them for me. And Zhou Jing. Pretty much anyone I could think of.”

“To be honest,” Jiang Cheng said, pouring himself a glass of water and taking a sip, “I’m impressed. Just getting by the way you do, even when it comes to self-reflection reports. What are you going to do about university entrance exams?”

“You sure are thinking ahead. That’s more than a year away,” said Gu Fei. “I haven’t even thought about university entrance exams. I just want to get my high school diploma.”

“Then why don’t you go to a technical school or something?” Jiang Cheng glanced at him. “At least then you could have a skilled trade under your belt.”

“I already do.” Gu Fei waved his camera again. After a pause, he smiled. “Back in middle school, I did think about applying to a university one day. But then I figured there was no point.”

Jiang Cheng didn’t reply. He had the feeling that Gu Fei didn’t actually think it was pointless—but that considering his family, it would probably be impossible for him to leave home to attend college, and there didn’t seem to be any respectable schools nearby worth applying to… 

“You’ll probably get into some impressive university,” Gu Fei said. “But won’t the two years you spend at a shitty school like Fourth High hold you back?”

“Nope.” Jiang Cheng chugged the whole glass of water. “It’s all in the books. Doesn’t matter who teaches them.”

Gu Fei gave him a thumbs-up.

“Maybe it’s just sheer pettiness, but I want to prove to my m…my adoptive mother,” Jiang Cheng said, then frowned—it wasn’t like she would find out—“that I’m not gonna rot in the place she dumped me. I’m gonna go far from here.”

“Yeah.” Gu Fei stretched. “A shithole like this? No one wants to stay here.”


Chapter 38

 

APPARENTLY, the “crazy caveman” ensemble wasn’t the main focus of the line. Gu Fei only snapped a couple more photos of it before sending Jiang Cheng off to change again.

Left alone in the room, Gu Fei collected all of Jiang Cheng’s spent wooden ammo and put it back on the table. He rubbed his arm, reminded of the pain. That one was particularly sore—it would probably leave a serious bruise. 

Gu Fei sighed. It had been a long time since someone had hurt him to the point of leaving a mark. In the first half of this semester alone, he had already been bitten once by Jiang Cheng, and now Jiang Cheng had hunted him down with a slingshot.

Although—he put his arms over his head and stretched—he was actually in a pretty good mood now. 

The only other people around him who knew the details of what had happened to his family were Li Yan and Ding Zhuxin. He never discussed it—it was an uncomfortable subject, and he wasn’t used to receiving words of comfort or sympathy from other people. But after telling Jiang Cheng, he suddenly felt a lot lighter.

Maybe it was because he’d learned Jiang Cheng’s secret first, so it was only fair to trade. Or maybe he just wanted to talk about it with someone. Jiang Cheng hadn’t expressed any obvious sympathy, and his efforts at consolation had been a mess, but it made Gu Fei feel better.

He hadn’t been intentionally teasing Jiang Cheng earlier. He did feel pretty crappy, and it was Jiang Cheng’s botched words of consolation that made him eventually break out in laughter.

Jiang Cheng finished changing and walked in. “What’s this one supposed to be?” he asked.

Gu Fei chuckled. “I feel like you ask that with every outfit.” 

“Does Ding Zhuxin have her own brand? Is it called ‘What The Fuck Is This’?” Jiang Cheng spread his arms and showed off what he was wearing. “What’s this even supposed to express?”

Like the rest of them, this outfit was made of some kind of natural fiber. The bottom was a pair of loose-fitting pants, but they were covered in vertical cuts of various lengths, such that his legs could be seen through the slits as he walked. The top was a normal tunic, but the long sleeves had been cut in the middle. He had to wear the bottom halves of the sleeves on his forearms as if they were Victorian gloves.

“Looks pretty good.” Gu Fei lifted up his camera and looked through the viewfinder. “This set gives off a kind of spunky feeling.”

“All right, then.” Jiang Cheng walked onto the set. “You tell me what spunkiness is supposed to look like.”

Once Jiang Cheng turned around, Gu Fei noticed several long slits on the back of the shirt as well. He could see Jiang Cheng’s well-toned back muscles very clearly when he moved… Gu Fei cleared his throat.

To flip right from divulging his tragic backstory to having this kind of reaction to someone’s back muscles… It must be spring, the season of raging adolescent hormones.

Gu Fei turned away, pretending to fiddle with his camera. He covertly tugged on his pants. He was wearing a thick pair of sweatpants today, so it was probably inconspicuous enough. He didn’t want to have to keep going to the bathroom to “meditate.”

Back muscles, equivalent to the cut commonly known as a tenderloin. 

He raised the camera. If he thought about it that way, there was suddenly nothing attractive about it at all.

“Hold your arms up,” Gu Fei said after a couple still shots of Jiang Cheng standing with arms by his sides. “Both of them… No, not like you’re surrendering. Hold them like you’re shielding your eyes from the sun…”

“I never shield my eyes from the sun.” Jiang Cheng raised his right arm and held it in front of his forehead. “You could’ve just said like I’m wiping sweat from my forehead.”

“Mm, lower the other arm a bit, so one is higher than the other,” said Gu Fei. “I only need to see your eyes. Okay, now, don’t move—let me find a good angle.”

Jiang Cheng held still. “Do I need to emote spunkiness or something?”

“Just try the way you looked when you were shooting me with buttons. That’d work,” Gu Fei said as he adjusted the focal distance. Jiang Cheng’s eyes always had an air of conceit, and when they were in focus like this, they were very imposing. Spunky… Not exactly. Alluring? Absolutely. Gu Fei cleared his throat again and bent a little at the waist, then pressed the shutter. “Very good.”

Jiang Cheng looked at him. “Done?”

“A little lower. I wanna get a full-body shot with only your lips showing,” Gu Fei said.

“Kay.” Jiang Cheng kept his arms up.

Gu Fei backed up a few steps and clicked the shutter again. “And turn, with your face forward. No movement necessary.”

Jiang Cheng did as instructed.

After that, he went out to change again, and Gu Fei tugged at his pants. Tenderloin, tenderloin, tenderloin…

They had a similar number of outfits to get through today as yesterday, but since Jiang Cheng was more practiced at it now, they were able to finish up earlier—even accounting for the intermission for fighting and exchanging secrets.

Gu Fei drove them to a nearby diner for a bowl of surprisingly good hand-pulled noodles. On the way back from dinner, Gu Fei reminded Jiang Cheng, “Remember to write the report for me.”

“Hold on.” Jiang Cheng stared at the back of Gu Fei’s head. “When did I agree to that?”

“It doesn’t need to be too long. It’d suck to have to read the whole thing out loud if it was. I’m guessing you don’t have experience reading these out loud in front of the whole school?”

“…No.” Jiang Cheng sighed. “And no experience of cleaning the bathroom for a whole week, either.”

“Just do what you can,” said Gu Fei. “The bathroom gets cleaned regularly anyway. You know how to sweep the floor?”

“Are you under the impression that I’m some sad little rich kid thrown out by a wealthy, prominent family?” Jiang Cheng gave him a side-eye. “My family…my adoptive family was a normal household. Salaried income, just slightly above average. There were only four of us, including me. Did you think we had a maid or something?”

“Are you still in contact with them?” Gu Fei asked.

“No.” Jiang Cheng’s brows knitted into a knot. “We haven’t spoken since they shipped all my stuff over. What’s there to say, anyway? Are we gonna talk about how terrible my life has been in this shitty town?”

Gu Fei chuckled. “Has it been that bad?”

“It’s…all right, actually. At first I thought I wouldn’t be able to spend a single second here—that if I stayed one second longer, I might have to fight Li Baoguo. But I had no other choice. I’m used to it now, I think. There’s no one around to keep an eye on me, really, so it feels about the same as living on my own.” Jiang Cheng stared out the car window. “And I’m lucky to have gotten to know you, too.”

Gu Fei turned his head slightly.

“Ah, I mean…gotten to know all of you,” Jiang Cheng added hastily. “You, Gu Miao, Jiuri… Lao-Xu is really nice too, and Lao-Lu…”

After a long laugh, Gu Fei said, “I never thought I’d get to know someone like you. You’re not like any of my friends or the people at school.”

“Really?” Jiang Cheng pondered. “Is it because I’m more handsome than you?”

“I was born and raised here.” Gu Fei gestured his hand in a wide circle. “Before high school, I’d never left this town. Haven’t done any traveling, either. All my relatives live here, too, so I don’t even have a chance to leave and visit family.”

Jiang Cheng was a little taken aback. “You never left the city before high school?” To be honest, he wouldn’t have been surprised if Wang Xu or Zhou Jing had never traveled before, but Gu Fei didn’t seem like someone who had grown up totally trapped in a place like this. 

“Yeah. I skipped class a few times last year to travel around. Didn’t go far, though. I didn’t have enough money, and I couldn’t be gone for too long. It was mainly to take photographs… Oh, and I went into a Starbucks once, but I didn’t know how to order anything.”

Jiang Cheng laughed for a while, then slapped his thigh and said, “Hey, I’ve actually never been to Starbucks, either. So, do you know how to order there now?”

“Yep.” Gu Fei laughed and turned his head around to look at Jiang Cheng. “If we go one day, I’ll teach you.”

Jiang Cheng nodded solemnly. “Please do.”

They burst into hysterics again. Eventually Jiang Cheng calmed down long enough to say, “Have you ever thought about leaving this place?”

“Of course,” Gu Fei said. “How could I not?”

“Oh,” Jiang Cheng replied. The underlying note of sadness in Gu Fei’s tone made him feel a slight pang in his chest. 

“I’ll see if there’s a chance of that in the future,” Gu Fei added. “Not until Gu Miao is older. She’s very stubborn at the moment; she can’t really accept change. A lot of the time, I can’t figure out what she’s thinking. You can give her new clothes, a new hat, and she’ll be thrilled. But if you change her duvet cover to a brand new one, she’ll get mad and shred it up. You can’t touch her skateboard at all—she’s this close to hugging it to sleep. If the wheels break, you can only replace the wheels. If you buy her a new deck, she’ll smash it to pieces… I have no idea what she can or can’t accept. She’s known Li Yan and the guys for years, but she still doesn’t pay them much attention. But she adored you after one meeting…”

“So that’s why when I called you and said I was with your sister, you didn’t believe me at all?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“Yeah. She wouldn’t be with a stranger,” Gu Fei said, laughing. “She actually has a set skateboarding route, and she’s very stubborn about it. Even if she went to the train station, there’s no way she’d get lost. She knows how to get back from there by herself… You have no idea how much you sounded like a scammer.”

“Back then I thought you were a lunatic.” Jiang Cheng laughed too, but he thought he could also sense Gu Fei’s helplessness. “Can her…condition be treated?”

“It’s hard to see any substantial changes,” Gu Fei said. “All we can do is take it slow. It might be several years before there’s even a small improvement. She’s fantastic with her skateboard, but she can’t figure out simple arithmetic with two-digit numbers. Sometimes she even gets it wrong for numbers under ten.”

Jiang Cheng pulled out a cigarette and lit it. “I like her. I don’t think she’s weird at all—she’s got swag.”

“More than me?” Gu Fei asked.

“Have some shame, please. You’d compete with your own baby sister?” Jiang Cheng was bemused. “What’s wrong with you?”

“Why not? I’ve always considered myself rather handsome,” Gu Fei said with a serious face.

“Yeah, yeah, you’re freestyle handsome.” Jiang Cheng stuck his thumb out and waved it beside Gu Fei’s face. “The handsomest.”

“Thank you,” said Gu Fei.

“You’re wel—” Jiang Cheng bit back the next word.

 

Li Baoguo’s place was still empty when he returned, but Jiang Cheng preferred it that way. He didn’t want to be alone with Li Baoguo. Even if it wasn’t awkward, it was still unpleasant.

He remembered the woman from earlier today again—his birth mother. He didn’t even find out what her name was, but she hadn’t given him a chance to ask.

Jiang Cheng wondered if she’d go looking for him at the school gates again. The very thought scared him. For a moment, he considered eschewing the gate altogether and climbing over the wall tomorrow.

Once he was back in his own room with the door closed, he sat down at his desk and started on the day’s homework. There wasn’t much homework at Fourth High, so it didn’t take him long to finish. He sometimes thought the homework they were assigned made no sense, since a lot of the important points mentioned during class never showed up in it.

He sent a message to Pan Zhi when he was done, asking him to take a photo of the list of required materials they had for the semester. He was planning to follow the list and buy his own textbooks.

- I’ll ship them to you directly. Gramps, are you gonna get the highest test mark at Fourth High this time?

- probably

- No wonder you’re my gramps! I like this confidence!

Jiang Cheng wasn’t particularly hung up on his test scores or ranking. He was more concerned with whether he was able to do the work, and how much he really understood. Grades came second to that. Of course, the higher his grades, the better—after all, his reputation as an overachiever had spread, and some people were already mocking him for it. A high test score would shut them up once and for all. 

Jiang Cheng put his homework away and started to study.

Opening the textbook, he muttered to himself as he skimmed his notes. “Overachiever Jiang Cheng is going to start his review now, beginning with English. He’s always been very good at planning out his study sessions… By starting with his most proficient subject, it’s easy to build up a positive mindset. He’s got this under control… Okay, quiet, now—let’s see what exactly he’s got going on in his neural network…”

 

Jiang Cheng studied until late and didn’t get to bed until one in the morning, but he still felt rather invigorated when he woke up. Maybe it was the fact that he hadn’t been able to sit down and study quietly like that in a long time; he felt like he was finally back in his old rhythm.

On his way to school, he glanced in the general direction of Gu Fei’s building, but didn’t see him there. Considering Gu Fei’s usual schedule, he was probably still in bed.

Jiang Cheng was relieved that there was no sign of his birth mother waiting for him outside the school gates. Still, he figured he should find a chance to ask Li Baoguo about her. He had to put an end to this problem, because living in constant fear was a surefire path to premature balding. He couldn’t risk that, being as handsome as he was.

Gu Fei missed first period. By the time he finally strolled into the classroom through the back door, it was already ten minutes into math class. Jiang Cheng was writing their self-reflection reports, only half listening to the lecture. He glanced up for a second when Gu Fei sat down beside him. Suddenly, he felt as if there was a sort of…intimacy between them. 

Maybe it was because they’d been spending more time around each other than anyone else. Maybe it was because they knew more of each other’s secrets. Maybe it was their mirrored sentiments the day before that. Getting to know you was an accident, but a happy one…

“This afternoon’s match may be a little tricky,” Gu Fei said quietly. “I just saw reinforcements outside. They’re here for Class Seven.”

“That’s a real thing? External reinforcements?” Jiang Cheng was stunned. “Have they no shame?”

“It looks like there are two of them,” said Gu Fei. “I’ve played these guys before—they play dirty. Be careful this afternoon. Let’s get Jiuri and the others for another practice session at lunch.”

“Okay. Doesn’t the referee care?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“Not really, as long as the game is exciting.”

“Then we should—” 

Jiang Cheng was interrupted by their math teacher before he was able to finish. “Jiang Cheng, you seem to be having a lot of fun chatting away.” The teacher glared at him, unimpressed. “Why don’t you come up here and solve this question?” 

The math teacher had a habit of calling people up to the board to solve problems, so most people tended to be a little more subdued during math class. After all, no one wanted to stand up there with a piece of chalk for minutes on end like an idiot and then receive a scolding for their trouble.

Jiang Cheng stood up and slowly walked toward the front of the classroom, reading through the question as he went.

Gu Fei swept his eyes over Jiang Cheng’s side of the desk. Only the unfinished self-reflection reports were on it; he hadn’t even opened his textbook.

Was it finally time to show off his overachiever powers?

Jiang Cheng walked to the front, grabbed a piece of chalk, and broke it in half on the podium. He then proceeded to stand there and read the question.

“What’s wrong, do you need to take a Chinese class first? Can’t understand the question?” the teacher demanded, his arms folded over his chest.

“Chinese class was last period,” said Jiang Cheng.

The class broke out into quiet snickers.

Just as the teacher’s temper was about to flare, Jiang Cheng finally began writing on the blackboard.

Gu Fei’s slacker brain couldn’t even comprehend what the question was asking, let alone how to go about answering it. He simply watched Jiang Cheng make rough notes on the side as he worked through the problem. It didn’t take him very long to reach an answer. He even took the time to wipe away his notes before turning to walk back to his seat.

Jiang Cheng’s handwriting on the chalkboard was grotesque, even more so than his fountain pen writing. It clearly had not inherited any of Jiang Cheng’s good looks. However, Gu Fei could tell by the expression on the teacher’s face that Jiang Cheng had answered the math question perfectly.

“You really should work on that handwriting,” said the teacher.

“…This is what it looks like after I’ve worked on it,” Jiang Cheng replied. 

The whole class erupted in laughter. The teacher was stunned for a moment before he recovered and slammed his fist hard on the podium. “Quiet!” he barked. “Are all of you so eager to come up and answer questions?!”

“I thought you wouldn’t know the answer, since you were working on the reports the whole time.” Gu Fei bowed his head and pulled out his phone to play his stupid game.

“I’d be able to work it out even if I was playing that stupid game the whole time.”

Gu Fei had a good chuckle. “You’re just as shameless as me.”

 

The plan was to head to the basketball court right after class to warm up for the afternoon’s match, but the disciplinary director ambushed them outside the classroom just as they were leaving. They had to go clean the bathrooms first.

The students whose transgressions were less severe were assigned to the staff bathroom, but serious offenders such as Jiang Cheng and Mr. Dipshit were sent to the student bathrooms, where even breathing was a mistake. 

Jiang Cheng usually held his breath whenever he came in and finished his business as quickly as possible. Today, he finally got to experience the full intensity of the bathroom’s aroma.

These boys were carefree when it came to their bathroom habits. They were unreasonably proud of their ability to piss on target, but inexplicably, there was always urine on the floor around the urinal of the school bathroom. Jiang Cheng grabbed a mop out of the cleaning supplies stall, and the dumbass immediately snatched the only remaining mop. This left his poor lackey to arm himself with nothing but rags. Jiang Cheng could hardly bear to look at his agonizing expression of pure martyrdom as he reached for the rag.

Mopping the floor was the easier task, relatively speaking, since they didn’t have to touch any surface with their hands. Jiang Cheng and the shithead each took a side and started mopping. Normally, with that guy’s temperament, they would be neck deep into trash-talking by now. Right now, though, breathing was torture. 

There were a few other students in the bathroom. All of them were briefly shocked to see the boys mopping the floor and wiping the walls, but they very quickly devolved into laughter.

“What are you laughing at?!” yelled the disciplinary director, standing guard at the door. “If you think this is so funny, go ahead and take their place! Or you can start a fight right here, right now, and I’ll find you a mop!”

Jiang Cheng used to mop the floor back at home, but it was always at a leisurely pace with multiple phone breaks. This was the first time in his life that he’d concentrated his entire being into speed-mopping. When he reached the innermost stall, the door opened.

He was just about to move the mop out of the way, but the guy inside put his foot down and stepped on it. Jiang Cheng straightened up and gave this person a once-over.

Nope, don’t know him.

“Ah, it’s the god of three-pointers. What a coincidence.” The guy looked at him with a fake grin plastered on his face. “I suppose you train by mopping bathrooms? I never would’ve guessed.”

Jiang Cheng gave the mop a tug, but the guy leaned all his weight onto it; he couldn’t pull it free. He shot a glance at the guy’s shoe. “Move your trotter, please.”

“You think you’re pretty great, huh?” the guy asked, still flashing his shit-eating grin.

Jiang Cheng didn’t want to keep opening his mouth in this environment, so he just held the mop and watched him without a word. 

The guy pointed at Jiang Cheng’s face. “Here at Fourth High, if anyone’s gonna let their basketball skills speak for them, you’d be last in line.”

Jiang Cheng had always thought of himself as a little childishly self-important at times, though he was perfectly content with it and didn’t intend on changing. But today, staring at this guy who had just walked out of the last stall of the bathroom, he’d gained a whole new understanding of what real childish self-importance looked like.

“I usually speak with my mouth, not my basketball,” Jiang Cheng said, barely enduring the finger pointed at him.

“You think you’re so funny?” the dude snapped, clearly irked by this. He jabbed his finger into Jiang Cheng’s shoulder. “Dumbass.”

This jab happened to trigger Jiang Cheng’s reflexes. Without warning, he yanked hard on the mop handle, pulling the mop abruptly out from under the guy’s feet.

The guy pitched backward and stumbled a few steps, but he managed to steady himself against the wall to avoid falling into the squat toilet behind him. Once he collected himself, he immediately lunged forward, an expression of rage on his face. “I’ll fucking—”

“Stop with all the fucking.” Jiang Cheng extended the mop handle forward and pushed the tip against the guy’s throat, forcing him to freeze in his tracks.

Spring was supposed to be a pleasant time of year—why was everyone walking around with an explosive fuse on their head?

Jiang Cheng sighed inwardly and grabbed the guy’s collar in one swift motion. He kept his voice low so the disciplinary director standing right outside wouldn’t hear. “You’re from Class Seven, right? How about you let the game speak for itself? I’ll be waiting to hear what it says.”

When he released his grip, the other guy still wanted to make a move. Jiang Cheng immediately called out toward the door, “Director! I’m done mopping, can I go now?”

“Let me check!” The disciplinary director came in.

The other guy had no choice: He shot Jiang Cheng a dirty glare, then smoothed out his shirt and left.

 

Gu Fei and Wang Xu were waiting outside the washroom when Jiang Cheng walked out.

Wang Xu greeted Jiang Cheng as soon as he saw him. “Did you run into Hu Jian just now?”

“Hu Jian?” Jiang Cheng asked. He almost wanted to correct Wang Xu that the province was called Fujian, not Hujian, but paused and realized that Hu Jian must be the name of that guy. “Yeah, so?”

“He looked pretty mad when he came out just now,” Wang Xu said. “We’re gonna have some drama this afternoon.”

“Not a problem,” Jiang Cheng said. “All that drama can’t beat a win on the court.”

“Now that’s what I’m talking about!” Wang Xu gave him a thumbs-up. “Let’s go. We’ll go practice in secret at the technical school next door. I already told my friend there to hold the court for us.”

The whole team walked out of the gates together, talking as they went. Jiang Cheng and Gu Fei walked side by side behind everyone else, listening in tacit silence as Wang Xu talked excitedly about their battle strategy.

Isn’t silence already tacit? Jiang Cheng was a little bemused by his own thoughts.

“One-on-one shadowing probably won’t work in this afternoon’s match,” Wang Xu was saying. “They have external reinforcements—at least one extra person, maybe two…”

“It’s fine if we can’t shadow; just make sure you keep your eyes on us,” said Gu Fei. “Class Seven’s skills are nothing like Class Five’s. Even if they have help, they’re probably not going to work together that well. After all, we’ve been training together all this time…”

“Exactly! Our teamwork is great now.” Wang Xu shook his fist in the air. “So, what’s our play this afternoon?”

“Put all your energy into assisting me and Cheng-ge so we can score,” said Gu Fei.

Everyone suddenly fell quiet. They all turned in unison to look at Gu Fei. Even Jiang Cheng was stunned.

“I meant me and…” Gu Fei cleared his throat as he pointed at Jiang Cheng. “That guy.”


Chapter 39

 

“CHENG-GE!” Wang Xu was quick to react. “Uh-huh! Got it! Pass to you and Cheng-ge!”

“Jiang Cheng,” Jiang Cheng corrected. He wasn’t used to having a bunch of people around him calling him “ge,” even though he was already “grandpa” to Pan Zhi.

“Fine, Jiang Cheng it is. Jiang Cheng.” Wang Xu waved his hand absentmindedly. “We’re all friends here, so no need to concern ourselves with hierarchy and all that… Let’s head to my place first and get something to eat. I already asked my mom to get the food ready for us. Then we can go straight to the technical college for practice.”

Jiang Cheng wanted to ask what hierarchy? but couldn’t bring himself to. After the delicious meat pies he’d eaten at Wang Xu’s place, he had a vested interest in preserving Wang Xu’s place as the big boss of Class Eight.

By the time the rowdy bunch got to the restaurant, Wang Xu’s mom had packed up a bunch of meat pies for them. She was very excited and greeted them warmly, probably because Wang Xu had never accomplished anything close to leading a basketball team to victory in his life.

“Why don’t you all eat here? Won’t it be uncomfortable to eat these when you’re walking against the wind?” she asked.

“It’s fine, we’re in a hurry,” said Wang Xu. “We’ve got a heavy burden and little time. You wouldn’t understand.”

“Thanks, Auntie.” Jiang Cheng took the pies from her.

“Aren’t you the sweetest! Always so polite,” Wang Xu’s mom said with a smile.

They didn’t stay for very long. After they’d picked up the pies, the bunch of them loudly marched along in the direction of the technical college.

“Da-Fei.” Wang Xu handed a bag of meat pies to Gu Fei. “There’s beef and pork tenderloin. Which kind do you want?”

“…Beef,” answered Gu Fei.

“The pork tenderloin is good, too. Didn’t you really like it last time?” asked Wang Xu.

“I just feel like eating beef today,” said Gu Fei.

“And Jiang Cheng?” Wang Xu held the bag in front of Jiang Cheng.

“I’ll try the tenderloin.” Jiang Cheng picked out one of the pork tenderloin pies. Beside them, Gu Fei choked. He turned away and coughed for a while.

Jiang Cheng pulled out a water bottle from his backpack. “Want some water?”

“Uh-huh.” Gu Fei accepted the water and took a few big gulps.

“Hey, that’s a nice water bottle,” Wang Xu said. “Sporty. You can just tell it’s made for athletes. Seriously, Jiang Cheng, you’re such a show-off sometimes, it’s no wonder people got a problem with you.”

“…Owning a water bottle counts as showing off?” Jiang Cheng said. “Aren’t your standards a little low?”

“Nah,” Guo Xu said beside him. “It’s a small town, and you’re clearly not from around here—to us, the mere presence of an obvious city slicker like you is already a total show-off.”

Everyone voiced their agreement.

Jiang Cheng rolled his eyes.

 

The court at the technical college wasn’t as nice as Fourth High’s, but everyone still crouched diligently by the courtside to discuss game strategy. They conducted a vigorous training match, following their established plan.

It was worth mentioning that despite not being any good at classroom studying, these guys from Class Eight had made impressive strides in improving their basketball skills since the positive reinforcement of their previous win. They’d come a long way from their days of chasing the ball around the court—they now understood the importance of cooperation and covering their teammates. Jiang Cheng was so moved, he had the urge to compose sports commentary in English to commend them.

Since they had a match in the afternoon, first period found the students just as ungoverned as the day of the last tournament matches. None of the teachers bothered trying to keep them inside. Class Eight’s team practiced at the technical college until halfway through first period, then walked back to Fourth High together.

Students were already thronging around the Fourth High courts. This time, the arrival of the once-shunned Class Eight team immediately attracted the attention of the crowd. Jiang Cheng was surprised to discover that in just a few short days, they had already amassed quite a fanbase.

Before they even got to their resting area, Wang Xu unzipped his jacket with a flourish. In one smooth motion, he took it off and flung it to one side, where it landed in Lu Xiaobin’s arms.

“Hold it yourself,” said Lu Xiaobin, about to chuck it back to him.

Wang Xu turned and glowered at him. “Just hold it for a sec!”

“We…should really assign a dedicated photographer to you,” Lu Xiaobin said.

“What’s with all this whining? Talking back when I only asked you to hold my jacket for me.” Wang Xu glared at him. “Who’s the captain here again?”

Lu Xiaobin didn’t answer. He turned his face away and ignored him.

 

What came as a serious shock for Jiang Cheng was the sight of Lao-Xu and Lao-Lu, waiting for them by the court in sports gear.

He couldn’t help asking: “Tell me that’s not our external reinforcements?” 

Gu Fei thought it was funny too. “To be fair, Lao-Xu and Lao-Lu are both from our class. If we get them to play, it wouldn’t even count as external. Lao-Lu plays pretty well, actually. There’ll be a basketball tournament for the faculty soon—you should check it out.”

“Our principal must really love basketball,” said Jiang Cheng.

He spotted the principal just as the words left his mouth. 

The principal’s surname was Liu. Jiang Cheng had never been face-to-face with him before, so when Principal Liu appeared out of nowhere it made him jump. He noticed a pimple on the side of the principal’s nose… Had it grown out of excitement for the tournament?

“Jiang Cheng.” Principal Liu smiled and clapped his hand on Jiang Cheng’s shoulder. “Not bad. I watched you guys play—not bad at all! With your ability, you’ll have no problem playing for our school team!”

Before Jiang Cheng could even get a word out, Wang Xu rushed to interject. “Principal Liu, don’t touch his shoulder.”

“I…” Jiang Cheng looked at Wang Xu. This guy’s brain wasn’t just a few cards short, it was probably missing a whole deck.

“All right, all right. I won’t touch him.” Principal Liu didn’t seem to mind. After he commended Jiang Cheng, he went on to pat Gu Fei on the shoulder. “Your shoulder is okay, right?”

Gu Fei gave him a wry smile. “Nope.”

“You rascal.” The principal pointed at him and laughed. “The only time I don’t find you annoying is when you’re playing ball. You and Jiang Cheng really are perfect partners. You two have got to come out for our faculty matches next time!”

“Nope.” Gu Fei was still grinning.

Principal Liu pointed at him but seemed at a loss for words. Instead, he turned around and beckoned to someone behind him. “Reporter, come interview our pair of dark horses!”

Two students immediately rushed up to them: an acne-ridden boy who looked like some kind of hipster poseur, and a girl so tiny she was practically built for sneaking photos unnoticed—clearly the school gossip. 

“Hello, we’re reporters from the school radio station,” the hipster said. He snapped a bunch of photos of the two of them with his point-and-shoot camera, then took out a little notepad. “We’d like to ask you some questions.”

This crappy school with even crappier resources had a radio station and reporters?!

“…Hello.” Jiang Cheng was rather irritated at suddenly being photographed without so much as a warning, especially with the guy getting all up in his face. He had the urge to grab the camera to make sure his image hadn’t been tarnished.

Meanwhile, Gu Fei simply turned and walked away from them.

“Gu Fei,” the waifish girl called after him anxiously. “Gu Fei! I have a couple of questions for you…”

The hipster boy immediately blocked off Jiang Cheng’s path to the Class Eight rest area. “Jiang Cheng, please answer a couple of questions for me.”

Had all their questions been prepared in pairs?

“The result of your last game was rather unexpected,” the hipster boy said, giving him a look. “I just want to ask—”

At once, Jiang Cheng spotted Wang Xu, who was looking this way eagerly. “Wang Xu! Captain!”

“Yes! What’s up?” Wang Xu darted over with lightning speed.

“This is a reporter from the school radio station,” Jiang Cheng introduced him. “I think his questions are better answered by the team captain. After all, the captain is the soul of the team…”

“What question?” Wang Xu fixed his eyes on the reporter. “I can answer it.”

Jiang Cheng immediately retreated. The boy wanted to stop him, but he was blocked by Wang Xu. “Ask away, but my time is limited. Pick the important ones.”

Class Seven’s team had already arrived. Jiang Cheng sat on the bench and tried hard not to look at all the phones and cameras directed at him and Gu Fei. Instead, he diverted his attention to the Class Seven team.

“Looking for Hu Jian?” Gu Fei asked as he changed out of his street shoes.

Jiang Cheng pointed his chin at a guy on the other side, who had a wild boar motif shaved into his buzz cut. “Is that their external reinforcement?”

“Mm-hmm.” Gu Fei also looked up. “There’s only one so far. I wonder if there’ll be more later.”

“Does he play dirty?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“Very dirty,” Gu Fei said. “Fresh Out of Jail and I lose more than half of our games with them.”

Jiang Cheng looked at Gu Fei in astonishment. Frankly, under normal circumstances, the six of them—Fresh Out of Jail, plus Li Yan and Gu Fei—could probably kick most other teams’ asses.

“They’ll have certain people foul on purpose,” Gu Fei said. “Their team has a lot of reserves. If things aren’t going their way, they’ll switch the subs in just to foul, so they can disrupt us enough that we can’t score.”

“No worries.” Jiang Cheng took off his jacket. “As long as they don’t bring knives into it, we’ll pick them off as they come.”

“Cover me,” Gu Fei said. “Jiuri and the guys are pretty good at working together now—we don’t even have to perform above our usual level to win this one.”

“Mm.” Jiang Cheng nodded. Perfect partners, huh? Jiang Cheng quite liked this label.

“Give us a smile.” Gu Fei turned.

“Hmm?” Jiang Cheng glanced at him, then, following his line of sight, he saw Yi Jing pointing a camera at them. He smiled.

Yi Jing pumped her fist encouragingly. “Go get ’em!”

The games now ran one at a time, with the two matches of each day scheduled separately so everyone could watch their fill. With no simultaneous matches, the spaces around the court were jam-packed with players and an impenetrable crowd of onlookers. Since there were no bleachers, the spectators pushed right up against the boundary lines. Being watched so closely was absolutely nerve-racking, but exhilarating at the same time.

Jiang Cheng had never played a game so tightly surrounded before; he felt a strange excitement at the prospect. If only Pan Zhi were here, he thought. If they had Pan Zhi on the team, they’d take the crown for sure.

The referee blew the whistle. Once the players from both teams had filed into the court and each captain had picked a side, the reps headed to the center for the jump.

Class Eight sent Wang Xu. Jiang Cheng didn’t want to waste their main force on the jump, and Gu Fei was much better at stealing the ball than Wang Xu was.

“Jiuri.” Gu Fei followed behind Wang Xu. “It’s all up to you now.”

Wang Xu pounded his chest a couple of times and didn’t turn around.

Wild Boar Head hadn’t come on the court yet; for now, they were facing Class Seven’s regular formation. Jiang Cheng exchanged a look with Gu Fei across the court and crouched into the ready position.

The ref blew the whistle again, and the ball was tossed into the air. A hush fell over the onlookers, and in this brief moment of quiet, they all heard an angry roar from Wang Xu as he slammed his palm hard against the ball. He even managed to somewhat competently swat the ball in Gu Fei’s direction.

Gu Fei reached out and instantly hooked the ball. He turned around to see that all of Class Seven’s team had rushed back to play defense, leaving Hu Jian by his side to guard him. When Gu Fei took a step forward with the ball, Hu Jian immediately took a step alongside him, so Gu Fei passed the ball behind himself with a backhand.

By the time Jiang Cheng received the pass, Gu Fei had already darted out in front of him. Jiang Cheng followed closely behind, then threw the ball to Guo Xu. Guo Xu didn’t dare keep it for too long, though, and a few steps later he bounced it back to Gu Fei, who was rapidly approaching the three-point line.

They had a good momentum going. Jiang Cheng gave his teammates a mental thumbs-up. Hardly half a month ago, they never would have been able to execute this level of coordination.

Class Seven’s circle of defense was closing in, and quickly at that. But they were nothing compared to Class Five, who were a strong team second only to the reigning champions, Class Two—it must have been rather demoralizing for them to be eliminated so unexpectedly.

Gu Fei took a step forward on the three-point line and raised the ball up.

Jiang Cheng ran up and called out in a low voice, “Here.”

With a flip of his wrist, Gu Fei passed the ball over. Jiang Cheng jumped up to receive it, and before the other team could realize what happened and block him, he immediately followed it up with a three-point jump shot.

It was a stressful shot for Jiang Cheng. This was the first shot of the match: It needed to go in. Fortunately, as a longtime overachiever, he possessed the necessary mental fortitude for showing off… 

The ball sank into the basket.

A wave of cheers erupted from the Class Eight resting area and spread to either side.

The ball was now in Class Seven’s court. Gu Fei jogged ahead of Jiang Cheng, with his hand by his side and palm facing backward. Jiang Cheng ran forward and slapped his hand lightly.

Just as Gu Fei was about to draw his hand back, Wang Xu caught up with him and gave his hand a loud slap. “Good job!”

“Agh!” Gu Fei jumped in surprise. 

“Watch the defense!” Jiang Cheng called out.

Class Seven was three points down right after opening. This seemed to awaken their fighting spirit; Hu Jian got the ball and led a fierce offensive wave.

Since they’d agreed earlier to let the game speak for itself, Jiang Cheng immediately ran up and got in Hu Jian’s way. He didn’t know anything about Hu Jian’s skills, but the guy’s pompous trash talk was still fresh in his mind. In Jiang Cheng’s eyes, apart from Gu Fei and Li Yan, there was no one else around here who could bring a ball past him. 

Hu Jian was agile enough, and rather dramatic. Jiang Cheng stood in place, watching as he feinted left and right, forward and back—he had the urge to remind him to stop wasting his energy.

Just as Jiang Cheng thought the referee was about to blow the whistle to put a stop to the swaying, Hu Jian suddenly swerved to the left and charged forward with the ball.

Jiang Cheng sighed and took one big stride forward. He reached out to push the ball, sending it off course and bouncing away. Off to the side, Wang Xu received the pass and turned to advance the ball toward the basket.

Class Seven seemed to be caught off guard by this sudden development, leaving their defense half a step behind. Wang Xu enthusiastically drove forward as the spectators cheered. He made his way to the basket and did a perfect layup, forcing back the only defensive player the other team had.

“Yes!” Wang Xu roared out, his fists clenched and eyes widened, after scoring the two points. “Great shot!” 

Class Seven’s skills paled in comparison to Class Five’s. At the end of the first quarter, they were already behind by six points.

“Check it,” Wang Xu said between gulps of water during the break. He shot a look across the court. “The Class Two team is staring at us right now—we’re their number one opponent.”

“Everyone from Class Five is cheering for Class Seven now,” said Lu Xiaobin.

“When we go back on the court, we don’t need to change a thing.” Jiang Cheng glanced over. “Keep playing the way you have been so far. We just need to keep it up.”

“They’re making substitutions,” Gu Fei cut in.

They looked across the court. Sure enough, Class Seven had switched out for two of their subs: a big guy with a shiny, oily face, and Wild Boar Head.

“Try to avoid direct contact with them,” Jiang Cheng said. “And pass often. As soon as someone gets close, pass the ball right away.”

According to Gu Fei, Wild Boar Head was here to score, which meant that Shiny Face was their dedicated fouler. Class Seven did have a lot of benchwarmers. The number of reserve players they had was enough to play a game of soccer. In comparison, it was hard for Class Eight to even garner five. 

When the match resumed, Class Seven had the ball, which they passed straight to Wild Boar Head. Wild Boar Head took the ball and descended like a tank toward the other basket, with incredible speed and steady possession. Jiang Cheng cut in to block him, but after a hard brake, he simply knocked Jiang Cheng’s arm to the side and ran through him without any false movements.

Just as Jiang Cheng was about to follow, Shiny Face came charging for a head-on collision. Jiang Cheng tried to dodge and keep up with Wild Boar Head, but it was too late. Shiny Face met Jiang Cheng’s right shoulder with his own and slammed into him hard without even pretending to hide it.

Jiang Cheng practically bounced off the court with the force of the impact. He felt a numb tingling in his shoulder, which quickly turned into straight-up pain. He frowned. Typically, for inconsequential school games like these, the referee wouldn’t blow the whistle on loose ball fouls unless the offending player blatantly held onto the opponent’s arm and refused to let go. In most cases, the referee didn’t even notice.

After Jiang Cheng was knocked out of the way, Wild Boar Head arrived under their basket. Gu Fei was unable to stop him, held back by two of their guards, and Wild Boar Head completed a successful layup. A wave of cheers erupted from the Class Seven crowd, some of them lifting their benches and thumping them against the ground.

“Be bolder!” Lao-Lu’s loud voice suddenly blared out, accompanied by ice cream truck music.

Jiang Cheng glanced over and saw that Lao-Lu was holding a megaphone, but for some reason, he hadn’t bothered to turn off the default melody. It played in the background like his personal soundtrack.

With one hand on his hip, Lao-Lu continued to roar into the megaphone: “Give it your all! If they ram you, ram back! Dare to…”

“Mr. Lu, Mr. Lu!” On the referee stand, the principal was also holding a megaphone. “If you disrupt the game again, it’ll count as a technical foul against Class Eight!”

Lao-Xu snatched the megaphone out of Lao-Lu’s hands and passed it to a student behind him.

“I’m gonna ram people now,” Gu Fei said as he dashed past Jiang Cheng. “You shake off Zhang Wei and score.”

“Zhang Wei—is that Shiny Face?” Jiang Cheng asked.

Gu Fei glanced in the direction of Shiny Face and said haltingly, “Yes…”

“Honestly, you don’t need to,” said Jiang Cheng.

“Just focus on scoring,” Gu Fei replied.

Jiang Cheng didn’t even need to ask to know that Gu Fei’s target was Wild Boar Head. Boar Head and Shiny Face had taken up the roles of scoring and disruption respectively, and they worked together like a well-oiled machine.

It irked him. The real pair of perfect partners is right here. They think their partnership can compare?

He wasn’t a big fan of deliberate fouls, but he couldn’t get into that with Gu Fei right now. His only choice was to play on, keeping guard at the center line.

Class Seven went on the offensive as soon as they got the ball, passing to Wild Boar Head. Gu Fei didn’t get a chance to bodycheck him, and, once again locked down by two of their players, he had no way of aiding the defense.

Jiang Cheng didn’t have time to think. He inserted himself between the two players on Gu Fei and forced his way through. Once Gu Fei was free, Jiang Cheng swung around. Together, they positioned themselves in front of Wild Boar Head.

The way they set this up deserved a screaming, cheering ovation, to Jiang Cheng’s mind. By the time they both steadied themselves, Wild Boar Head was still one step away. It wouldn’t count as a blocking foul.

Perfection.

However, Wild Boar Head was no amateur; he didn’t crash directly into them. Even standing in front of two opponents similar in stature to himself, he had the confidence to go for a jump shot.

Gu Fei and Jiang Cheng jumped up at the same time to cap the ball, which flew off to one side and landed in Lu Xiaobin’s possession.

That was a rather fine lid we put on the hotpot, Jiang Cheng congratulated himself again. The way they worked together so synchronously was making this tournament especially enjoyable.

On the other hand, the screams erupting from the girls at the courtside made him uneasy again. He felt a little sheepish, as if he’d been caught fooling around in bed. He wondered when he’d become so oversensitive to these kinds of things.

Once Lu Xiaobin got the ball, he quickly worked with the others to launch an attack. Jiang Cheng and Gu Fei were practically glued to Wild Boar Head’s side, shadowing him and making it impossible for him to cut over and steal the ball.

On their end, Lu Xiaobin and Wang Xu continued to pass the ball around, disrupting the rhythm of Class Seven’s defense. Wang Xu got the ball again, and with yet another spirited roar, he scored them two more points.

There were only a few more minutes left in the first half when Class Seven asked for another time-out.

“Damn.” Gu Fei clapped his hands together. “Did Jiuri snap?”

“He is the team captain, after all,” Jiang Cheng said. “Can’t let us have all the glory.”

“We need to keep it up for the rest of the first half. At least they won’t be able to catch up with our score easily,” Gu Fei said. “It’s hard for me to bodycheck that guy at this point—he knows me too well.”

“We can win without that.” Jiang Cheng glanced at him, his gaze traveling down Gu Fei’s neck, to his collarbone, his shoulder, and all the way to his arm, where he paused. “Is that from just now?”

Gu Fei looked down at his arm. “That’s the result of a slingshot injury. I got another one on my belly—wanna see?”

“I mean”—Jiang Cheng was at a bit of a loss for words—“Aren’t you a little too delicate…? It’s not like I used that much force…”

“This is human flesh.” Gu Fei slapped his own arm. “Not a tree trunk.”

“…Sorry,” Jiang Cheng sighed.

“It’s okay.” Gu Fei accepted the water Yi Jing handed him. “Consider it my payment to the sidelines of your show.”

Jiang Cheng clenched his teeth. “Fuck you.”

The first half hadn’t been that difficult; the addition of Wild Boar Head hadn’t buffed Class Seven’s skills that much. And now, twenty minutes into the match, Jiang Cheng could tell that Hu Jian was nothing but an overconfident youth with delusions of grandeur and skills on par with Wang Xu’s. If he was really gonna let his basketball skills speak for him, he’d need to speak up.

As soon as the second half began, however, Class Seven’s team acted as though they’d been collectively injected with steroids, charging like bulls all over the court. They must have decided to go all in, trying to reduce the score gap even if they couldn’t win.

Jiang Cheng wasn’t too worried about the others; the substitutes they switched on for the sole purpose of fouling wouldn’t dare to casually commit an offensive foul, lest they reward their opponent with a free throw. The only problem was Wild Boar Head. That guy had both skills and a total lack of shame.

Lu Xiaobin got the ball, and as he closed in on the other side’s basket, he tossed the ball to Jiang Cheng. But his timing wasn’t the greatest: Gu Fei didn’t have time to cover him, and Wild Boar Head had already rushed over.

Jiang Cheng lowered his center of gravity and shifted the ball from his right hand to his left, shielding it with his body. Wild Boar Head closed in, planted himself on Jiang Cheng’s right side, and continued to press forward, inconspicuously digging into Jiang Cheng’s side with his elbow. This pissed Jiang Cheng off, but if the referee didn’t blow the whistle, his only option was to stay calm and keep going.

Fortunately, Gu Fei quickly caught up to them and opened himself up to receive. Catching sight of Gu Fei’s shoes in his peripheral vision, Jiang Cheng passed the ball to him with a flick of his wrist.

All at once, Wild Boar Head lunged forward without warning and reached out his right hand as if to block the pass. But Jiang Cheng realized almost immediately that wasn’t his actual intention.

As Wild Boar Head reached out with his right hand, his left elbow made contact with Jiang Cheng’s stomach with the full force of his forward momentum.

“Fuck!” Jiang Cheng squeezed out a curse through gritted teeth.

After the impact, an unbearably intense, nauseating pain arose from his stomach and made him completely blank out for a moment; he nearly fell to his knees. His brain was a scrambled mess from the pain. He heard a chorus of voices in his head loudly singing out: My wounded heart is in such agony! Why is it always me who gets hurt?5 Ahhhhh, it’s fucking always me!

Having missed the flagrant, deliberate injury, the referee blew the whistle and called, “Blocking foul!”

Wild Boar Head laughed lightheartedly and held up his hands.

Most of the crowd didn’t see exactly what had happened and assumed it was a normal collision. Only the members of the Class Two team booed and gave him a thumbs down.

“Fucking hell!” Wang Xu was right behind Jiang Cheng. He rushed over and propped him up. “Are you okay? Is it serious?”

It was a while before Jiang Cheng finally got enough air into his lungs for an answer. “I’m fine.”

Gu Fei walked over. Without a word, he reached out and lifted Jiang Cheng’s jersey. Even though Jiang Cheng had grown used to Gu Fei’s touch, it still took him some effort to hold back a reflexive slap in response.

Gu Fei turned and fixed his eyes on Wild Boar Head. “You really do play dirty.”

“What,” Boar Head sneered, “going for a flop? Even I don’t play that dirty.”

Gu Fei didn’t say anything. His expression darkened as he walked straight toward Wild Boar Head.

“Gu Fei!” Jiang Cheng scrambled to grab Gu Fei’s arm.

Gu Fei turned and frowned at him, annoyance obvious on his face. “What?!”

Jiang Cheng’s voice was low and steady. “Basketball is basketball. A match is a match. If they have no shame, that’s on them, but if we’re going to win this, we have to win fair and square—so even they can’t dispute it.”

“Cheng-ge’s right!” Wang Xu agreed in a similarly subdued voice, his face solemn and tragic.

Gu Fei stared into Jiang Cheng’s eyes for a long moment, then finally said, “Got it.”


Chapter 40

 

GOING SOLELY by the scores, there wasn’t much suspense to expect from the second half of the game. As long as Class Eight didn’t just stand still and watch Class Seven make their shots, they had this in the bag.

Wang Xu and the other guys had come to the same conclusion. Every single one of them was playing like their hair was on fire. They bounced several feet up in the air every time they did a layup or vied for a rebound, as though they had firecrackers under their feet… They even brought each of their substitutes on so they could all have a turn on the court.

Class Eight was deeply committed to cheering on their team. It was a rare chance for them to root for their own class in a competition; Lao-Lu didn’t even need a megaphone for his booming voice to ring out over the cacophony of screams and cheers. 

Class Seven, however, would not admit defeat.

Indeed, there was no such thing as admitting defeat on the basketball court. No one wanted to give up until the very last second, and the way Class Seven expressed this stubbornness annoyed Jiang Cheng to no end. There was an endless series of collisions, obstructions, and discreet little fouls of all kinds; within a few minutes of the last quarter, their entire team had accumulated enough fouls to warrant a free throw.

Their aim at that point wasn’t to bring up the score—that was no longer feasible. Their goal now was to disrupt Class Eight from scoring as much as possible, and to vent their outrage in the process.

Lu Xiaobin had always been a man of few words, but during the break, he wiped the sweat from his brow and said, “I can’t put up with this anymore. I just got hit near my crotch. They almost got my balls, man. I’m not ready to be infertile just yet.”

“But we need to have a clean win,” Wang Xu said. He had gotten an elbow to the side of his head when he was going for a rebound, but he insisted on what Jiang Cheng had said earlier. “They can do whatever they want, but we’re not going to play dirty. Otherwise, when we win, they’ll say it wasn’t a fair game.”

“Then we’ll just have to bear with it a little longer,” Guo Xu said, sighing. “It’s a guaranteed win for us, anyway. There’s less than ten minutes on the clock—they don’t have enough time to play any more tricks.”

“Is this Wild Boar Head’s fourth foul?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“Mm,” Gu Fei replied, angrily glaring at the other team.

“Go draw another one out of him,” Jiang Cheng said. “Remember, you’re trying to get him to commit a flagrant foul, not commit one yourself.”

“Mm.” Gu Fei’s face remained a picture of displeasure.

“Just wait. I’ll show you guys what to do in these situations.” 

Jiang Cheng raised his arms into a stretch and held them in the air until people from Class Seven looked over. Then, he gave them two thumbs down.

Hu Jian pointed at him right away and cursed something unintelligible. 

Jiang Cheng raised his arms up over his head again, bringing them together into a heart. He even tilted his body to the side, posing just for Hu Jian. Bouts of laughter erupted all around him.

“Fuck!” Hu Jian was louder this time; he was about to stomp over to them, but his teammates held him back.

“That’s what you do?” Wang Xu was a little flummoxed. “Should we all do it together?”

“…I meant when we get back on the court.” Jiang Cheng put his arms down, resigned. “I was just doing some stretching, and giving thanks to everyone cheering us on while I was at it.”

“Oh!” Wang Xu immediately looked enlightened. He nudged his fellow teammates, then turned and raised his arms to make a heart shape to their classmates behind them. “Come on, let’s thank our cheerleaders!”

Maybe the team had let the excitement of the game go to their heads, or perhaps they already approved of Wang Xu’s position as the class’s big boss; they only hesitated for a brief moment before they raised their arms up in unison and gestured heart shapes at their classmates. The students from Class Eight broke into shouts and cheers in reply, which drew applause from the other spectators, too.

“Da-Fei.” Wang Xu looked beseechingly at Gu Fei, who had been watching the show from the side with his arms folded.

“No.” Gu Fei rejected him outright.

“Da-Fei! Where’s your team spirit?!” Wang Xu glared at him. “Come on!”

Gu Fei continued to dismiss him. “It’s dumb.”

“Gu Feeeeei!” All the girls in their class started chanting: “Gu Fei! Gu Fei!”

“Even Jiang Cheng Cheng-ge made a heart!” Wang Xu kept pestering him.

“Why do I have to do it just because Jiang Chengcheng did it?” Gu Fei scoffed, exasperated. 

Beside him, Jiang Cheng almost choked on his water. Jiang Chengcheng?! The fuck?!

The referee blew the whistle; the last few minutes of the game were about to commence. The girls were still chanting for Gu Fei, but their voices were tinged with disappointment.

Figuring that Gu Fei probably wasn’t going to give in, Jiang Cheng turned to head onto the court. But suddenly a wave of wild screaming crashed into his eardrums; even the girls on the other side of the court bounced up in their seats and shouted.

He turned just in time to see Gu Fei with his arms over his head in a heart shape.

…Fuck. Everyone’s lost their minds.

Class Seven was almost twenty points behind now, and with only a few minutes left on the clock, there was no way they could make a comeback. So once the game resumed, their strategy was to not give a damn about the points, but to lock down each one of Class Eight’s players.

As soon as a Class Eight player had the ball, they’d be hounded by at least two of Class Seven’s players, with Wild Boar Head and Hu Jian taking the lead. Even if they weren’t doing anything underhanded, they just needed to pester their opponent enough that they couldn’t pass the ball—and just like that, the twenty-four-second shot clock limit would be breached.

The one thing that impressed Jiang Cheng about Class Seven was their sheer stamina.

Under circumstances like these, Class Eight’s offense relied entirely on Jiang Cheng and Gu Fei working together, moving quickly and taking advantage of any gaps in the other side’s defense to get the ball out. When he needed to pass to Gu Fei, Jiang Cheng often didn’t have time to wait for a good opening, so he’d just fling it out whenever he could. Once, he almost lobbed it at Gu Fei’s head.

When Gu Fei got the ball this time, Wild Boar Head was in front of him as soon as he passed the midline. Even from where he was standing, more than a few steps away, Jiang Cheng could see the fury burning in Wild Boar Head’s eyes as bright as headlights on a car. 

This was a good opportunity to act. With his skills, Gu Fei should have no problem enticing Wild Boar Head into committing a foul, especially since the guy was now playing with the express intention of fouling.

Jiang Cheng shook off the hounds at his back and sprinted to the left side in front of Gu Fei. “Pass!”

Gu Fei glanced at him. With two hands on the ball, he reached forward, then pivoted sharply just as Wild Boar Head reached to swat the ball out of his hands. With a loud slap, Wild Boar Head’s palm connected with Gu Fei’s wrist. The ball flew out of Gu Fei’s hands.

Immediately, the referee’s whistle sounded. “Personal foul! That’s five!”

Jeers, cheers, and applause rose up all around them.

With that last foul, Wild Boar Head was disqualified from the match. Wang Xu was in high spirits, running up and high-fiving every one of his teammates. His face was full of excitement, as if he’d disqualified the guy personally.

The disqualification did nothing to dampen the fury of Class Seven’s rampage. By the time they made their substitution, there were less than four minutes left on the clock. Headed by Hu Jian, their indiscriminate carnage continued.

Frankly, Class Seven’s passionate attempt to stick it out to the very end was pretty admirable. Some teams, when faced with such a score difference, would have treated the last quarter like a leisurely stroll.

However, Class Seven were spending their energy in the wrong place.

When Hu Jian launched himself at Jiang Cheng, Jiang Cheng wanted to outright slap him. He almost regretted that he hadn’t beat Hu Jian up with the mop handle earlier that day.

An opportunity for Class Seven came at last in the final minute of the game. Hu Jian got the ball and drove it to the basket. The players from Class Seven had more energy than Class Eight, likely because they had more substitutes and thus more time to rest. Now, Hu Jian could still sprint, while Class Eight’s players were slower than when they’d first started. Hu Jian could cut straight through and descend on their basket without much hindrance.

He jumped and took the shot.

Based on his starting point, Jiang Cheng calculated Hu Jian’s time in the air and put all his energy into one jump. Hu Jian was an unremarkable jumper—he couldn’t even measure up to heavy, towering masses like Lu Xiaobin. Jiang Cheng’s leap easily overtook his.

The ball left Hu Jian’s hand and flew up toward the basket.

Jiang Cheng extended his hand in the air and spiked down hard on the ball. It was a clean hit; he didn’t touch a single thing aside from the basketball itself. But he had put all his strength behind it, spiking it as if it was a volleyball. The ball flew straight down and smashed into Hu Jian’s face the moment after he landed on the balls of his feet. Having yet to steady himself, Hu Jian pitched sharply backward and landed on his ass.

“Foul!” he yelled out after a moment of shock. “He hit me!”

The referee gave him a look, but didn’t say anything.

“Foul, your mother’s ass!” Wang Xu rushed over, swiped the ball from where it had fallen to the ground, and turned to pass it to Guo Xu on the midline.

“Sorry about that.” Jiang Cheng went over and patted Hu Jian on the shoulder before jogging away.

“Fuck!” Hu Jian continued to rave. “Fuck!”

Very soon, Jiang Cheng heard a voice coming up from behind him. He glanced back and saw the guy’s nose was bleeding; Hu Jian was scowling at him through a mouthful of smeared blood.

Gu Fei scored a layup, and time was quickly running out. The crowd over on Class Eight’s side cheered and stomped as they clapped their hands in the air.

Class Seven wanted to make a substitution, but Hu Jian refused. “Substitute, your ass! I’m not dead yet!”

With his nose dripping blood all over the court, Hu Jian finished playing the last thirty seconds. When the final whistle sounded, he slammed the ball hard on the ground, where it bounced once and flew toward Jiang Cheng.

Jiang Cheng’s attention was elsewhere. By the time he realized there was a ball headed his way, it was too late to dodge. Perhaps his constitution had been made for getting hurt, he thought to himself as it hurtled toward him—but just before it could smash into his face, Gu Fei reached out and blocked it, swatting the ball away at the last second.

“Shit!” Wang Xu’s rage erupted. He pointed at Hu Jian. “What’s your problem?! You’re an amateur at basketball, but you’re a pro at being an asshole!”

“What’s it got to do with you? You really think you’re the big boss, huh?” Hu Jian pointed back at him. Several of his Class Seven teammates gathered around him. Every pair of eyes seemed to spit flames, enough to light up a bonfire.

“I’m not the boss,” Wang Xu said. “Our boss is Gu Fei. What, were you looking for him?”

The guys from Class Seven didn’t answer; they shifted their glares toward Gu Fei. Gu Fei turned and walked away without even bothering to spare them a glance.

The spectators from Class Eight, meanwhile, were so overwhelmed with excitement they didn’t notice the tension ramping up on the court. They swarmed the team and surrounded their players in a ring of chatter and cheers, instantly pushing the Class Seven players out of the crowd.

“Good game!” Lao-Xu was stuck in the middle of the throng, but he tried hard to get closer. “Good game! That’s sportsmanship! That’s how you’re supposed to play! You guys finally learned to control yourselves! Good job! I’m so touched—”

“GOOD ON JIANG CHENG FOR THAT SPIKE!” Lao-Lu’s thundering boom crushed Lao-Xu’s voice to a pulp and left Jiang Cheng’s ears ringing. “The skill! So straightforward and without any emotion attached at all!”

“Sir… You teach their class, too—how will you face them tomorrow?” Guo Xu asked. “You’re so biased.”

“They can take a page out of Class Four’s book last year and lead a mass protest against me!” Lao-Lu said. “There’s nothing I respect more than playing fair and open! You’ve got to be like that in your fights, too! See, only last year—”

“Mr. Lu! Mr. Lu! Don’t go on about fighting all the time!” Lao-Xu interrupted him, looking at the rest of the team. “I am proud of all of you! Honored!”

It took Jiang Cheng a great deal of effort to finally break free from the crush of appreciative classmates. He tugged his collar away from his body and shook it.

Gu Fei managed to squeeze out of the crowd, too. “I’m wiped out,” he said. “You gotta give it to them for their stamina.”

“They had more benchwarmers to spare.” Jiang Cheng glanced back at the excited crowd behind him. “What’s that Lao-Lu said about Class Four last year?”

“The fight between him and the twelfth-graders last year,” Gu Fei explained. “It was amazing. After that, he got kicked down to teach our grade instead.”

“…He’s quite the character,” Jiang Cheng marveled.

“Wait for me in the morning before coming to school,” said Gu Fei. “Just for the next few days.”

“Hmm?” Jiang Cheng gave him a look, then looked in the direction of Class Seven. Everyone there had already dragged their chairs away with dejected expressions, leaving only a few guys from their basketball team still standing around, looking Class Eight’s way.

“You don’t need to worry about Hu Jian and the others,” Gu Fei told him. “A couple of students can’t do much on their own. Jiang Bin is the real trouble.”

“Who’s Jiang Bin?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“Wild Boar Head,” Gu Fei said. “He’s Monkey’s younger cousin.”

“Monkey?” Jiang Cheng paused, searching his brain, before he finally remembered who Monkey was. He was shocked. “How does Monkey have a connection to this?! Are all the thugs in your town related?”

“It’s not like you’ve strutted around anywhere else. This neighborhood is the home turf of Monkey and his gang.”

“But isn’t Monkey scared of you?” Jiang Cheng asked, lowering his voice.

“It’s not that he’s scared,” Gu Fei explained, stretching his arms. “He’d rather not provoke me for no reason, that’s all.” 

“Why not?” 

“I don’t hold back.” Gu Fei gave him a look. Jiang Cheng looked back at him without a word.

“Come on, let’s go, let’s go!” Wang Xu rushed over to their side. “Go splash some water on your faces. We’re gonna watch Class Two’s game in a bit. Then tonight, we’ll go out for dinner. Yi Jing said we can use the class funds!”

“Enjoying ourselves on the class dime?” said Jiang Cheng.

“It’s a normal thing to spend class funds on! What’s wrong with eating on class money? We earned honor for our class!” Wang Xu stood up ramrod straight. “The whole class agreed to it! We even have designated eating companions!”

“…You’re making it sound even weirder.” Jiang Cheng had to laugh.

“It’s just, some of the girls want to come out and eat with us,” Wang Xu said quietly, stealing a look in the girls’ direction. “I figured the more the merrier, y’know? So I agreed.”

“That’s extortion,” said Gu Fei.

“Shit.” Wang Xu looked a little embarrassed, but after some thought, he stuck to his guns: “You two can get in on it if you have your sights set on anyone!”

“Fuck off,” Gu Fei said simply.

 

Class Two’s match was unexciting. Their opponents were weak and didn’t have the advantage of playing dirty the way Class Seven did. They spent the whole game under Class Two’s thumb.

Jiang Cheng stood beneath the hoop, watching Class Two dominate the court. “We can’t beat them.”

“Nope,” Gu Fei agreed.

“Their talents are too evenly spread, and they’ve all got height.” Jiang Cheng covered his mouth with his hand so Wang Xu wouldn’t hear them and lose faith. “They must play together all the time. Look at that teamwork.”

“Principal Liu teaches their class,” Gu Fei said quietly. “They play pickup games whenever they can. And all the skilled players are concentrated in that class.”

“So what’s our play?” Wang Xu asked, recording the game on his phone. “I got some footage. By the time we face them, it’ll be after exams. We’ve got some time to study their weak spots.”

Jiang Cheng nodded. “Sounds good.”

“Their team doesn’t have anyone bigger than our Lu Xiaobin,” Wang Xu said. “Or a pair more in sync than you two, maybe…”

“Don’t get your voice in the recording,” Gu Fei interrupted him. “It’ll be annoying when we watch the footage back.”

“Shit, you’re getting full of yourself.” Wang Xu narrowed his eyes and shot him a look. “But it’s understandable. I am, too.”

 

Jiang Cheng took two things away from Class Two’s match: that Class Eight couldn’t beat them, and that they had a strong cheering squad.

Just as they were about to leave, Class Two’s team captain walked up to them.

“His name is He Zhou,” Gu Fei muttered in Jiang Cheng’s ear. “Don’t give him another random nickname.”

“…Oh,” Jiang Cheng replied.

Wang Xu immediately walked up to He Zhou when he saw him make his way over, but He Zhou just nodded and walked past him, stopping in front of Gu Fei.

“We’ll be facing you in the next match,” he said.

“Yeah.” Gu Fei smiled. “Will you go easy on us?”

“Never.” He Zhou laughed. “You guys don’t need us to, anyway… I’ve waited a long time to finally play a real game with you.”

Gu Fei didn’t say anything in reply, and He Zhou turned to face Jiang Cheng. “It’s Jiang Cheng, right?”

“Mm-hmm.” Jiang Cheng nodded. “Jiang Cheng.”

“I’m He Zhou.” He Zhou was smiling, but there was a hint of a challenge in his eyes. “Don’t hold back on us, Three-Point King.”

Wang Xu stared at He Zhou’s back as he walked away, a little irked. “That’s a crocodile smile if I ever saw one.”

“You could take some notes on intimidation from him, Captain,” Gu Fei said.

“Shit! Let’s go eat, come on!” Wang Xu waved his hand, then paused to look back at Jiang Cheng. “They’re already calling you ‘Three-Point King’? Impressive. I’m your captain, and I’m not even as famous as you are, huh?”

“You’re so famous.” Jiang Cheng gave him a thumbs-up.

“What a load of bull. Say, if you’re the Three-Point King, then what am I?” Wang Xu pointed at himself.

“The king’s captain,” Gu Fei and Jiang Cheng said in unison.

Wang Xu stared at them for a while. “You two should get an award for the most compatible deskmates.”

 

As they walked out of the school, Jiang Cheng spotted Gu Miao right away. She was sitting on the railing of the parking shed with her skateboard propped up against it. One of her feet dangled in the air while the other one rested atop her skateboard.

Jiang Cheng waved to her. Kicking the board to the ground, she jumped down from the railing and directly onto the skateboard, rolling over to him with the momentum.

“Very cool,” Jiang Cheng told her.

“That was awesome, Queen Miaomiao!” Wang Xu clapped.

The group of them praised her to the heavens. Gu Miao didn’t respond to any of them, she just circled them on her skateboard with a blank look on her face.

She really is cool. Jiang Cheng watched Gu Miao, who was seemingly one with her skateboard. But when he remembered that this coolness of hers partly stemmed from mental and physiological issues, he couldn’t help but feel sad at the same time.

“Hey.” Gu Fei leaned in close to whisper to him. “Hurry up and get on my bike.”

“What’s wrong?” Jiang Cheng scanned his surroundings, but he didn’t see any Monkey or Monkey-adjacent people they needed to run from.

“I don’t want a girl riding on the back of my bike,” Gu Fei said.

“Ah.” Jiang Cheng understood. He nodded.

He watched Gu Fei sprint into the parking shed to grab his bicycle, then pedal ahead of everyone else—he didn’t even stop for his little sister.

“Gu Miao, catch up!” Jiang Cheng shouted as he chased after Gu Fei’s bike.

He didn’t know why Gu Fei was so afraid of the girls in their class, but at the speed he was going, it was almost impossible for Jiang Cheng to hop on. Jiang Cheng had to grab Gu Fei’s shirt; he didn’t manage to jump on until Gu Fei slowed the bike down. “Fuck! Why don’t you sprout wings and fly while you’re at it?!” 

“I’ll fly after you get on,” Gu Fei said.

As Jiang Cheng steadied himself on the back seat, he saw a figure zoom by to the side and shoot ahead of them. It seemed that Gu Miao had taken off already. At this speed… Jiang Cheng suddenly thought his weight on the back of Gu Fei’s bike might really be hindering him.

They’d been following behind Gu Miao for a half a mile when Jiang Cheng heard his phone ring. He pulled it out—it was Wang Xu.

“Yeah?” he answered.

“If I didn’t know any better, I would think you two were rushing to get to the bathroom with explosive diarrhea!” It sounded like Wang Xu was yelling while riding his bike. “Why are you going so fast? Do you even know where we’re going to eat?!”

“…Where are we eating?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“City center! That hotpot place in the square! Da-Fei knows it. There’s nothing good around here besides Wang Er’s Meat Pies!”

“All right, all right, got it.” Jiang Cheng chuckled. He hung up the phone and patted Gu Fei’s back. “Hey, flyboy.”

“Where to?” Gu Fei asked, turning his head. He whistled to call Gu Miao to a stop; she’d been charging forward at full speed.

“The hotpot place in the square, apparently,” Jiang Cheng said.

“Must be Captain Wang’s choice. He loves that place.” Gu Fei made a turn at the next intersection. Gu Miao caught up to them and reached out her hand as if to grab Jiang Cheng’s butt.

“Hey!” Jiang Cheng flinched in surprise, then immediately sat up straight and grabbed Gu Fei’s waist to steady himself. “What are you doing?”

Holding onto the frame of the bike’s seat, Gu Miao glanced at him with a totally calm expression, then moved her eyes forward to the road.

“Your brother is going to die of exhaustion from carrying two people,” Jiang Cheng said with a chuckle.

“She doesn’t weigh anything this way,” said Gu Fei.

“I can switch with you in a bit when you get tired.”

Gu Fei turned his head. “I thought you didn’t know how to ride a bike.”

“…I just don’t own one,” Jiang Cheng said. After a second, he sighed. “And I’m too lazy to go buy one.”

“Amazing. Too lazy to buy a bike, but not too lazy to walk every day. I’ll take you to get a bike one of these days. There’s a store near the yarn shop.”

“Sure.”

They slipped into companionable silence. Jiang Cheng watched Gu Fei’s back while Gu Miao glided beside them. It felt good. There was a bit of residual excitement and fatigue from the game, but also an ephemeral, dazed feeling of peace, as if they were isolated from the rest of the world. 

Jiang Cheng kept getting the sense that something was wrong with his posture. It was a long time before he realized what it was, but then it hit him: His hand was still on Gu Fei’s waist. It came as a shock, but he stopped himself from suddenly yanking his hand back. He didn’t want to seem so fussy, so easily provoked.

After he had this revelation, though, Jiang Cheng’s once-unsuspecting palm began to sense the warmth of Gu Fei’s body through his shirt.

Jiang Cheng shut his eyes and sighed. I must be possessed.


Chapter 41

 

IN THE FIRST YEAR of high school—before they were sorted into different streams and Gu Fei was still in Class One—there’d been a moron in Gu Fei’s class chatting with his new girlfriend in the back row during self-study period, probably brushing elbows with her, too. The boy went to the bathroom as soon as self-study period ended. According to rumors, his hormones were raging so hard that he came in his pants just from bumping elbows with his girlfriend…and he had to go to the bathroom to dispose of his underwear. Their whole class laughed about it for over a semester.

Gu Fei thought it was pretty funny at the time, but he was now realizing he wasn’t so different.

He looked down, peering at where Jiang Cheng’s hand remained on his waist. At first, Jiang Cheng had grabbed him for balance when he was startled by Gu Miao. Then, perhaps because Gu Miao kept holding onto the back seat, he didn’t have anywhere else to put his hand. So he just left it there—on Gu Fei’s waist.

Normally, this sort of fleeting contact would have no effect on Gu Fei. He wouldn’t even notice someone’s hand there unless he was looking directly at it. He had carried plenty of people on the back seat of his bicycle and his motorcycle, male and female alike; this kind of casual touch was par for the course.

But it was Jiang Cheng. 

Whenever he looked at Jiang Cheng these days, he couldn’t stop himself from remembering the body he saw half hidden under Ding Zhuxin’s ridiculously tattered designs. His legs, his waist, his back, even the scar on his side and the cut on his lip…

Jiang Cheng’s hand on Gu Fei’s waist at this moment was essentially a live grenade.

If and when it exploded, he might also lose a pair of underwear.

 

After pedaling for a while, Gu Fei caught sight of the rest of their team ahead…as well as the girls sitting on the back seats of their bikes.

Gu Fei put his right arm out with his palm facing backward, then squeezed the brake with the other. As soon as the bike slowed down, Gu Miao’s face crashed right into the palm of his hand, but she didn’t move away. She used it to decelerate on her skateboard, her face pressed against his hand the whole time.

“What is it?” Jiang Cheng asked from the back.

Gu Fei put a foot on the ground to steady them and looked back at him. “Your turn.”

“Tired already?” Jiang Cheng got off the bike. “Your stamina is kinda sad. One basketball game and you don’t even have the energy to pedal a bike.”

“Why did I never notice how talkative you are?” Gu Fei got off the bike and shoved the handlebars into Jiang Cheng’s hands.

“I’ve never done this with Er-Miao before.” Jiang Cheng swung himself onto the seat. “Will she be okay?”

“She knows to get out of the way if you crash.” Gu Fei sat astride the back seat. “Let’s go.”

“It’s so hard to pedal all this weight from a complete stop, can’t you wait till I’m—” 
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“Nope.” Gu Fei pulled out his phone and started scrolling. “My stamina, which can’t even withstand biking after a basketball game, will not allow me to run.”

“Shit,” Jiang Cheng cursed quietly. He had no choice but to forcibly pedal from a stop.

At first, Gu Miao continued on her skateboard a couple steps away, but after a while she came back over and grabbed hold of the back seat again.

Jiang Cheng pedaled hard for a stretch, managing to catch up with Wang Xu and the rest.

“They’re here.” Guo Xu glanced back at them. “You guys sure dashed off in a hurry.”

“We were hungry,” said Jiang Cheng.

He heard a girl’s voice call out to the left of him. “Hey, Jiang Cheng.” 

He turned, and a shutter noise sounded from the phone in her hand. He sighed. “Don’t you know to turn the sound off when you’re sneaking a photo?”

The girl sheepishly covered her mouth, giggling nonstop. “I’m not sneaking, though!”

The group of them chatted away on their bikes as they went. It was a long way to the city center, and they took up an entire lane, talking noisily. If a motorcycle or scooter needed to get by, they simply squeezed into a smaller cluster and giggled like idiots.

We really are at the age where we can eat shit and still laugh about it, Jiang Cheng thought as he looked at the people around him.

At his old school, these people would’ve been subjects of his and Pan Zhi’s ridicule. They were kind of unsophisticated, and more than just kind of silly. Yet, here he was, riding along with them, crowding the road together. He didn’t join in on the mindless giggle fits, but then he and Gu Fei had definitely had their share of ridiculous hysterics.

Gu Fei was quiet now, appearing like his usual aloof self. He kept his head down and messed with his phone. When the girls tried to sneak a photo of him, Gu Fei simply pressed his forehead to Jiang Cheng’s back.

“Stop with the photos. Just tell me which one of these two you want pictures of.” Wang Xu’s voice was booming as he rode with Yi Jing on his bike, and he looked full of energy. “I’ve got it all—I even have a photo of Jiang Cheng eating a meat pie.”

Jiang Cheng glared at him. “Hey, screw you.”

Immediately, one of the girls piped up, “Send it to me, I wanna see!”

“Can’t share it that easily—I can’t beat Jiang Cheng in a fight,” Wang Xu said. “I’ll sell it, though. Twenty bucks a picture.”

“You’re willing to endure a beating for twenty bucks…?” Lu Xiaobin asked incredulously. Everyone burst into laughter at that.

“Shut up!” Wang Xu glared at him. “Do the math! If ten people buy it, that’s two hundred!”

“That’s true…” Lu Xiaobin was stunned. “That’s a decent chunk of change. And Jiang Cheng has a lot of fans now, so if all of them bought one each…you’d make bank.”

“You guys are dumb as hell…” Guo Xu sighed. “You could sell one photo once at most. After you sell it to one girl, she’ll just make copies for her friends. Why would anyone keep buying from you?”

“Fuck off!” Wang Xu shouted. “You’re the only one with brains, okay?!”

“That’s not a bad business idea,” Gu Fei whispered behind Jiang Cheng. “I have a whole load of different shots—face included, high-res, uncensored…”

Jiang Cheng turned around to whisper back. “Do you have any professional ethics as a photographer?” 

“Sure, that’s why I haven’t sold them yet,” said Gu Fei. “I’m waiting for a high enough offer…”

“Here’s an offer—I’ll throw you off the bike.”

“You wouldn’t.”

Jiang Cheng opened his mouth, then closed it again, speechless.

“I can’t pass this level.” Gu Fei held up the phone next to his face. “Pass it for me when we get there?”

“…Damn it.” Jiang Cheng didn’t know what to say. “You’re still trying to one-up Li Yan?”

“Mm.” Gu Fei went back to his game. “He’s already three levels ahead of me.”

“I’ll get all three levels for you,” Jiang Cheng said. “You play that stupid game like it’s some noble pursuit. As if winning the game means you take over the world or something.”

Gu Fei started chuckling behind him. “Yep. And when that happens, I’ll annihilate the shit-talkers first.”

Since Wang Xu had only called to make a reservation right before they left, all the larger rooms were already taken. With the team and the girls, their group was maybe twenty or so people. In the end, the server joined three square tables together into a private room for them.

“Try to squeeze in,” the server said. “You’re all young. The closer, the merrier.”

“No problem! We’ll squish!” Wang Xu pushed them into the room one by one.

Jiang Cheng dragged Gu Miao into the innermost seat by the wall—he’d promised Gu Miao he would sit beside her. Gu Fei squeezed in after them and sat himself down next to Jiang Cheng.

“Don’t you want to sit beside Gu Miao?” Jiang Cheng asked. He was sandwiched between Gu Fei on his left and Gu Miao on his right.

Gu Fei stood up to change seats, but when he saw that everyone had already squeezed into the room, he immediately sat back down and lowered his voice. “It’s too late. If I keep switching, I’m gonna end up with girls on either side of me.”

“Come on,” Jiang Cheng said, amused. “What is your problem with girls?”

“There’s no problem,” said Gu Fei. Yi Jing had just sat down to his left, so he quietly inched the chair even closer to Jiang Cheng and murmured with his head turned, “I’m just not used to it.”

“A big, scary boss like you…” Jiang Cheng poured a cup of tea and set it down in front of Gu Miao. “Have some water first, Gu Miao, and take your jacket off. Look how flushed your face is from the heat.”

The room was small. With all of them huddled around the stretch of tables like they were holding some kind of meeting, it was noisy and hot.

Gu Miao took a sip of water, then flung her hat off onto the table and threw her jacket on the ground, her messy hair sticking out in all directions.

“Put it up on the hanger there,” Gu Fei said, pointing at the clothing rack in the corner; he took off his own jacket and handed that to her as well. “And mine too.”

Gu Miao took the clothes and her hat and went to hang them up, still sporting a bird’s nest of hair on her head.

“Smooth your hair out a little,” Jiang Cheng told her. “You’re a little lady. Young ladies should pay attention to their image.”

Gu Miao gave him a look. A little annoyed, she ran her fingers haphazardly through her hair. Then, she stopped and stared at his jacket.

“Ah.” Jiang Cheng immediately took off his jacket and handed it to her. “Hang it up for Cheng-ge, too. Thanks.”

Solemnly, Gu Miao brought his jacket over to the hanger. Since she wasn’t tall enough to reach the higher hooks, she stacked his jacket on top of Gu Fei’s. Then she sat back down and curled up in her seat, slowly sipping her tea.

Jiang Cheng pushed his chair back so it leaned against the wall. Folding his arms, he gazed out at the room full of rowdy people raising their voices just to speak to each other. They were overexcited and loud. The door to their room had been open earlier, but the server must have had enough and closed it at some point.

Despite the cacophony, it was quite pleasant. Jiang Cheng hadn’t gathered with a bunch of people like this in a long time. Everyone in his previous school was a maniac when it came to studying, and with strict parents, most people went straight home after school let out. As someone who skipped class whenever he wanted and even stayed out all night, he found himself alone on these adventures more often than not… 

The lively scene in front of him finally allowed him to feel the warmth and comfort of spring.

“What are we eating, what are we eating?!” Wang Xu opened the menu, excited. “I ordered three soup pots, all two-in-ones. Is that enough?”

“Of course that’s enough!” somebody shouted in reply. “The soup base isn’t important, what’s important is the meat! The side dishes!”

“You can have as many of those as you want.” Yi Jing laughed and patted her backpack. “I brought the class funds. Xu-zong said he’ll pay the difference if we go over.”

“Ah, Lao-Xu… He really comes around sometimes,” Wang Xu said. “He just nags too much—he’s worse than my mom. And he starts getting emotional about the things he says before anyone else does… Lamb! Beef! Pork belly! Come on! Anything else you’d like to eat, just say it and I’ll put it down!”

Gu Fei leaned back with his chair. “The heat in here is making me drowsy.”

Since the group of them had come straight from the game, they still had their jerseys on. Once they took off their jackets, they all had short sleeves underneath. When Gu Fei leaned closer to Jiang Cheng, their bare arms brushed together ever so slightly. It wasn’t warm enough outside for short sleeves just yet, so this sudden skin-on-skin contact stirred a peculiar feeling in Jiang Cheng. 

Gu Fei must have felt the same; Jiang Cheng noticed him shifting slightly in Yi Jing’s direction. But not two seconds later, he scooched right back over.

Jiang Cheng found the whole thing kind of funny. He giggled into his cup of tea.

“Shit.” Gu Fei was laughing now too. Giving up altogether, he relaxed and leaned against Jiang Cheng, their legs pressed together. “You keep laughing and I’ll shut you up for good.”

“I can take you down with just one elastic band,” Jiang Cheng said with a laugh. As he glanced at their legs resting together under the table, he suddenly realized that his tolerance for physical touch from Gu Fei was almost at the same level as his grandson, Pan Zhi.

It felt entirely different than with Pan Zhi, though.

…Of course it wasn’t the same; Pan Zhi was his bro. He was his secret-sharing, shit-talking friend. Whereas Gu Fei… Not only was Gu Fei attractive, but he had the inherent draw of someone of his own kind.

He had never thought to look for others like himself, much less seek warmth in their company. But right now, he had to admit he found comfort in the quiet enjoyment of this moment amid the excitement of a big group, in an atmosphere that was just a little too warm. He felt content to bask in the minute details unnoticed by anyone else, and in the vague, subtle feelings that existed only in this narrow pocket of reality between the two of them.

Wang Xu waved the menu at the two of them. “Da-Fei, what are you drinking? Baijiu?”

“Sure,” Gu Fei answered.

“What about you, Jiang Cheng?” Wang Xu turned to him. “We haven’t drunk together before. What do you want?”

“…I’ll have whatever.” Jiang Cheng was going to say he wasn’t planning on drinking, but seeing everyone in such high spirits—they’d just won a game, and there were several girls present, too—he knew that if he didn’t drink today, they’d tease him to death.

“Really now,” Wang Xu said, “whatever? Would you listen to the way he talks? He’s living up to his title of Three-Point King.”

Jiang Cheng gave him a side-eye. “And you complain about Lao-Xu being naggy.”

“Watch your tone when you’re speaking to the team captain.” Wang Xu pointed at him. “That time at the beginning of the semester… I only let you off easy on account of Da-Fei.”

“Uh-uh.” Jiang Cheng nodded.

Wang Xu opened the door and hollered into the hallway. “Serveeer! Hurry up with the food! And a case of Niu Er!6 And some fresh juice—”

He turned to look at Gu Miao. “Queen Miaomiao, juice for you? They have orange juice and corn juice.”

Gu Miao didn’t even look up. She simply cradled her teacup in both hands and shook her head.

“What will she drink, then?” Wang Xu turned to Gu Fei.

“Beer,” said Gu Fei.

“…Damn.” Wang Xu was stunned, but he turned around anyway. “And a pint of beer for our queen here!”

“Hey, stop yelling, please!” The server stood in the doorway. “I’m standing right here, and you’re still yelling…”

“This guy here is in a good mood todaaay!” Wang Xu continued to shout. “Hurry, bring the meat and alcohol first!”

“Got it. Meat! Alcohol!” The server laid the bowls and chopsticks down for them and hurried out of the room.

Yi Jing stood up and got a camera out of her backpack, then waved it at the girl on the other side of Wang Xu. “Juan-er, let’s take a group photo. You take one from that side, then I’ll take one from this side.”

“Okay,” the girl said, catching the camera Yi Jing tossed to her. “Everyone squeeze in! Otherwise I can’t fit you all in the frame.”

The roomful of people immediately converged on Gu Fei and Jiang Cheng.

“Squeeze together, squeeze!”

Wang Xu squeezed next to Yi Jing and leaned over with one hand against the wall. Yi Jing laughed and tried to get out of his way by shifting closer to Gu Fei’s side. Gu Fei didn’t say anything, but he swiftly scooched toward Jiang Cheng.

“Shit.” Jiang Cheng only just managed to pull Gu Miao over in time, and got crushed against Gu Fei by the people pressing in from his right. “You all need to lose weight!”

“Hurry,” Gu Fei said to the girl with the camera.

“Smile!” the girl instructed them. “Class Eight is number one!”

“Class Eight is NUMBER ONE!” the group roared in unison.

The girl pressed the shutter. They were about to disperse when she gestured a little frantically. “Hold on, I’m not in the photo yet…”

“Get the server!” Wang Xu pointed at the door. “Ask the server to take the photo for us!”

Upon entering, the server was startled at the sight of them all jammed into a cluster. “I could’ve sworn there weren’t so many of you just a minute ago…”

“Hurry and take the photo!” Jiang Cheng urged.

There was a gap between his and Gu Fei’s chairs, which meant their bodies were in very awkward, contorted positions pressed together like this. He had no choice but to brace his hand against Gu Fei’s leg, but there was no way they could hold this pose for very long.

“Make a heart sign! Make a heart!” Wang Xu suddenly exclaimed.

“I’ll make you a fucking potato!” Jiang Cheng was going crazy. “I only have one hand free!”

“I only have one hand, too,” said Gu Fei. “Can’t do it.”

“You can each use one hand, that’s perfect, come on!” Wang Xu insisted. “Everyone use one hand and make a heart with the person next to you! Use both hands if you have no one beside you! We made a big heart today at the game, so let’s do a small one this time with your hands. Yi Jing… Here, we can make one together!”

“Oh, all right…” Yi Jing answered, laughing in resignation. She pressed her thumb and forefinger against Wang Xu’s, and together they formed a heart shape.

“Queen Miaomiao, you can use both hands. Do you know how to make a heart?” Wang Xu was working up quite a sweat getting into everyone’s business. But Gu Miao just held onto her teacup and leaned against Jiang Cheng as if she didn’t hear him.

“She doesn’t,” Gu Fei answered for her, then stuck out his left hand in front of Jiang Cheng’s face.

Jiang Cheng glanced at him, then pressed his right thumb and forefinger to Gu Fei’s.

“Is everyone ready?” the server asked. “I need to serve your orders soon.”

“Ready!” they all shouted.

The server held up the camera. “One, two…”

“Class Eight is the best!” Wang Xu yelled.

“Class Eight is the BEST!” everyone echoed in a chaotic chorus.

 

After the photo, Jiang Cheng tugged on his clothes. They were all wrinkled from being squished. His back was sweating.

Gu Fei rubbed his leg where Jiang Cheng’s hand had been, and Jiang Cheng shot him a look. “Aww, aren’t you delicate.”

Gu Fei rubbed at his leg again, but failed to hold in his laughter. “Aww, aren’t you rude.”

“Aww, heard you want to shut me up for good?” 

“Aww, heard you plan to take me down with one elastic band?” 

Then they both bowed their heads and burst into giggles.

“Come on, come on, now!” Wang Xu’s loud voice interrupted their inane giggle session. “Our drinks are here! Pass them around! Fill your cups, everyone! Girls, pour your juice… Miaomiao, your beer!”

Wang Xu set a pint of beer down in front of Gu Miao. She stood up without a word, picked up the glass with both hands, and took a big gulp.

“I…” Wang Xu was taken aback. “Is she just thirsty?”

“Is it okay for a little kid to drink like that?” Yi Jing asked quietly, concerned.

“She’ll stop on her own after about a glass,” Gu Fei said.

“…What a cool little gal,” said Yi Jing.

“Come on!” After everyone filled their glasses with alcohol, Wang Xu raised his glass in the air. “I’ll say a few words first. Thank you to everyone for your collective efforts—it’s the reason we won today!”

“Aahhh—!”

They all banged their glasses on the table.

“Thank you to Madam President for cheering us on, and for getting us the class funds for the meal,” Wang Xu said. “Thank you, Da-Fei, for joining our team this year and bringing your crazy impressive skills! Thank you, Jiang Cheng! Even though you just transferred here this semester, if we didn’t have you to guide us through these matches, we never would have achieved this great victory…”

Gu Fei tapped his glass. “Hurry up and drink.”

“Bottoms up!” Wang Xu knocked his glass against the table, then tilted his head back and emptied the glass in one gulp.

Several other boys followed suit, emptying their glasses too.

“Fuck,” Jiang Cheng cursed under his breath. The glasses weren’t very big, but they weren’t shot-sized, either. “You guys just chug it like that?”

“You don’t need to,” Gu Fei said after downing his glass. “Only Wang Xu and the other guys who drink do it. You southerners—” 

“…I’m not a southerner,” Jiang Cheng protested.

“Everything south of here,” Gu Fei said, drawing a line in the air with his finger, “is southern—”

“Jiang Cheng!” Wang Xu stared at him, bottle in hand. “You’re the one who said you’ll drink whatever. How come you still haven’t had any?”

The whole table looked over in his direction, so Jiang Cheng had no choice but to raise his glass at Wang Xu. “Here’s to you and your wrinkle-free brain,” he said under his breath.

He also downed the entire glass in one gulp.

Now that they had some alcohol in them, the already excited boys got even more unruly, their voices practically booming. The server opened the door and peered in. “Ooh, sorry. I thought you guys were fighting in here…”

“Eat!” Wang Xu waved his chopsticks in the air.

Hotpot with a bunch of excited teenagers wasn’t a pretty sight. The plates of meat were dumped directly into the pot, then seven or eight pairs of chopsticks reached in and stirred up a frenzy; before long, all the meat was gone.

Yi Jing took a small plate of blanched meat slices and placed it in front of Gu Miao. “Eat up, sweetie.”

Although her head was down as she focused on eating, Gu Miao made sure to stand up and give Yi Jing a bow in thanks.

Jiang Cheng filled a bowl with soup, but before he had the chance to put it down, Gu Miao reached out her hand. He set the bowl down in front of her and took her empty bowl to fill another for himself.

Just as he sat down to eat, Gu Fei shoved his own bowl at him. “If you would be so kind.”

Jiang Cheng ignored the bowl. “Do it yourself.”

“I can help you,” offered Yi Jing.

“That’s okay.” Gu Fei quickly picked up his bowl and stood up to frantically fill a bowl of soup for himself. After he sat down, he saw that Jiang Cheng was leaning back in his chair, guffawing soundlessly at something under the table.

Gu Fei gave him a look. “Had too much to drink, huh?”

“Ah, yes, that must be it.” Jiang Cheng took a deep breath and tried to hold in his laughter.

The drink he had really was strong. Compared to the sheer savagery of these guys’ drinking habits, he was a lightweight. Meanwhile, Wang Xu and the rest were busy drinking up a storm. Without Lao-Xu here to supervise, it was as if drinking was their way of proving that they were grown men, each of them downing their cups with flourishes. 

Jiang Cheng had no such skill. After only one glass, he already felt a happy fire burning away in his stomach. Between that and the heat in the room, he felt ready to fall asleep right then and there.

Gu Fei nudged him with his arm. “Hey.”

Head leaning against the wall, Jiang Cheng turned to look at Gu Fei. “Hmm?”

Gu Fei pressed a candy into his palm. “Mint. It’ll make you feel a little better.”

Jiang Cheng glanced at him, but his mind was suddenly a little blank… He wondered vaguely what had happened to his alcohol tolerance. Then, he took Gu Fei’s hand in his own, and along with the candy, clutched it in a death grip.


Chapter 42

 

JIANG CHENG had a strong grip, especially in his current state of mind; he was slightly uninhibited from the alcohol and the lively atmosphere. Jiang Cheng crushed the bones in Gu Fei’s hand together painfully, and the mint candy in his palm dug into his flesh like a pebble. 

Gu Fei glanced at Yi Jing out of the corner of his eye. Wang Xu had pulled her into a conversation. Their classmates were busy eating, drinking, and chattering away. Nobody was paying attention to this corner, where Jiang Cheng was about to crush his hand into pieces.

“What is it?” Gu Fei whispered.

Jiang Cheng leaned back and didn’t say anything in reply. He simply stared at Gu Fei, hand still tightly gripping his. Gu Fei maintained eye contact with him for a while, then turned away and stared dumbly at the table of food in front of him.

He was not left-handed; he needed his right hand to eat. But Jiang Cheng didn’t seem at all willing to give it back to him anytime soon, so all he could do was stare at the food in silence.

He could tell that it was just Jiang Cheng’s impaired hand-eye coordination at first, but it would’ve taken him a few seconds at most to realize his mistake. The justification for his continued death grip, then, was one part awkwardness, one part panic, and one part the reluctance to suddenly let go for fear of appearing too deliberate. Jiang Cheng was sensitive and tended to overthink things even under normal circumstances; faced with a situation like this, his mind was probably spinning fast enough to smooth out all those deep-set wrinkles in his brain.

Gu Fei picked up his bowl with his left hand and took a sip of soup. Wang Xu had made sure to specifically order lamb tripe soup—it was good.

He turned to Jiang Cheng. “Hey, the soup isn’t bad.”

“Ah…” Jiang Cheng said in reply, his grip loosening a little.

“Wanna try some?” Gu Fei asked, tapping his thumb gently on the back of Jiang Cheng’s hand.

“Lamb tripe?” Jiang Cheng finally let go.

“Yes.” Gu Fei took back his hand, paused for a moment, then placed the mint candy back into Jiang Cheng’s palm.

“I don’t actually like lamb tripe soup,” Jiang Cheng admitted quietly. He didn’t grab Gu Fei’s hand this time, but he accepted the candy. He bowed his head and unwrapped it slowly under the table. “I like mutton bone soup, pork bone soup, pork tripe soup…”

“You’re making me hungry.” Gu Fei picked up a piece of lamb tripe with his chopsticks and put it in his mouth.

“Me too.” Jiang Cheng tossed the candy into his mouth; then two seconds later, he whipped his head around. “This isn’t one of those damn flavor-changing candies, is it?”

Gu Fei laughed. “No, did you like that one? That was one of the prank snacks Liu Fan’s friend brought back from Japan; I still have a whole bag of them at my place.” 

Jiang Cheng nodded. “I’ll take some. A couple pieces should be enough.” He had a feeling his moronic grandson Pan Zhi would love them.

“I’ll give it to you on Monday,” said Gu Fei. “Ah, we have to read our self-reflections on Monday!”

“…They’re done.” Jiang Cheng sighed.

 

When a big group of people ate together, especially a group full of young men, everyone usually got full within the first twenty minutes of eating. They all fought and competed for the food as if they’d been locked in a cabbage garden for a decade and hadn’t seen a scrap of meat in years. And once they were full… 

That was when the bragging and drinking began in earnest.

Jiang Cheng didn’t join in on the idle conversation, he just sat there and listened. It was similar to gatherings he’d had with his classmates in the past, which also included exaggerated tales of grand adventures and mishaps, but they’d never been half as riveting as the stuff these Class Eight guys were coming up with. As he listened, Jiang Cheng kept having to suppress the urge to laugh, but the few girls present seemed genuinely enthralled and very obliging with their reactions.

When Wang Xu reached the end of one of his stories, he stood up abruptly and extended his glass toward Jiang Cheng. “Jiang Cheng! Let’s go!”

Jiang Cheng was puzzled. “…Huh?”

“Here’s to you.” Wang Xu had had quite a bit to drink, and his face shone neon red. “Here’s to our secret weapon!”

“It stopped being a secret a long time ago…” Jiang Cheng watched Wang Xu’s face, which all but screamed if you don’t drink, I’ll pour it down your throat, and stood up with his own glass in hand. “We’re all on the same team, so let’s dispense with the formalities, huh?”

Wang Xu pointed at him. “You’re not nearly as smooth a drinker as you are a ball player!” 

Jiang Cheng had nothing to say to that, so he clinked their glasses together, tipped his head back, and emptied the contents down his throat.

“Now that’s a straight shot!” Wang Xu shouted cheerfully and downed his own cup. “Love ya!”

Exasperated, Jiang Cheng sat back down. “No need to love me.”

“Oh no, I need to!” Wang Xu waved his cup with a flourish. “Know that you’ll always have Xu-ge to watch over you…”

“Sit down.” Gu Fei pushed Wang Xu’s arm away from above his head and wiped the spray of baijiu-tinged spit from his face.

“Da-Fei!” Wang Xu shouted as loudly if he’d just discovered a new continent, pouring more alcohol into his cup. “We should—”

Before he could finish talking or drinking, Gu Fei stood up, grabbed his own glass, and downed it in one motion. Then he grabbed Wang Xu’s arm and said, “Sit down and eat something.”

“Oh!” Wang Xu looked at him, face dazed with excitement.

“Tell him to stop drinking,” Gu Fei said to Yi Jing, who was leaning back to try to get out of their way. “How are we going to get him home if he passes out?”

Yi Jing smiled in surrender. “It’s not like he’ll listen to me.”

“He will,” said Gu Fei.

“I will!” Wang Xu immediately nodded. “I do!”

Gu Fei stopped paying attention to him and squeezed out from behind Jiang Cheng.

“Where are you going?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“Gonna wash my face,” said Gu Fei. “And get some fruit for Er-Miao on the way.”

“Okay.” Jiang Cheng glanced at Gu Miao, who was fast asleep on the chair next to him. “She’s been asleep for a while now…”

“She gets sleepy when it’s her bedtime.” Gu Fei put on his jacket, and, with some difficulty, made his way out through the crowd.

The merriment continued inside the room as their classmates shouted and laughed and ate. The bottles of alcohol were almost empty, and Yi Jing kept the boys from asking for more. 

Jiang Cheng was still leaning against the wall in the same position, watching these flushed, laughing faces with his arms folded. The atmosphere in the room hadn’t changed, but as he watched Gu Fei open the door and walk out, he suddenly felt a little colder. It was probably because they’d been squished together, with their arms pressed together and legs touching… Oh, and he’d grabbed Gu Fei’s hand, too.

His mental state today was nothing short of extraordinary—somehow the memory of holding onto Gu Fei’s hand didn’t plunge him headfirst into mortification. Absurdly, he felt smug about having gotten away with it. 

Smug?! What for? Who knows! A young man’s mind is mysterious like that—and just as shameless!

It had to be the alcohol. He wasn’t really a lightweight, but he really wasn’t used to the way these guys practically swam in booze. 

Whenever he had a lot to drink all at once, he would get a delightful feeling. It was like walking on clouds, drugged up and floating. The last time this happened, he’d kissed Gu Fei on the cheek, and this time, he wouldn’t let go of his hand. He must have looked like someone using his own drunkenness as an excuse for brazen behavior.

This time, however, his embarrassment and shock at his own actions was short-lived. When he remembered it now, all he wanted to do was laugh. 

How frighteningly easy it was to get thicker skin.

 

Gu Fei had been gone a long time. Reluctantly, Jiang Cheng stood up; he needed to use the bathroom. He’d had to go for a while now, but he thought it might be a little unseemly if he went to the bathroom right after Gu Fei got up to wash his face. But he couldn’t hold it any longer, so he stood up and squeezed his way out of the room.

“Jiang Cheng!” Guo Xu roared in his ears just as he got to the door. “Where’re you going?!”

Jiang Cheng was already a little dizzy. This sudden, thunderous shout startled him so badly that he almost smashed his head into the door. He turned around and saw Guo Xu with a bright red nose and excitement sparkling in his eyes.

“To pee.” Jiang Cheng patted Guo Xu’s arm and walked out the door. 

Guo Xu poked his head out of the door. “Well, hurry up!” he yelled. “We haven’t had a drink together yet!” 

“Uh-huh.” Jiang Cheng waved his hand.

These northerners aren’t such heavyweights after all—everyone’s three sheets to the wind. And we’re out of booze now, so what the hell are we going to drink?

 

Jiang Cheng didn’t run into Gu Fei in the bathroom. He was probably off getting fruit for Gu Miao.

While Jiang Cheng was washing his hands at the sink, his phone rang. He was surprised to see Shen Yiqing’s number. He stared at the caller ID for a long time before he finally tapped to answer.

“Xiao-Cheng?” Shen Yiqing’s voice sounded from the other end.

Despite his resistance to it—and although the familiarity had faded over the many months he’d spent here—when he heard the cold, restrained voice on the other line, Jiang Cheng thought he might never be able to completely erase the familiar feeling it gave him.

“Uh-huh,” he answered.

“Are you home?” Shen Yiqing asked.

“No.” Jiang Cheng turned off the tap and lit a cigarette as he walked out to the corridor. He stopped by an open window. “I’m out at dinner.”

“Are you smoking?” 

“Mm-hm.” Jiang Cheng leaned against the wall and looked out, suddenly feeling a sense of release.

For a while, Shen Yiqing was quiet. When she spoke up again, there was ice in her voice. “You certainly stay true to yourself, no matter where you are.”

“Yeah. It’s not that I’m trying to, but that’s just the kind of guy I am, right?” Jiang Cheng frowned. “Is that why you called—just to ask if I’m smoking?”

“Li Baoguo called me and said he needed some money,” Shen Yiqing said. “For tuition and food and so on…”

“He called you?” Jiang Cheng was stunned. Never in a million years did he think Li Baoguo would call Shen Yiqing to ask for money. Intense mortification enveloped him, sudden and suffocating.

“I was thinking, these types of expenses are usually the parents’ responsibility, so I didn’t agree,” Shen Yiqing said. “There’s still money on the card I gave you, right?”

“Yes,” Jiang Cheng said through gritted teeth.

“That money is for you. We might not be a family anymore, but the sentiment is still there,” Shen Yiqing said. “I’d like you to hold on to that money.”

“Got it.” Jiang Cheng took a long drag of his cigarette.

“That’s all I wanted to say. I’ll hang up, then.”

“Okay.” Jiang Cheng closed his eyes against the sting of the cigarette smoke.

“Actually, I do want to tell you one more thing,” she added. “I hope that in your new environment, you can see your faults more clearly. Don’t act as though you’re still stuck in your rebellious phase. Good grades don’t prove anything—your personality and temper are what ultimately decide your path—”

“Don’t you fucking lecture me,” Jiang Cheng hissed hoarsely, his eyelids snapping open. “I’ve heard enough of that. We’ve already seen proof that your lectures have no effect on someone like me. I’m not like my little brother, I’m not like you, and that’s how it’s always been! Everything you say sounds berating to me, and everything I say offends you! And now I’m at my real home; is that not enough?!”

The last sentence came out as a roar.

After that, he ended the call and stared at the wall for a long time, then stuffed the phone back in his pocket. He turned, leaned against the wall, and closed his eyes. Tilting his head back, he took several deep breaths before he was able to calm down and open his eyes again… 

…To see Gu Fei standing two steps away from him, holding a large fruit platter. 

Jiang Cheng stared back. He wasn’t sure what to say.

“Want some?” Gu Fei offered him the plate. “I just got it from the server.”

Jiang Cheng grabbed a slice of watermelon. “Y’know, if you eat out-of-season fruits, you’ll get brain damage.”

“Yet you’re eating it anyway?” Gu Fei put the platter on a side table nearby and picked up a slice for himself.

“I’m too intelligent,” Jiang Cheng said. “Gotta eat some of these to get closer to average. Then maybe I’ll be on the same level as Li Baoguo.”

Gu Fei laughed. “Li Baoguo’s not that dumb. He’s pretty good at counting tiles.”

“Pretty good at asking for money, too,” Jiang Cheng said, then grew dejected all over again. He felt that the outburst he had just unleashed on Shen Yiqing was hollow and baseless in the wake of Li Baoguo’s request for money. He took an aggressive bite out of the watermelon slice. “Fuck.”

Gu Fei looked at him in shock. “Do you always eat the rind?”

“Shut up!” Jiang Cheng spat out the chewed-up watermelon rind into the trash can nearby. “That’s how us city slickers do it.”

“Understood.” Gu Fei chuckled and kept eating.

Jiang Cheng was a little moody. His emotions were erratic, after all; they were so easily influenced. The good mood he’d accumulated over this relaxed, jovial evening had gone down the drain, all because of one phone call. He didn’t even feel like going back to their room anymore. The people who had made him feel happy just moments before could all become sources of irritation now.

Gu Fei didn’t say anything else. He didn’t seem to be in a hurry to get back either. The two of them simply stood by the little table in the hallway, working their way through the fruit platter. Watermelon, oranges, cherry tomatoes… This was the perfect chaser to all that greasy meat.

When they’d gone through the entire platter of fruit, he finally looked up and exchanged a look with Gu Fei.

“Ah…” Jiang Cheng wiped his mouth. “We ate all of Queen Miaomiao’s fruits.” 

“Mm, I’ll go get her another plate in a minute,” said Gu Fei.

“Did you happen to overhear another earth-shattering secret just now?” Jiang Cheng asked. His body—which had been burning up from the alcohol and all that heat—was gradually cooling down with the cold fruit he’d just eaten.

“It’s not really some huge secret,” said Gu Fei. “I already knew that your adoption was reversed. Just now, was that…your adoptive mom?”

“Yeah.” Jiang Cheng nodded. He slowly traced music notes on the empty platter with his finger. “Li Baoguo asked her for money.”

Gu Fei quirked his eyebrow in surprise, but didn’t say anything.

“Gu Fei.” Jiang Cheng wiped away the music notes. “You must’ve had times when you were really troubled, right? How did you deal with it? The way you’re so nonchalant and carefree all the time—it doesn’t seem like an act.”

“Alcohol and a good night’s sleep,” said Gu Fei.

“Really.” Jiang Cheng knitted his brows. “Does it work?”

“Nope.”

Jiang Cheng glared at him. “Are you messing with me?” 

“How else could I cope? It’s not that bad once you get used to it,” said Gu Fei. “There are way too many things to worry about. I don’t have the time to let every one of them bother me.”

The two of them stood there in the corridor, staring at the empty platter together. It didn’t seem like either of them planned on moving any time soon. 

After a while, Jiang Cheng heard the sound of a skateboard against floor tiles.

“Hm?” Gu Fei turned around.

“Gu Miao?” Jiang Cheng looked up to see the little girl rolling out of the room, holding their jackets and backpacks. 

“Hey! Slow down, Miaomiao, your brother…” Wang Xu rushed out of the room in a panic and chased after her, his own jacket in hand. He let out a breath of relief when he saw Gu Fei and Jiang Cheng standing in the hallway. “Shit! I thought you two eloped! All right, let’s go! C’mon!”

“We’re done?” Gu Fei asked.

“What? No way,” Wang Xu said as he put on his jacket. “We’re changing venues! Let’s go sing!”

“I’m not going,” Jiang Cheng immediately said in a quiet voice.

Gu Fei glanced back at him, then turned and nodded at Wang Xu. “Sure, let’s go.”

Everyone had emerged from the room by now, filling the hallway with boisterous activity.

Once they were out of the restaurant, they headed across the street. Judging by the familiar way Wang Xu was leading the way, he’d probably picked this next spot as well.

Jiang Cheng hung back behind the group. When everyone else had crossed the road, he noticed Gu Fei still standing on this side of the road with Gu Miao.

“What’s wrong?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“Didn’t you say you weren’t going?” said Gu Fei.

“…Yeah.” Jiang Cheng was surprised. “But you can go if you want. No need to keep me company.”

“Nah, I gotta get Er-Miao home for bed, anyway.” Gu Fei ruffled Gu Miao’s hair. “If you weren’t here, I wouldn’t even have gone to dinner today.”

“Why not?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“It wouldn’t be any fun.” Gu Fei stretched his back and walked his bike to a taxi parked on the side of the road. “Let’s go, Cheng-ge.”

Gu Miao was sleepy, so Gu Fei didn’t let her skate back. They stuffed the bicycle in the trunk of the taxi and got in. 

“Later, are you…” Jiang Cheng hesitated for a long time; finally, when he saw the street sign at the intersection, he asked, “Are you gonna head straight home?”

“Where do you want to go?” Gu Fei asked.

“I’m not sure.” Jiang Cheng rubbed his forehead. “I just don’t want to go back to Li Baoguo’s place.”

“Mm,” said Gu Fei.

When the taxi stopped in front of Gu Fei’s store, the lights were still on. Jiang Cheng got out of the car and saw Gu Fei’s mom inside—it was the first time he’d seen her in the shop past nine o’clock at night. 

“Wait for me here,” said Gu Fei.

“Okay.” 

Jiang Cheng watched as he took Gu Miao into the shop, handed her to his mom, then circled the shelves a few times. When he came back out, he was holding a large plastic bag filled with various items.

“What’s in there?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“Snacks. Peanuts and jerky and stuff,” Gu Fei answered as he turned and walked ahead.

Jiang Cheng caught up and walked beside him. “Where are we going?”

“Steelworks.” Gu Fei glanced at him. “I thought you didn’t want to go home?”

Jiang Cheng wordlessly gave him a thumbs-up.

Someone must have dropped by the room in the Steelworks recently; it had been thoroughly cleaned, and even the cover on the broken sofa was freshly changed.

“Li Yan sure is nice and domestic.” Gu Fei tossed the bag of stuff onto the table and started a fire in the firepit in the center of the room. “He’s always been the one to tidy this place up.”

“He doesn’t look domestic.” Jiang Cheng collapsed on the couch and let out a long breath; for some reason, he already felt much lighter. “What did you bring to eat? Let me see.”

Gu Fei set the bag next to him. Aside from different varieties of flavored peanuts and beef jerky, it was filled to the brim with cooked meat snacks: diced chicken, fish fillets, and even sausages and instant noodles. Jiang Cheng chuckled. “This setup is enough for us to drink until morning.”

“You can still drink?” Gu Fei turned around. 

“Don’t discriminate against us southerners.” Jiang Cheng opened a bag of salted peanuts and put one in his mouth, chewing on it slowly. “We’re just slow drinkers. And a fashionable southern city boy like me? I drink even slower…”

Gu Fei started to laugh. “Let me see if there’s any more alcohol here.”

“If there isn’t, we can go back and get some from the shop,” Jiang Cheng said as he pulled out a cigarette and lit it.

“Yes, sir.” Gu Fei picked up the cardboard boxes by the wall, and, after rummaging through them, came up with two bottles of baijiu. “Red Star erguotou?7 These guys changed their tastes recently.”

“It’s erguotou either way, country boy,” Jiang Cheng said with the cigarette still in his mouth, stretching out his legs. 

Gu Fei looked at him. “Should I pour for you, too?”

“Yeah,” Jiang Cheng said. “I’m not in the mood to move.”

“Commit this moment to memory, Cheng-ge.” Gu Fei kicked the side table over to Jiang Cheng, poured out the alcohol, and set the cup in front of him. Then he got some paper plates and dumped the snacks out. “I’ve never waited on anyone like this except for Er-Miao.”

“Didn’t I get the full table service when we ate barbecue here last time, too?” Jiang Cheng grinned.

“Then add it to last time’s memory.” Gu Fei sat down beside him.

“Oh.” Jiang Cheng picked up the cup and took a sip. “Really, never?”

“Really.” Gu Fei picked up a chunk of beef jerky and tore at it slowly.

“I don’t believe you. You’ve never had a girl…boy…uh, boyfriend or girlfriend or anything?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“No,” said Gu Fei.

“…Oh.” Jiang Cheng turned to look at him.

He held a moment of silence in his mind for their conversation, which had suffered a premature death at the hands of his impromptu and awkward question.


Chapter 43

 

“SO THEN…” Gu Fei put a piece of jerky in his mouth, slowly chewing on it as he leaned against the other side of the couch.

Jiang Cheng stared at the beef jerky in his hand, as if he could see the grave he’d personally dug for himself. He needn’t even guess what Gu Fei wanted to ask—it was a reaction any normal person would have.

“What about you?” Gu Fei asked.

Jiang Cheng sighed to himself. He didn’t want to lie, but it wasn’t something he really wanted to talk about, either. How would he explain it without coming off like a fuckboy who preyed on members of both sexes?

Gu Fei continued to sip his liquor after he asked the question; he didn’t insist on hearing an answer. This considerate attitude pissed Jiang Cheng off a little. It made it seem like he actually had something reprehensible to hide.

“I used to…” he started, hesitating for a moment before continuing, “have a, uh…girlfriend. Though it didn’t even count, really. She was in my class…”

Gu Fei turned to him in surprise. “A girl?”

“Yeah.” Jiang Cheng lit another cigarette. The charcoal fire in the room was really roaring now; it sent waves of pleasant heat rushing over him, warming the alcohol in his body to just the right level of comfort and giving him the sudden delusion that whatever he said would be just fine. “She sat in front of me in class.”

“Oh.” Gu Fei was still staring at him. “I thought you didn’t like…girls.”

“I can’t explain it.” Jiang Cheng leaned his head back against the sofa. “See, I’ve never had a boyfriend, so I don’t know what that’s like, but I just…” He cleared his throat and stared up at the slowly spinning ceiling. “I’ve always felt that way about guys. But when she pursued me, it didn’t exactly feel wrong, either. I ended up being annoyed with her, though. Not because she was a girl, but because she was annoying.”

“You find everyone annoying,” Gu Fei chuckled. “When I first met you, you looked like you could start a fight at any second.”

“I’ve got a quick temper, but I try my best to keep it under control. Failing that, I guess it sucks to be whoever the fuck has to deal with it.” Jiang Cheng laughed along with him. “But with her, it really wasn’t because I’m…you know. Some girls just blow their top when they fuss over something. Like if you put a pair of wings on them, they’d fly straight to Mars…”

Gu Fei couldn’t stop laughing. “Can’t relate. I’ve always avoided getting close to girls.”

“I can tell. You were terrified that Yi Jing was gonna ride on your bike today, weren’t you?” Jiang Cheng cocked his head. “Damn, booking it like that. Weren’t you the least bit worried about how awkward it would be if she saw through you?”

“That’s better than giving her a chance to confess, then rejecting her,” said Gu Fei.

“True.” Jiang Cheng gave him a thumbs-up. “Good man.”

Gu Fei pushed Jiang Cheng’s cigarette-wielding hand away so it wouldn’t burn a hole in his face. “Have you and your…girlfriend broken up?”

“Yeah. Before I left to come here. Honestly, all in all, we were probably only together for a few days.” Jiang Cheng stubbed out his cigarette, grabbed Gu Fei’s jacket from the side, and started rummaging in the pockets. “I doubt she was that cut up about it. She only texted twice before she stopped. Probably moved on to someone new. It was just a high school romance, anyway, the kind where being in different grades counts as ‘long-distance.’ It was never going to last.”

“Looking for the mint candy?” Gu Fei asked. “It’s in the other pocket.”

“Oh.” Jiang Cheng switched to the other side and plucked out two pieces of candy. He unwrapped one and put it in his mouth. Its coolness seared a haphazard path from his throat to his nose to his brain, before promptly disappearing. “You say you don’t like to get close to girls, but that’s not entirely accurate. Aren’t you pretty close with Ding Zhuxin?”

“Yeah, I guess she’s the exception.” Gu Fei opened a bag of peanuts, took one between his fingers, and slowly rubbed the skin off. “She used to live downstairs from us, and I’d go over to play all the time. Every time my dad got violent, I’d hide at her place.”

Jiang Cheng let out a quiet sigh.

“I guess her home was my…safe harbor when I was little.” Gu Fei threw the peanut in his mouth. “I’d always been afraid of my dad. One shout from him was enough to keep me up all night, and even if I fell asleep, it’d be filled with nightmares.” 

“How much older is Ding Zhuxin?” asked Jiang Cheng.

“Five years. She wasn’t that old herself back then, but she was really good at consoling people, and she had a strong will of her own. I felt like she was someone I could rely on.”

“Ah, the big boss’s boss,” Jiang Cheng marveled.

Gu Fei laughed. “I was a little shit when I was younger, so I didn’t have a lot of friends, but I could talk to her. If I had any problems, I always wanted to talk them through with her first.”

“Really.” Jiang Cheng was a little surprised. It seemed that Gu Fei wasn’t as naturally composed as he appeared. “She does give off a…formidable aura.”

Gu Fei didn’t answer.

“So now…” Jiang Cheng looked at him, remembering the message Ding Zhuxin sent the other day.

“We don’t talk much these days,” Gu Fei said. “Relationships change. They always do. There’s no connection between two people that stays the same forever.”

From what he’d observed of Ding Zhuxin, Jiang Cheng could guess what Gu Fei meant. His overachieving brain worked even faster after a couple of drinks, and his words were far less filtered. “She likes you, doesn’t she?” he said.

Gu Fei arched his brow. “Is it that obvious, or are you just overly attuned to this stuff?”

Jiang Cheng pointed to his own head. “I’m smarter than you by at least a hundred units of Wang Jiuri.” 

“A head filled with Wang Jiuri,” Gu Fei laughed, picking up another peanut, “doesn’t seem appropriate, when his head is filled with Yi Jing…”

The finger pointed at his own head swiftly changed directions to point at Gu Fei. “Fuck off!”

Gu Fei stopped talking and just laughed. Jiang Cheng sighed and took a sip of his drink, relishing the burn coursing its way down to his stomach, then laughed along with him.

“Hey.” Jiang Cheng rubbed his forehead. “She knows about you, right?”

“Yup. Confession, rejection, coming out—all done in one go,” said Gu Fei.

“That’s fucking brutal.”

“That’s why I say it’s better to keep your distance from the start. Sure beats rejection.”

“…Yeah.” Jiang Cheng closed his eyes. “It’s exhausting to even think about.”

“Why? You’re the one who used to have a girlfriend,” Gu Fei said.

“Nah, that’s different.” Jiang Cheng shook his head—it sent the whole room freewheeling before his eyes, so he stopped immediately. “I don’t dislike girls. I enjoy looking at pretty girls. But I don’t feel the…impulse, you know. I don’t have improper thoughts about pretty girls, which isn’t right at all.”

Gu Fei laughed so hard he almost spilled his drink. “But you have improper thoughts about handsome guys?”

“I sure do.” 

The alcohol and conversation flowed; late in his rollercoaster of a night, Jiang Cheng felt his tipsy brain itching to open the floodgates of his emotions. All inhibitions disappeared as his feelings threatened to burst forth. “Don’t you?”

Gu Fei coughed a couple of times, but didn’t answer.

“You want to deny it?” Jiang Cheng narrowed his eyes and looked at him. “Don’t lie.”

Gu Fei took a sip to calm himself, but as he swallowed, the burn from the alcohol only seemed to spur him on. Not only could alcohol miraculously undo a thousand worries, he concluded, but it could also untie a thousand robes. 

Jiang Cheng’s alcohol tolerance wasn’t bad, which was why he was still awake and upright even now. He’d just become a totally different person. 

“Man up.” Jiang Cheng turned to Gu Fei and curled one leg up on the sofa, bracing his arm against the backrest.

That phrase again. Gu Fei sighed. “I do, yes.”

“There we go.” Jiang Cheng giggled. He rested his head on his arm, probably from dizziness. “How normal is that?”

“Mm.” Gu Fei nodded.

Sure, it was normal, but if Jiang Cheng knew that Gu Fei had been “normal” toward him a few times already, how would he react?

“I…” In between giggles, Jiang Cheng said in a low voice, “I might have had too much to drink tonight.”

“It’s not like you drink like this all the time.” Gu Fei slid down on the sofa, his head leaning back. “Once in a while is nothing, I—”

Before he finished the sentence, he felt the touch of Jiang Cheng’s slightly cold fingertip just below his earlobe. He was momentarily dazed, but his first reaction wasn’t surprise—it was wonder at how cold Jiang Cheng’s fingers were even after a whole night of drinking.

The tiny touch of coolness slowly traced from the base of his ear down to his neck. When it arrived at his collarbone, he abruptly jerked his head around to stare at Jiang Cheng. 

Jiang Cheng cocked his head. “Does that include about me?” he asked.

Gu Fei suddenly had the urge to fill a basin of cold water from the bathroom and dump the whole thing on Jiang Cheng’s head. For Jiang Cheng, who had always been evasive around these kinds of topics, to suddenly ask a question like this… This had to be some kind of contaminated, knockoff alcohol.

Gu Fei immediately glanced at the bottle on the table: 56% erguotou. Even during promotions, a whole case of twelve bottles would come to just over a hundred yuan. Li Yan had no reason to resort to cheap knockoffs just to get a good deal… 

Jiang Cheng flicked a finger against his cheek. “I asked you a question.”

“No,” Gu Fei replied.

Admittedly, everything Jiang Cheng had just done and said had about the same effect on Gu Fei as shooting a bottle of liquor straight into his veins. His impulses right now were surging strong enough to drive through a steel board…but habitual restraint put up one final struggle.

“Fuck,” Jiang Cheng said in a low voice. “Do you have a problem, or are you just a fucking coward?”

Gu Fei was rendered speechless.

“At the photoshoot the other day…” Jiang Cheng said, suddenly rising up. With one leg still kneeling on the cushion, he put a hand on the backrest and looked down on Gu Fei from above. “Don’t tell me you got hard from looking at the sofa?” 

Ah. Fuck! Gu Fei heard thunderclaps echo through his brain. Never in a million years had he expected Jiang Cheng to notice that kind of detail, let alone bring it up so bluntly. It was completely out of character for Jiang Cheng—for sober Jiang Cheng, anyway.

“I have excellent eyesight.” Jiang Cheng flicked him again, this time on the tip of his nose. “I don’t need glasses.”

As utterly shocked as Gu Fei was at this moment, he couldn’t help but laugh at that remark. “I have a very low prescription.”

“Don’t change the subject.” Jiang Cheng’s eyes were fixed on him. Gu Fei could see that his gaze was shaky and not entirely in focus, but the danger in them was still evident. “Was it the sofa or me?”

“You,” Gu Fei answered.

In lieu of a reply, Jiang Cheng turned away and spat out the candy in his mouth.

Gu Fei wanted to make a comment on how impressive it was to keep a candy in your mouth for such a long time, but he didn’t get a chance—before he could speak, Jiang Cheng leaned down and planted a kiss on his lips.

Gu Fei hadn’t kissed anyone before, and judging from the way Jiang Cheng was ready to reflexively slash anyone with his hand if they dared to touch him, he was probably just as inexperienced.

But when it came to things like this… 

When Jiang Cheng’s tongue slipped between his teeth, tasting of mint, Gu Fei grabbed his collar and pulled him in even closer. Jiang Cheng’s hand slipped on the backrest, so he put it around Gu Fei instead. Yanking on Gu Fei’s shirt, he reached his hand in and firmly gripped Gu Fei’s waist.

Jiang Cheng was certain his brain had ceased to exist. He was without feelings or thoughts; even vague notions like “fuck, that felt great” vanished into thin air. It was as if all the organs in his body had disappeared, and he was left without even a sense of touch. Only his lips and tongue—and that source of all evil in his lower body—were operating at full capacity, free from consciousness and control.

Gu Fei’s response was passionate. Jiang Cheng’s brain waves, scattered in the warmth surrounding them, seemed bent on telling him to bite down hard, as if fighting back was the only way he could release the desire building up inside of him. It grew greater and hotter and more unbearable by the second.

When his hearing returned, he could occasionally hear panting—his own, and Gu Fei’s. He couldn’t distinguish which was higher or lower, lighter or heavier.

When his sense of touch returned, he could feel Gu Fei’s taut, smooth skin against his palm, as well as the electrical current sparking across his own skin where Gu Fei’s hand caressed it.
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The two of them fell onto the couch. Jiang Cheng’s hand reached into Gu Fei’s pants, and Gu Fei yanked open his waistband. With that, the rest of his body finally started to come back online.

An intense tremor he had never experienced before shot up from his lower abdomen to his heart, engulfing him completely in a single instant.

 

The fire was still going strong. Jiang Cheng could see the flames dancing in the pit as he sat on the floor with his back against the sofa. He still felt dizzy, and his entire body was weak and tired. He figured it was partly the alcohol, but after reaching the peak of ecstasy…it was as if his whole body had been emptied out.

He didn’t know how he’d ended up sitting on the floor, but by the time he came back to reality, he was already there. Gu Fei was sitting on the sofa. They were both quiet.

Jiang Cheng’s butt was chilly from the cold seeping up from the ground, but he didn’t feel like moving. He simply stared at the crumpled-up tissues and the cup Gu Fei had thrown to the floor, along with the spilled alcohol around it that had yet to dry up.

After a while, Gu Fei tossed a cushion to his side. “It’s cold on the floor.”

Jiang Cheng sat there blankly for a long while before he finally reached over, grabbed the cushion, and sat on it.

“Want a cigarette?” Gu Fei asked.

Jiang Cheng turned and gave him a look. “Oh, a post-coital smoke?”

Gu Fei smiled and didn’t reply, just offered the pack to him. Jiang Cheng pulled one out and lit it, then continued to space out.

“If you don’t want to go back,” Gu Fei said, “you can sleep here. This sofa pulls out into a bed.”

“What time is it?” Jiang Cheng asked.

Gu Fei patted all around him but didn’t find his phone. “I don’t know where my phone went.”

Jiang Cheng looked around. He didn’t see his own phone, either.

Both of their phones had been on the sofa, but they’d simultaneously disappeared… Jiang Cheng’s face suddenly felt very hot. It was only a handjob, but they’d made such an earth-shaking ruckus out of it. If the sofa still had its legs, then perhaps today would’ve been the day it lost them…

But come to think of it, how did the legs break off in the first place? A series of inappropriate images flashed across Jiang Cheng’s mind. I’m shameless!

Gu Fei found their phones under the bunched-up sheet on the sofa. Jiang Cheng took his phone and glanced at the time—it wasn’t midnight yet. It wasn’t early, but it wasn’t very late, either. He didn’t feel like dragging himself all the way back at this hour, but a whole night spent here would feel like an eternity.

Gu Fei didn’t seem to care. Sitting down next to the stove, he tossed a few yams he’d found in a nearby box onto the coals.

“You’re hungry?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“Mm.” Gu Fei poked the fire with a stick until the yams were buried under the lumps of charcoal. “You want some?”

“Will it cook through like that?” Jiang Cheng looked a little worried.

“Here’s what you city slickers don’t know,” Gu Fei said. “We country folks always eat the yams with the coal.”

Jiang Cheng laughed. “Fuck off.”

Exhilaration had drained the energy from his body, making Jiang Cheng feel cold. He kicked a small stool to the side of the stove so he could sit and warm up by the fire. When his peripheral vision swept across the crumpled tissues on the ground, he suddenly felt a wave of embarrassment. It occurred to him that someone could walk in at any moment and know with one glance what those tissues had been used for.

He quickly walked over and picked them up, disregarding their heritage. Then, after circling the room and discovering no garbage can, and not wanting to continue holding a handful of dirty tissues, he decided to throw them in the fire. The crumpled tissues immediately ignited, turning into golden balls of flame. Black smoke rose up out of the fire.

“The fuck?” Gu Fei remarked, bewildered. “What did you just throw in there?”

“The tissues…from before,” Jiang Cheng said.

“The used ones?” Gu Fei stared at him.

“Uh-huh.” Jiang Cheng stared back at Gu Fei. “No shit. Why would I throw away unused ones?”

“There’s food cooking in there, and you throw that stuff in…” Gu Fei sighed. “Never mind, they all died in the fire, anyway.”

“Shit.” Jiang Cheng didn’t know what to say. “I never would’ve thought you were so particular.”

“I’m not particular—I couldn’t even be bothered to pick the tissues up,” Gu Fei said. “I’m just saying.”

Jiang Cheng didn’t want to continue this line of conversation, so he sat down beside Gu Fei and spaced out, staring at the fire.

The effects of the alcohol hadn’t worn off yet, but the tipsy feeling had slowly spread through his body and evolved into general fatigue. Even sitting was exhausting. He shifted the stool back until he could lean against the wall, and stretched his legs out. He didn’t feel awkward anymore, just a vague sense of aimlessness.

Neither of them spoke until the yams finished roasting, but the silence didn’t seem to stem from embarrassment.

Gu Fei wrapped a paper plate around one and handed it to Jiang Cheng. The outer layer had crisped into a hard shell, but when it was peeled open, a sweet aroma rushed into his nose.

“It smells great,” he said.

“Mm-hmm.” Gu Fei got one for himself too. “When I was little, I liked to hide somewhere quiet, dig a pit, light a fire, and roast yams.”

“Sounds like you were a pretty lonely child,” Jiang Cheng said.

“Yeah.” Gu Fei nodded. “Then Er-Miao came along, and I stopped being lonely. Started being annoyed instead.”

Jiang Cheng laughed.

Now that he had some warmth in his belly, Jiang Cheng started to feel sleepy. He could hardly keep his eyes open.

“Go ahead and sleep. There’s a blanket here—Li Yan brought it a while back. I don’t think it’s been used.” Gu Fei added some coals to the fire, then got up and pulled a bag out of the dilapidated closet. “I… I’ll go home in a bit.”

“This late?” Jiang Cheng was surprised.

Gu Fei looked at him, then looked in the bag. “There’s only one blanket in here.”

“…Oh.” 

After spacing out a little longer, Jiang Cheng couldn’t stay awake anymore. He dragged the sofa out, pushed the back down so it flattened into a bed, and lay down on it. He instantly felt much more at ease. He pulled the blanket over himself.

Gu Fei sat there, not moving a muscle. Jiang Cheng’s eyelids struggled to stay open. He didn’t bother speaking again and simply closed his eyes. Just as he was about to doze off completely, he felt the sofa shift under him—Gu Fei had sat down beside him.

Jiang Cheng opened his eyes. “You’re not going home?” 

Gu Fei turned to meet his gaze. “You’re not asleep yet?” 

“Not yet.”

“I don’t feel like moving, either.” Gu Fei grabbed a cushion to put under his head and lay down. “Can you scootch over?”

“Yeah.” Jiang Cheng gave him some of the blanket.

He was pretty tired, but now that Gu Fei was lying beside him, he couldn’t fall asleep anymore. Even though he was so drowsy that tears trickled down his face from all the yawning, sleep still eluded him. Guess it’s going be a sleepless night.

“Are you awake?” Gu Fei asked.

“Mm,” Jiang Cheng hummed in reply. “Can’t sleep.”

“Can you only sleep in your own bed?” 

“No.” Jiang Cheng sighed. “Where’s your phone?”

“What’s wrong?” Gu Fei turned.

“I’ll get through those stupid levels for you,” Jiang Cheng said. “Stupid games usually have me dozing off in no time.”

“Damn.” Gu Fei laughed and handed the phone to him.

Even though Jiang Cheng liked to call it a stupid game, the higher levels were actually pretty challenging. The fact that Gu Fei had gotten this far was a feat in and of itself. Jiang Cheng himself couldn’t simply beat any level based on skill, either—luck was an important factor.

On a day like this, after the drinking and the drunken shenanigans, all the luck had probably been ejaculated from his body. Aixiaochu was no longer stupid, but annoying. Gu Fei had accumulated more than twenty hearts, but Jiang Cheng spent half of them just to get past one level.

“Ayy…” He sighed quietly. “Luck isn’t on my side today. All that effort and only one level.”

There was no sound from Gu Fei. Jiang Cheng glanced over and found he was already sound asleep beside him.

“Fuck.” Jiang Cheng felt a little put out as he threw the phone to one side and lay back down, pulling up his blanket. Screw your levels. 

He didn’t turn the light off. Even though the shitty lamp wasn’t very bright, it was more than enough for him to see Gu Fei’s face clearly. He stared at Gu Fei’s profile, watched as it slowly blurred and multiplied in his vision, and eventually drifted into the darkness.


Chapter 44

 

IT WAS A NIGHT of deep slumber. Before he fell asleep, Jiang Cheng thought perhaps he would dream, but he ended up sleeping straight through to the next morning, when he was woken up by the cold.

The sky outside was just beginning to brighten; it was probably already seven or eight o’clock. The fire in the room had died out, and the wind spilled through the gaps in the window. The first thing Jiang Cheng did when he opened his eyes was erupt in a series of sneezes. Then, he reached out his hand to feel the space next to him and came up empty. Turning his head, he discovered that Gu Fei was no longer beside him.

But before his surprise that Gu Fei would get up so early on a weekend morning could settle in, he couldn’t help but dwell on what had transpired the night before.

Jiang Cheng sat up and ran his hand through his hair a few times.

The alcohol had worn off, and so had the madness. Awkwardness had yet to come. At the moment, he could only feel a faint sense of panic. What the hell did you do, Jiang Cheng?!

Fine, what’s done is done. But what’s worse is that the person you did it with ran off first thing in the morning… Fuck! Who the fuck does that?!

Jiang Cheng hopped off the sofa and circled the room a couple of times, just to confirm that Gu Fei’s stuff was all gone—clothes, backpack, everything. The spineless piece of shit had fled without a trace!

Was that really necessary?! Even if it was a spur-of-the-moment, one-time-only hookup, was it necessary to run for the hills like that?!

It was no longer just a matter of embarrassment. What Jiang Cheng felt now was a serious fucking blow to his ego.

“That rotten dog-fucker!” he cursed quietly. He picked up his phone, sneezed two times, and called Gu Fei’s cell.

Before it rang a third time, he suddenly heard the sound of a ringtone just outside the door.

There’s someone there?! Who is it?! Fresh Out of Jail? Li Yan? Ding Zhuxin?!

Fuck meee. Have we cleaned up the scene of the crime?

By the time he realized the ringtone at the door belonged to Gu Fei, his back was already drenched with cold sweat.

The door swung open, and Gu Fei walked in carrying two steaming takeout containers. “Was that you calling me?”

Jiang Cheng looked at him. “Uh-huh.”

“Hurry up and eat. It’s beef vermicelli.” Gu Fei set the containers on the table. “Li Yan called just now wanting to go to the store, so I went and opened up for him.”

“He’s at the store right now?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“Not yet—it’ll take him a while to get there.”

“So you’re leaving the door open just like that? With no one there?” 

“Yup. No one goes in to steal anything at this hour. All the burglars are probably going to bed after a long night’s work.”

Jiang Cheng sat down. “…Oh.”

Gu Fei pulled a tiny, tube-shaped packet out of his pocket and tossed it in front of him.

“Wasabi?” was Jiang Cheng’s first thought.

“You eat your beef vermicelli with wasabi?” Gu Fei remarked, before ducking his head down and eating.

Jiang Cheng glanced at the thing in his hand: a single-use tube of mouthwash. “You stock this kind of thing in your store?”

“What? Our store likes to keep up with the times,” Gu Fei said.

Jiang Cheng burst into a long fit of laughter. He went to wash up in the bathroom before sitting back down and digging into the noodles.

They ate in silence, but Jiang Cheng didn’t feel much like speaking anyway. His earlier assumption that Gu Fei had left embarrassed him a little.

He didn’t feel the awkwardness immediately after waking up—between the sneezing, the shock, and the indignant anger, he hadn’t really had the chance—but right now, as he sat down and ate his piping-hot breakfast in silence, his unease finally reared its head.

Gu Fei wiped his mouth once he finished eating. “Are you going home? Li Yan sounded like he wanted to see me for some reason. He might make his way over here if he doesn’t find me at the store, so I should head over now.”

“Then you’d better hurry,” Jiang Cheng replied. He didn’t want to be seen by anyone, whether they could tell that something had happened here last night or not. “I should go, too.”

“Okay.” Gu Fei collected the rest of the snacks into a bag and tossed it into a nearby cardboard box, then put all the trash in a plastic bag and carried it out. 

Jiang Cheng followed him out the door, staying silent the whole way.

Now that he had some food in him, Jiang Cheng found that it wasn’t really that cold today. The wind hadn’t picked up. But for some reason, he kept wanting to shiver.

When they reached the intersection outside of the steelworks, Gu Fei stopped. He was heading right, and Jiang Cheng was heading left.

“So, uh…” Gu Fei glanced at him. “You going home?”

“Mm.” Jiang Cheng nodded and took a couple of steps to the left, then turned around and slowly backed away, still facing him. “I, uh…I’m going, then.”

“Sure.” Gu Fei answered, still standing there.

Jiang Cheng backed up a few more steps, then cleared his throat. But he didn’t know what else to say, so he waved at Gu Fei and turned to walk away.

 

As Jiang Cheng sauntered up to Li Baoguo’s place, he could see Li Baoguo in the distance, walking rapidly from across the street.

As soon as he saw the man, he remembered the phone call from Shen Yiqing the night before and felt something constrict in his stomach, clenching all the way up to his throat. He stopped, planning to wait until Li Baoguo was home and asleep before going inside.

But as Li Baoguo got closer, he noticed there were two women walking behind him. They wore identical clothing, like some sort of sales uniform.

“Dashu—!”8 The younger woman jogged closely behind Li Baoguo. “Dashu, we really did call the wrong number! It was our fault, but you can’t just deny everything like that!”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about! I never got any call!” Li Baoguo shouted in his characteristically obnoxious voice as he waved them off. “Stop following me!”

The other woman seemed a little frantic. “Sir, please. You look like you’ve got some years on you, too! How can you act so dishonestly?”

“Who’s dishonest? Huh?! Who?!” Li Baoguo turned to glare at her. “For days you people have been accusing me of taking your stuff! Are you honest for slandering me?”

“Dashu, how did we slander you?!” the young woman yelled, sounding on the verge of tears. “Yes, it was our mistake for calling your number, but why did you say that it was your purchase? You even asked us to deliver it to you! Our driver remembers you receiving and signing it!”

“I don’t know about any driver!” Li Baoguo entered the building, and a loud bang immediately followed as he walked inside his apartment and slammed the door.

“What’s wrong with that guy?!” the young woman exclaimed, before bursting into tears.

Jiang Cheng stood there and watched for almost a whole minute before slowly walking up to the two women. He felt as though he had sandbags tied to his feet.

“Excuse me,” he said, addressing the slightly older woman. “Dajie, what is it? What’s going on?”

“Do you know that man?” The woman asked, pointing at the door to Li Baoguo’s apartment. “Can you talk to him for us?”

Jiang Cheng didn’t admit that he knew Li Baoguo, but the woman still explained everything to him.

These two women were sales associates for an alcohol and tobacco wholesaler. An old client of theirs had ordered some cigarettes and wine, but the new hire dialed the wrong number and ended up calling Li Baoguo instead. Li Baoguo had told them to deliver everything to the curbside, then walked away without paying.

“We let our regular customers pay after delivery,” the older woman said. “But that evening the client called to ask when the delivery would come. That’s when we realized the mistake.”

“It’s all my fault,” the younger woman said through her tears. “But he can’t just take what’s not his and then outright deny it! That shipment was worth more than two thousand yuan! If he doesn’t return it, then I’ll have to pay it back myself…”

A chill spread throughout Jiang Cheng’s whole body. He turned away to sneeze a few more times, and his head seemed to swell and throb. He felt terrible all over.

“Leave your number with me,” he said. “I’ll contact you once I clear things up with him.”

“You know him?” the older woman asked. “What’s your relation to him? Are you his son?”

With great difficulty, Jiang Cheng nodded. “…Yes.”

“Then you’ve got to help this girl out, please. You’re both young people. She’s only been here for two months, and her monthly salary isn’t enough to cover this,” the older woman said. “Her family isn’t doing well either—things are hard.”

“I’ll get back to you after I talk to him,” Jiang Cheng said.

The young woman kept crying, and the older woman kept pleading with him. Jiang Cheng didn’t know what else he could say, so he just repeated himself over and over.

When the two of them finally left, he opened the door and walked into the apartment, thoroughly exhausted.

Li Baoguo was standing in the living room. When he saw Jiang Cheng walk in, he immediately hollered at his usual volume, displeased. “What did you talk to them for? There’s no need to bother with them at all!”

Jiang Cheng tossed his backpack onto the couch. “Is it true that you took those things?”

“It doesn’t matter if I took them,” Li Baoguo ranted, “this is—”

“I’M ASKING IF YOU TOOK THEM OR NOT!” Jiang Cheng yelled, cutting him off.

“Yes! I took them! So what? They’re the ones who called wanting to send me things!” Li Baoguo yelled back, his eyes glaring. “What about it?! What the hell does that have to do with me?! It’s their own mistake, so they need to live with the consequences!”

Jiang Cheng stared back at him. “Give it back to them.”

“Do you have water in your brain? It’s free stuff, why should I give it back? It’s not like I tried to scam them on purpose!” Li Baoguo eyed him as if he was looking at an idiot. “Listen, they checked the surveillance footage and even went to the local police station! The cops don’t give a crap—they told them to deal with it themselves!”

It would’ve been better if Li Baoguo hadn’t said that, but now that he did, Jiang Cheng felt like his rage could blow a hole right through the top of his head. “You’re proud of yourself, aren’t you? Even the local police station doesn’t want to provoke a shameless shithead like you! But you’re pretty smug about that, yeah?”

“You better watch your mouth!” Li Baoguo was just as incensed, pointing a finger at him. “Get it in your head who you’re talking to right now! You’re talking to your old man!”

Jiang Cheng stared at Li Baoguo for a few seconds, attempting to contain his fury, before turning and walking into Li Baoguo’s room.

“What do you think you’re doing?!” Li Baoguo immediately followed and tried to drag him out by the arm.

Jiang Cheng whipped around and roughly shook his hand off. “I told you not to touch me!”

“So what if I touch you?!” Li Baoguo bellowed. “I fucking jizzed you out of my dick. Forget touching you, if I beat you up right now, it’s still not your place to talk shit to me!”

Jiang Cheng’s hands were shaking. He ignored Li Baoguo and bent down to look under the bed, which was piled full of crap. He didn’t see any cigarettes or wine, so he walked over and opened the closet doors.

“Clearly I need to teach you a lesson today, because you don’t seem to know who’s really in charge in this household!” Li Baoguo lunged from behind and gave him a hard shove.

Jiang Cheng hadn’t expected it. The push slammed his face directly into the closet door; a burst of pain erupted in his nose. Li Baoguo followed it with a punch to his face. “You really think you’re some snobby rich kid?!”

All his life, Jiang Cheng had been berated by his adoptive parents. He had been physically punished by being made to stand and even kneel, but this was the first time a parent had hit him.

It was a rather forceful punch. Li Baoguo’s fist struck him so hard that Jiang Cheng wondered how he’d managed to get pinned to the ground and beat up by those guys the other day. Jiang Cheng’s vision swam, but Li Baoguo was already on his third strike—a kick that landed squarely on Jiang Cheng’s abdomen.

Jiang Cheng dropped to his knees. He was in so much pain that he couldn’t even make a sound.

Fuck. You. Fuck you, and fuck all of your ancestors.

Just as Li Baoguo was about to land another kick to his shoulder, Jiang Cheng clenched his jaw, grabbed a stool from the side, and slammed it into Li Baoguo’s lower leg. Li Baoguo roared in pain and anger—he must not have expected him to fight back.

Jiang Cheng stood back up, keeping one hand on his stomach. He grabbed the stool and flung it again, this time against Li Baoguo’s arm. It crashed against him with a loud crack.

“Motherfucker!” Jiang Cheng clenched his jaw and glared at him.

After two consecutive strikes, Li Baoguo—who was a coward in the outside world, but never had his authority challenged in his own home—clearly felt his ego bruising. He lunged forward and launched a series of blows against his son. 

Jiang Cheng had no intention of continuing the fight. Even if this man wasn’t his birth father, he was still an old man who coughed his lungs out for hours on end, day after day… So when Li Baoguo rushed at him again, he only raised a hand to shove him away. But Li Baoguo was just getting into it. He looked nothing like a sick, coughing old man—he didn’t seem like he’d stop until Jiang Cheng was beaten down at his feet. 

Jiang Cheng had no choice but to push him away time and time again, moving from the bedroom to the living room, until he finally shoved Li Baoguo against the front door of the apartment.

“So you want to kill me, is that it?!” Li Baoguo bellowed. “Well, come on, then! Kill me!”

Jiang Cheng didn’t want to speak to him; he just stared without a word.

“Lao-Li! What’s going on?” a neighbor’s voice sounded from outside the door.

“My son is trying to kill me!” Li Baoguo hollered, then reached back and opened the door to shout at the neighbors standing outside. “Take a look, everyone! My son is trying to kill me!”

“How can you…” Jiang Cheng’s total shock had surpassed his tremendous fury—even his voice was shaking. “How can you be so shameless?!”

“I’m shameless?” Li Baoguo turned to look back at him. “I’m the shameless one?! I have to feed you, clothe you, and pay for your education! All I did was take advantage of some freebies delivered to my doorstep, and you dare to call me shameless?”

Jiang Cheng felt as though he could hardly get a breath in, like he was going to keel over right then and there.

“Hey, your dad doesn’t have it easy…” an older man said from outside the door.

“Shut the fuck up!” Jiang Cheng exploded.

It was clear that none of these nosy neighbors were actually sympathetic or had genuinely come to break up the fight. They gathered here for no other reason than to watch as Li Baoguo made a fool of himself.

“Hey!” a middle-aged woman shouted. “What’s wrong with this kid?!”

“What?!” Li Baoguo turned on her. “What’s wrong with my son?! What the hell is it to you? What are you blabbering about?!”

“You’re a lunatic!” The woman glared at him, stomping back upstairs as she continued her tirade. “A whole family of lunatics! All the pharmaceutical companies are closing down because they can’t keep up the supply for nutjobs like you!”

Li Baoguo slammed the door shut. He turned around and stared Jiang Cheng down for a long time, then finally opened his mouth: “I’m dying…”

“Don’t talk to me,” Jiang Cheng rasped. “I’m already dead.”

Li Baoguo opened the door again and walked out of the apartment.

“Where’s the stuff?” Jiang Cheng asked from behind him.

“Sold it,” said Li Baoguo.

“And the money?” 

“Spent it all.”

“From this moment on,” Jiang Cheng said, “I am no longer your son. Never was, and never will be.”

Li Baoguo stood unmoving outside the door.

“I’m moving out,” Jiang Cheng said. “You don’t have to provide for me. You don’t have to feed me or pay for my education.”

Li Baoguo looked back at him, scoffed, and then left without another word.

 

***

 

Gu Fei sat behind the counter playing on his phone while Li Yan leaned against the front of the cash register, watching Li Baoguo wander the aisles.

“This sale item, has it already expired?” he asked, pointing to the yogurt in the refrigerated area.

“It’s close to the expiration date,” Gu Fei said. “Another two or three days.”

Li Baoguo picked one up and placed it on the counter. “Cash me out.”

“Li-shu likes yogurt drinks?” Li Yan said.

“Sure. Never had one before,” Li Baoguo said. “Might as well try.”

“Should I put it on your tab?” Gu Fei asked.

“I’ve got money.” Li Baoguo pulled out a stack of bills.

“Got pretty good luck these days, huh, Li-shu?” Gu Fei smiled and made change for him.

“Not bad, not bad.” Li Baoguo walked out with his yogurt.

Li Yan sat down beside Gu Fei and watched Li Baoguo go. “That’s Jiang Cheng’s actual father?”

“Mm.” Gu Fei kept his eyes on his phone.

“Fuck. I guess your environment really does have a big impact on how you turn out.” Li Yan raised his arms up in a stretch. “Look at Li Baoguo. Look at that family of his. I can’t believe he has a son like Jiang Cheng.”

“How much longer are you gonna stay here?” Gu Fei didn’t want to continue the conversation. He kept swiping on his phone. “I’m wasting my entire weekend here with you. What a pain.”

“I’ll go home whenever my mom gives up on trying to set me up,” said Li Yan.

“Wow.” Gu Fei tossed his phone onto the counter. “You might as well buy this store from me, then.”

Li Yan leaned against the chair and laughed. “What the hell kind of friend are you?”

“Are you still gonna be here tomorrow?” Gu Fei said. “If you’re coming again, I’ll tell my mom she doesn’t need to come by. You can watch the store by yourself and keep an eye on Er-Miao, too.”

“Sure, no problem,” Li Yan said.

“And pick up some inventory for me?” Gu Fei glanced at him. “That place where we got frozen dumplings last time. You’ve been there before.”

Li Yan sighed. “Okay, okay, okay. Leave it all to me.” 

Li Yan wasn’t that old, not even twenty-three yet. But he’d never had a girlfriend, which made his mom—who had wanted a grandson since he was fifteen—extremely anxious. She didn’t even have time to bother with the fact that he wandered around all day without a proper job. She was single-mindedly focused on getting him married. Sometimes even Gu Fei felt tired on his behalf.

This time was probably more intense than all the times before. Li Yan had opted to simply turn his phone off. He’d been hanging around the store for the past two days just to avoid going home.

Gu Fei was out of hearts in Aixiaochu. Jiang Cheng had promised to get through three levels for him, but in the end, he only finished one. Gu Fei had been working on the remaining two for the past two days, but he still couldn’t get past them.

Gu Fei sighed and exited the game, then tapped open his WeChat Moments and scrolled mindlessly through the feed.

There was nothing of interest. The girls posted shopping hauls and a variety of selfies so heavily filtered they barely retained their noses, and the guys only posted to show off and talk about games. In the midst of all this, Jiang Cheng’s post was a real breath of fresh air.

—Cheng-ge: I have so much money

Gu Fei stared at the sentence and laughed for a while, then tapped “like.”

Jiang Cheng hadn’t contacted him for the last two days. They didn’t usually talk much over the weekend, at least before now, but considering that unspeakable incident a couple of nights ago… Gu Fei himself was all right. He was just a little worried about Jiang Cheng’s state of mind. Judging by this post, though, everything seemed to be fine.

When they saw each other again on Monday, Jiang Cheng didn’t seem to be in great shape, but his mood was normal enough.

Jiang Cheng handed him two folded-up pieces of paper. “Here.”

“The self-reflection letters?” Gu Fei asked.

“Mm-hm.” Jiang Cheng nodded. “There shouldn’t be anything you can’t pronounce in there.”

Gu Fei laughed. “I’m a slacker, not illiterate.”

Today was the day they all had to get up on stage and read their self-reflection papers out loud. Lao-Xu had herded them to the side of the podium before the morning assembly. No one from Class Five was there yet; it was just the group of them standing around like idiots before the flag ceremony even started, waiting to go on stage.

Finally, after the flag had been raised and the principal and the teacher on duty had finished their speeches, it was their turn to take the stage. It felt almost like their moment in the spotlight was here.

“First one up is Gu Fei,” the principal said.

A wave of applause sounded below. 

“What are you clapping for?” said the teacher on duty. “Is a self-reflection an applause-worthy event? Be quiet!”

Gu Fei opened up the pages Jiang Cheng had given him and stood in front of the microphone.

“A self-reflection,” Gu Fei said, reading out Jiang Cheng’s shitty scrawl. “Dear teachers and classmates, I am Jiang Cheng from second year, Class Eight…”

After a brief moment of silence, the entire student body erupted in uncontrollable laughter, mixed with some screams. The principal and teacher nearby both turned to him in shock. 

“Shit!” Gu Fei whipped his head back to look at the row of people standing behind him.

Jiang Cheng frantically rifled through his pockets. Then, after what seemed like forever, he finally pulled out another two sheets of folded paper and rushed over to hand them to him.

Gu Fei traded them for the pages in his hand and said under his breath, “You really are something else, you know. You seriously mixed them up?”

“You’re something else yourself,” Jiang Cheng whispered back at him. “Don’t you know your own name?”


Chapter 45

 

GU FEI TOOK the new self-reflection letter Jiang Cheng had handed him, unfolded it, and double-checked that the name written on it was Gu Fei and not Wang Xu or some other person. Then, at last, he started reading it out loud.

“I am Gu Fei of second year, Class Eight,” he said. “As a member of Fourth High, I did repel…repeatedly go against the…something set in place…rules set in place. Tartar…tardiness is a serious offer…offense, and driving over…climbing over the wall after arriving late is an even horse…I mean, worse…”

Jiang Cheng had written large enough, but that did nothing to improve the absolute train wreck of his handwriting. It was hideous, really. Gu Fei struggled along the text as sounds of suppressed laughter continued to emanate from the audience.

“At this pivotal…moment, only half a semester away from our final year of high school…” Gu Fei stared at the page, unsure of what was so pivotal about entering the final year. “…I promise to correct the error of my ways and abide by the rules of the school. I will not arrive late or leave early, will not…will not climb walls or step on…branches…?”

What the hell did branches have to do with anything?!

He finally let out a breath of relief as he arrived at the last line: “Sincerely signed, Gu Fei.”

“Gu Fei, go stand to the side. Next up…” The teacher on duty scanned the row of students on the stage. “Jiang Cheng!”

Another round of applause sounded from below. Almost red with rage, the teacher pointed at the students below. “Who wants to come up here and recite with him? I’ll give you a chance!”

Jiang Cheng stood in front of the microphone and pulled out his self-reflection letter. He flipped it to the second page and glanced briefly at the writing, then folded the pages up and put it back in his pocket.

“I am Jiang Cheng of second year, Class Eight,” he began, looking out at the audience. “Last week, due to a small misunderstanding, I got into a fight with…”

Jiang Cheng stared at the audience in silence for two whole seconds, then turned to the row of people behind him. “What’s that guy’s name again?”

He didn’t manage to keep his voice down, but neither did the audience with their bursts of laughter.

“The fuck?” Despite his astonishment, Wang Xu quickly told him, “It’s Luo Yi!”

Jiang Cheng turned back and continued calmly, “I got into a fight with my fellow student, Luo Yi of Class Five. This behavior was a serious violation of school rules, and detrimental to the spirit of camaraderie between students as well as between different classes. As the one who initiated the fight, I did not provide Luo Yi an opportunity to apologize and explain, but instead caused a conflict between our two classes, which led to a very unfortunate outcome. In the past few days, I have conducted an extensive reflection of my own impulsive behavior. Violence is never the answer…”

Watching Jiang Cheng’s back, Gu Fei tipped his metaphorical hat to him: Reciting his self-reflection letter from memory was just the kind of impressive, showy thing this maverick overachiever would do. And his self-reflection didn’t simply acknowledge his own wrongdoings—it also pushed all the blame onto Luo Yi.

As he listened, Gu Fei finally figured out why Jiang Cheng didn’t look so well this morning: He seemed to have caught a cold. His voice sounded stuffy when he spoke.

“Fuck,” Wang Xu mumbled quietly beside him. “What the hell is this guy trying to do? I’ll be damned if he’s not more of a showoff than I am. Even with something like this—”

“You’ve gotta hand it to him,” Guo Xu said with his head down. “Just on account of the self-reflection. Forget the writing, there’s no way I could memorize the whole thing.”

“…I will continue to seriously reflect on myself, work on amending my past mistakes, promote unity amongst my classmates, and learn to control my impulses…” Just like that, Jiang Cheng finished reciting the entire self-reflection letter without so much as a stutter. “Sincerely signed, Jiang Cheng.”

He gave a little bow, then returned to the ranks of his gaping classmates.

Next up was Wang Xu. He took out a crumpled ball of paper from his pocket, opened it up, and started reading from it with booming exuberance. “My dear teachers and fellow students, GOOD MORNING! On this WARM spring day when the birds are SINGING, bees are BUZZING, and SPRING has returned to this glorious world, I have committed a grave sin…”

Gu Fei let out a big sigh, barely able to hold in his laughter. He quickly put his head down.

“You’d think he’d committed some kind of birds-and-the-bees sin…” Jiang Cheng whispered.

The entire row of people started shaking with laughter. The principal cleared his throat behind them, and after much effort, they finally managed to stop giggling.

Gu Fei turned his head slightly and glanced at Jiang Cheng. “You memorized your report?”

“I didn’t,” Jiang Cheng answered in a low voice. “I didn’t think we would speak one after the other. The two reports I wrote were almost identical, what with admitting past mistakes and all that. It would’ve been too obvious…”

“What the fuck?” Guo Xu was stunned. “So that was you making it up on the spot?”

“It’s called going off script.”

“…Oh.” Guo Xu’s face was still a picture of amazement.

 

After Class Eight, it was Class Five’s turn to take the stage.

Each of them stammered through their speeches with great difficulty, tripping over every other word. They took up so much time that when they were all done, neither the principal nor the teacher on duty could bother with concluding remarks; they ended up dismissing everyone directly.

When they returned to their classroom, everyone gathered around Jiang Cheng to pay their respects.

“Now you’re really infamous throughout the school.” Zhou Jing gave him a thumbs-up. “Jiang Cheng, you really are—”

“Shut up,” Jiang Cheng said. Then he turned aside and sneezed.

“Did you catch a cold?” asked Gu Fei.

“Mm.” Jiang Cheng nodded, then pulled out a mask and put it on.

Perhaps it was the sudden realization that the cold might very well have been because they spent that one night together under one blanket, in a room where the window was open and the fire was out…but the conversation abruptly came to an awkward halt.

It was only after class started that Gu Fei spoke up again. “Didn’t I tell you to wait for me so we could come to school together?”

“…I forgot.” Jiang Cheng slumped forward on the desk with his eyes half closed.

“Let’s leave together after school,” Gu Fei said.

“Sure,” Jiang Cheng mumbled in reply.

Gu Fei didn’t say anything else. Jiang Cheng didn’t feel well, so Gu Fei lowered his head and continued playing on his phone. 

When class ended, he set his phone down and glanced toward Jiang Cheng, who had dozed off on the desk with his mask still on. He looked deeply asleep.

“Gu Fei,” Lao-Xu called out to him as he passed by their classroom after finishing up a lecture next door. “Come here for a sec.”

Gu Fei remained in his seat, gazing back at Lao-Xu.

“I have to talk to you about something.” Lao-Xu beckoned him. “Come here!”

Gu Fei put his phone away in surrender and slowly walked out of the classroom, following Lao-Xu as he turned and led Gu Fei down the stairs.

After heading down, Lao-Xu turned and made for the direction of the staff bathroom. Gu Fei stopped. “How about we talk first, and then you can go?”

“I’m not going to the bathroom,” Lao-Xu said. “There are fewer people over there.”

Lao-Xu’s expression practically screamed “this is a big secret,” so Gu Fei had no choice but to follow him and sit down on a stone bench outside the bathroom.

“I wanted to ask you a few questions, but you have to keep it quiet,” Lao-Xu said.

“If it doesn’t have to do with me, you can save it. I don’t want to stick my nose in other people’s business, and I don’t want to keep anyone’s secrets.” Gu Fei reached for his pocket out of habit, but he took one look at Lao-Xu and stopped. 

“Go ahead and smoke. Just don’t let the disciplinary director see you, otherwise I’ll have to write a self-reflection report myself.” Lao-Xu sighed. After Gu Fei lit his cigarette, Lao-Xu went on, “It’s true this doesn’t have to do with you, but it has to do with Jiang Cheng. I’ve noticed that you two are pretty close…so I wanted to talk to you about it.”

Gu Fei kept his head down for a while. Cigarette still in his mouth, he asked, “About what?”

“Do you know that Jiang Cheng ran away from home?” Lao-Xu asked.

“Huh?” Gu Fei looked up in surprise.

“Ah, you didn’t know either?” Lao-Xu let out a heavy sigh. “His dad spoke to me about it.”

“Li Baoguo?” Gu Fei said. “He came to the school?”

“No, he called,” Lao-Xu said. “He knew me from before. Li Hui, his eldest son, used to be my student.”

“Oh,” Gu Fei replied. He ran away from home?

“Lao-Li didn’t say why Jiang Cheng ran away, either,” Lao-Xu said quietly. “He just said that there was conflict between them, and that Jiang Cheng was mad at him…”

“You can’t trust what that man says,” said Gu Fei.

“That’s why I came to ask you. If I went to Jiang Cheng directly… With that temper of his, he’d never tell me.” Lao-Xu’s face creased with worry. “He’s such an exceptional kid. If these things aren’t dealt with appropriately, it’ll surely affect his studies.”

“I don’t know, he didn’t mention it to me,” Gu Fei said, but Lao-Xu stared at him with an expression of disbelief. He extinguished the cigarette. “Sorry if you don’t believe me.”

“Okay, fine.” Lao-Xu shook his head and sighed again. “Don’t go asking him about it, either. I’ll talk to Lao-Li again to find out what exactly happened. Midterms are tomorrow—we’ll deal with it after the exams.”

Gu Fei didn’t say anything more. He just stood up and headed back to class.

 

Jiang Cheng had been lethargic all morning. After getting some cold medicine from the infirmary, he returned to class and went right back to sleep on his desk until class ended at noon.

Gu Fei had to nudge him multiple times to wake him up. “Hey, it’s time to go.”

Jiang Cheng opened his eyes. “I’m not going home for lunch. You…go ahead,” he said, his voice nasal.

“You’re not eating?” Gu Fei asked.

“I’ve got no appetite. Don’t feel like eating.” Jiang Cheng closed his eyes again.

“Alrighty then.” Gu Fei didn’t say anything else. He walked out of the classroom, still playing games on his phone.

As soon as he stepped out of the front gates, he spotted the small cluster of people squatting across the street. There was a motorcycle beside them, and on it sat Jiang Bin.

Gu Fei didn’t pay them any attention. He kept walking as he composed a text message to Jiang Cheng.

- Jiang Bin is here, don’t come out.

Before he sent it, he went back and changed the “Jiang Bin” to “Wild Boar Head.” Jiang Cheng already had trouble remembering people’s names, and now that he was all groggy from the cold, odds were he wouldn’t remember who the hell Jiang Bin even was.

Jiang Cheng’s reply came surprisingly fast.

- Are they bothering you

- Nah

Jiang Cheng stopped replying. Gu Fei figured he probably went back to sleep.

When Gu Fei got on his bicycle, Jiang Bin started his motorbike and parked it right in front of him, blocking his way.

Wang Xu and the others were fetching their bikes. When they saw what was going on, they immediately stopped what they were doing and turned to watch them.

“Got a minute?” Jiang Bin asked.

Gu Fei rested one foot on the ground. “You want something?”

“It’s been a while since we played ball together,” Jiang Bin said. “How about a game some time?”

“We’ll see,” said Gu Fei. “We have exams tomorrow.”

“Wow!” Jiang Bin put on an expression of exaggerated amazement. “The infamous Gu Fei has exams?” he scoffed, guffawing.

“We’ll see after the exams,” Gu Fei reiterated himself, ignoring Jiang Bin’s laughter.

“Fine.” Jiang Bin pointed at him. “I’ll give you that. I’ll come find you after your exams.”

Gu Fei made a sound of acknowledgment.

“And bring that Jiang Cheng guy along, too,” said Jiang Bin.

“That I can’t guarantee.”

“Fuck.” Jiang Bin spat on the ground. “I said, bring him with you.”

“Don’t get snippy with me,” Gu Fei said steadily, shooting him a look. “If you want to pick a fight, get your cousin to come with you.”

“Gu Fei.” Jiang Bin revved the engine on his motorcycle. “I’m not my cousin, and I don’t have the kind of rapport with you that he has—”

“Your cousin doesn’t have any kind of rapport with me, either,” Gu Fei interrupted him. “If you want to play basketball, come find me after the exams. If you want Jiang Cheng to come, then call up your cousin.”

With that, Gu Fei stepped on the pedal and squeezed past him.

Wang Xu and the others immediately caught up to him on their bikes. “What’s going on? Are they bothering you?”

“What’s it to you?” Gu Fei said. “If you’re itching for trouble, you can go up to him right now.”

“Fuck you.” Wang Xu was offended. “This whole thing started because of our tournament! It concerns our whole team! This is our team’s—”

“Go home. Find another use for your team spirit.” Pedaling hard, Gu Fei sped off. 

 

When he got back to the store, Gu Miao was riding her skateboard outside. She didn’t so much as spare him a second look as she blew past him like the wind.

Gu Fei noticed his little sister seemed to have grown taller. Her height, which had stagnated for a whole year, was finally starting to change. Her head almost reached his waist now.

Li Yan and Liu Fan were both in the store; Gu Fei guessed that Li Yan had probably gotten bored and dragged Liu Fan along. The two of them were boiling some water to make noodles.

Before he even opened his mouth, he suddenly heard the boom of Li Baoguo’s voice. “Ah, Da-Fei, you’re back from school?”

“Hi, Li-shu.” Gu Fei was a little surprised to see Li Baoguo standing by the shelves. “Here to do some shopping?”

“He’s come to ask you about Jiang Cheng,” Li Yan said from off to the side. “Said he ran away from home.”

Gu Fei hardly knew what to say. Li Baoguo was looking for Jiang Cheng so publicly that even Li Yan knew about it. If Jiang Cheng found out that Li Baoguo was going around making such a fuss, he’d probably never go back.

“Did he go to school today?” Li Baoguo asked, as loud as ever.

“I don’t know,” said Gu Fei. “I wasn’t at school today.”

“Don’t you help him hide from me!” Li Baoguo hissed in obvious displeasure. “I know you delinquents all like to cover for each other!”

“I really didn’t go to school today,” Gu Fei insisted.

“That brat. Growing up in the city certainly gave him a big temper! It’s all from being spoiled by those people! Can’t chide him, can’t even touch him!” Li Baoguo complained loudly. “If he does something wrong, as his father, aren’t I allowed to teach him a lesson?! A few words and he just ran off! Says he won’t call me his father anymore! Says I’m not his father at all! Where would he have come from if it weren’t for me?!”

“When did he run away?” Gu Fei asked.

“Saturday. Probably ran off right after he had it out with me!” Li Baoguo was fuming. “I came back after my mahjong game, and he already took all his stuff and left. The balls on that kid! If it weren’t for your Mr. Xu stopping me from going into your school, I’m telling you, his legs would be broken right now!”

Gu Fei didn’t say anything in reply.

Li Baoguo threw a full-blown tantrum in the middle of the store, full of cursing and yelling, before he finally stomped out, still rambling as he went.

“Fuck.” Liu Fan sat down by the table. “That man is unbelievable. If it were my dad going around cursing me out like that, I’d never go back home.”

“Isn’t that what Li Hui is doing now? Not going home.” Gu Fei sat down as well. “Oh yeah—after my exams, let’s go play some ball.”

“Basketball? At your school?” Li Yan asked. “You guys are pulling for external reinforcements too?”

“Nope,” said Gu Fei. “It’s an invite from Jiang Bin.”

Liu Fan leaned back against the chair and cackled. It was a long time before he was finally able to stop. “That dickwad. How shameless can a guy be?”

“Sure, why not?” Li Yan seemed nonchalant. “It’s not every day they get beaten on the court. Let’s lose this time and patch up their pride a little.”

“He specifically requested for Jiang Cheng to go, too,” said Gu Fei.

Li Yan froze for a moment. “That sounds like more than just basketball, then.”

“Yeah.” Gu Fei nodded.

“Are you planning to take this on for him?” Li Yan asked.

“What do you mean, ‘take this on for him’?” Gu Fei said. “Jiang Bin’s putting it on my tab, too.”

“Let’s all go together then.” Liu Fan stretched lazily. “It’s been a while since I got some exercise…”

 

After lunch, Gu Fei arrived at school before afternoon classes started. Still wearing a mask, Jiang Cheng hunched over their desk, messing with his phone. He looked half dead.

When Gu Fei sat down, Jiang Cheng finally lifted his gaze in surprise. “I thought you weren’t coming back.”

“There’s nowhere else to go, anyway,” Gu Fei said, and looked him over again. “Should you go get some medicine or something for your cold?”

“No need,” said Jiang Cheng. “It’s not that serious. I’m just drowsy. I didn’t sleep very well last night.”

“Ah.” Gu Fei didn’t know what else to say. He wanted to tell Jiang Cheng that Li Baoguo came looking for him, but he figured it was the wrong time to mention it, and instead just prolonged the already extended silence.

The afternoon’s self-study period had been canceled and replaced. Teachers of various subjects vied for the spot, using it as their final battleground to highlight key concepts for the upcoming exams. Gu Fei already found regular lectures tedious, and this endless highlighting of key concepts was unbearable. He put his headphones in and listened to music as he started aimlessly browsing on his phone.

There was already a post in the forum regarding the debacle of the name switcheroo from this morning. It had been bumped to the top as the hottest trending topic; it had even been starred.

‹Real Talk: did my OTP get a stamp of approval from their IRLs?›

Gu Fei tapped into it and skimmed through. The flurry of excited memes, spams of their heart poses, keyboard smashing, and explosions of exclamation marks made him laugh. He couldn’t tell who everyone was, but he could guess that some of them were members of the school reporters’ club. There’d been quite a few of them running around with cameras during the match.

He even found an account that looked suspiciously like Wang Xu’s—CaptainXu in English—probably a newly registered side account. Looking at the username, he could tell Wang Xu must have combed through a Chinese-to-English dictionary quite diligently in order to find the right word.

Five seconds before the last bell, their math teacher barged into the classroom. “I have a worksheet for you…”

A wave of drawn-out complaints resounded through the room. Most people ignored what the teacher had to say and streamed out in a hurry.

“You coming?” Gu Fei asked Jiang Cheng.

“Mmph.” Jiang Cheng stood up and walked to the front of the room to pick up the worksheet from the math teacher.

“What a model student.” Gu Fei went to pick one up as well.

“And what are you doing with that?” the math teacher asked him.

“You’re giving it out, aren’t you?” Gu Fei folded the paper up and stuck it in the pocket of his pants.

When Jiang Cheng reached the bottom of the stairs, he headed to the sink to wash his face, then put on a new mask. “Do you…have time right now?”

“Why?” Gu Fei asked.

“That bike store you mentioned,” Jiang Cheng said. “Can you take me there? I can’t be bothered to walk anymore. I’ve been dying from congestion all day.”

“Sure.” Gu Fei nodded.

 

Jiang Bin wasn’t waiting for them at the school gates, and neither was Monkey, but Gu Fei knew that Monkey was going to stick his nose into this. Despite his less-than-chummy relationship with his cousin, when all was said and done, this part of town was still his territory. He was different from the likes of Wang Xu, who struggled just to keep his status as class-tyrant-wannabe. Monkey had a reputation to protect. 

Besides, Monkey had tolerated Gu Fei for a long time. Every time he claimed to do Gu Fei a favor, how much was he seething inside? Even if it hadn’t been for Jiang Bin, this was a ticking time bomb. It was bound to blow up eventually.

But Gu Fei refused to drag Jiang Cheng into it. Jiang Cheng wasn’t like anyone else here. Just from today’s off-script incident alone, it was clear he wasn’t someone who should be stuck in this place, much less be plagued with trouble while he was living here. 

“Hey, I forgot to ask you,” Jiang Cheng said from the back seat of Gu Fei’s bike. “Are the bikes there expensive? I don’t think I can afford anything over five hundred yuan.”

“Mr. City Slicker,” Gu Fei said, turning his head slightly, “the most expensive bike they have is probably no more than three hundred and fifty.”

“…Oh,” was Jiang Cheng’s reply. A moment later, he tutted and said, “Won’t it be extremely ugly, then?”

Gu Fei squeezed the brake. With one hand on the handle, he twisted his whole upper body around to glare at Jiang Cheng.

“I’m…just saying,” Jiang Cheng said.

Jiang Cheng wasn’t actually too picky about what his bike looked like. He didn’t buy the most expensive ¥400 model in the store, but ended up choosing one that was priced at ¥250. Complaining to the shopkeeper that “250” was slang for “idiot,” he even haggled the price down another ¥30.

It seemed that Jiang Cheng really wasn’t planning to go back to Li Baoguo’s place. His frugality was a noticeable change from before.

“How is it?” Gu Fei watched as Jiang Cheng rode the bike back and forth on the sidewalk.

“Not bad.” Jiang Cheng nodded. “It’s just really ugly.”

“Hurry up and pay so we can go,” Gu Fei said in resignation.

After Jiang Cheng paid for the bike, the two of them pedaled back leisurely. 

Right before they reached their neighborhood, Jiang Cheng turned to Gu Fei, as if he had just made up his mind to say something.

“I’m not living at Li Baoguo’s anymore.”

“Why not?” Gu Fei asked.

“I’m not sure how to explain.” Jiang Cheng sighed. “I’ll drop by your store in a bit to buy some stuff.”

“Daily necessities?” Gu Fei watched him. “Where are you staying now?”

“It’s not too far,” Jiang Cheng said. “I heard about this place from the owner of that inn I stayed at last time. It’s on a side street just a little further down from your place…”

“The old towel factory dorms?” Gu Fei asked.

“Dunno. The building isn’t much better than the one Li Baoguo lives in, that’s for sure. There’s one bedroom, and the rent is pretty cheap.”

“What do you plan to do from now on?” Gu Fei asked.

“I haven’t thought about it.” Jiang Cheng turned and sneezed, then said between sniffles, “I’m not going back there in any case. I’m nobody’s son. From now on, I’m a fucking orphan.”

Gu Fei had nothing to say to that.

The two of them rode in silence for a while. Then, Gu Fei said, “I’ll treat you to dinner later, orphan boy.”

Jiang Cheng managed a little smile. “Sure.”

“Let’s go eat somewhere near the towel factory dorms,” Gu Fei said. “And on the way there, I’ll show you where you can go buy the stuff you need.”

Jiang Cheng nodded. “All right.”

When Gu Fei turned to look at him, Jiang Cheng tugged on his mask and hastily turned his face away.


Chapter 46

 

GU FEI RODE on ahead of Jiang Cheng, keeping a steady distance. Sometimes, Gu Fei’s strong emotional intelligence—his well-honed judgment and reluctance to meddle in other people’s business—really irked Jiang Cheng. He pulled his mask up even further so that the edge of it could conveniently catch the tears sliding down his cheeks.

The distance to Gu Fei’s store wasn’t that bad—under twenty minutes by bike. That was enough. He followed behind Gu Fei and let his tears flow freely.

He didn’t really know why he was crying.

He didn’t have any impulsive urge to cry, and there wasn’t any specific trigger, either. Never again having a home, or parents—that was a mindset he’d been contending with for a while now. From the day they’d told him he was adopted, he’d already known that he would never have a home again. After he came here, the feeling only grew clearer. So why would he suddenly shed tears after declaring himself an orphan?

I guess people really do get more sensitive when they’re sick.

His tears had stopped by the time they reached the familiar street; the ones he’d already shed had mostly been dried by the wind. His eyes still felt a little swollen, but that was all.

They parked their bikes outside of Gu Fei’s store. Gu Fei turned back and glanced at him. “Whoa,” he exclaimed quietly, startled.

“What?” Jiang Cheng leaned his bike against the wall.

“I…” Gu Fei hesitated. “I didn’t expect you to cry so hard.”

It made Jiang Cheng want to laugh. Even someone like Gu Fei—the master of neutralizing awkwardness—could no longer keep up the pretense. Jiang Cheng rubbed his eyes. “Are they red?”

“Pretty red, yeah,” Gu Fei said. “Why don’t you wait here, and I’ll bring out whatever you need? Li Yan is inside.”

“It’s fine.” Jiang Cheng rummaged around in his backpack and pulled out an eyeglass case. He took out a pair of shades and put them on. “I came prepared.”

“You look…” Gu Fei stared.

“Really handsome, right?” Jiang Cheng checked out his own reflection in the window of the clinic next door. “Every time I pass by a display window, I trip over how good I look.”

“Yes.” Gu Fei nodded. “You certainly are…handsome.”

When the two of them walked into the store, Li Yan was attempting to inch forward between the aisles on Gu Miao’s skateboard. Gu Miao stood in front of the cash register with her arms folded, looking on coldly.

When she saw them enter, Gu Miao ran to Jiang Cheng’s side and looked up with fascination at the sunglasses on his face.

“You’ve gotten pretty bored, huh?” Gu Fei said.

“Just exercising.” Li Yan glanced at Jiang Cheng. “Whoa, I thought you were someone coming to collect protection money.”

“Pay up, then,” said Jiang Cheng.

Li Yan pointed at the counter. “It’s all in the cash drawer.”

“When are you going home?” Gu Fei asked Li Yan.
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“Don’t you worry about me.” Li Yan continued to struggle on the skateboard. “I’m having dinner with Liu Fan later—do you two wanna come?”

“Count me out,” Jiang Cheng said.

“I’m not going.” Gu Fei yanked Li Yan off the skateboard. “We have midterms tomorrow.”

“And what do midterms have to do with you?” Li Yan asked. “Sure, the good student has to study, but a king of blank test papers like you…”

“I’ve never turned in a blank test,” Gu Fei corrected him.

“Ah yes, you always fill in all the blanks.” Li Yan nodded.

“That’s right.” Gu Fei nodded as well.

“Fine. If you don’t wanna come, don’t.” Li Yan grabbed his jacket. “I’m leaving, then.”

Jiang Cheng took a couple of laps around the shelves and picked up some daily necessities and food. Gu Miao stayed by his side the whole time, staring curiously at his sunglasses.

Eventually he had to take the sunglasses off; some time had passed, so his eyes probably weren’t so red anymore. He put the shades on Gu Miao’s face.

Gu Miao nudged the sunglasses up her nose, expressionless as always.

“Very cool.” Jiang Cheng gave her a thumbs-up. “You’ll definitely be way cooler than your brother when you grow up. Very good-looking, too.”

Gu Miao didn’t reply. She just turned and ran out with her skateboard.

“Hey!” Gu Fei yelled after her. “Take the sunglasses off! You’re going to drop and break them!”

Gu Miao ignored him as she rolled away on her skateboard with the sunglasses still on.

“It’s okay,” said Jiang Cheng. “If they break, they break. I’ve had them for a while.”

“If you’re willing to stoop to two hundred yuan for a bike,” Gu Fei said, leaning against the counter and looking at him, “how will you afford to replace those if they break?”

“If they break, shouldn’t you pay for it?” Jiang Cheng smiled.

“Oh, right.” Gu Fei considered it. “Yes.”

Jiang Cheng placed his items on the counter. “Cash me out.”

“I…” Gu Fei hesitated.

“No,” Jiang Cheng said simply.

Gu Fei quirked a smile, then walked behind the counter and started to scan the items. He put them all in a bag. “The total comes to a hundred and twenty-three and twenty cents. Let’s make it an even one-twenty…”

“Okay.” Jiang Cheng handed him the money.

Since there was no one left to watch the store, Gu Fei told Gu Miao to head home by herself and then locked up.

Jiang Cheng felt a little guilty. “I’m disrupting the business, aren’t I?” 

“We don’t get much business around dinnertime, anyway, just a couple of people who come over when they realize they’re out of salt or oil in the middle of cooking.” Gu Fei got on his bike and set out. Jiang Cheng followed behind on his new bike.

“I’ll bring you the sunglasses tomorrow,” Gu Fei said.

“That’s all right. Gu Miao seems to like them a lot,” said Jiang Cheng. “She can keep them to play with. Just don’t let her wear them all the time—she’s young, it’s bad for her eyes.”

Gu Fei smiled.

Jiang Cheng wasn’t familiar with this neighborhood. After the landlord had told him the address the other day, it took a long time to find his way. Returning here today, he stared at block after block of similarly run-down buildings, and couldn’t remember where his own apartment was.

“Okay, but,” he muttered, feeling more than a little distressed, “I’m meant to turn down this one intersection, then there are a few buildings that look about the same…”

“Which intersection?” Gu Fei asked him.

“I…” Jiang Cheng paused at length, then finally pulled out his phone. “Let me ask the landlord again.”

Even the landlord had to laugh at his plight before repeating the address to him. “Young man, mind that you don’t come home in the middle of the night. I usually have my phone turned off. If you get lost again, you’ll have to stay out all night!”

Gu Fei knew the address well. He stepped on the pedal and continued forward. “This way.”

Jiang Cheng was a little disoriented. “How come I don’t remember it being so far?” 

“You can’t even remember people’s names,” said Gu Fei.

“It’s not that I can’t remember.” Jiang Cheng sighed. “I just can’t be bothered to remember. My brain isn’t a dumpster—I need it to remember useful things.”

Gu Fei nodded. “You’re right. Remembering directions isn’t useful at all.” 

“Shut up,” said Jiang Cheng.

When they arrived at his apartment building, he studied his surroundings very diligently. “All right, I’ve committed it to my memory.”

“Let’s go upstairs to put your stuff down, then we’ll head to dinner,” said Gu Fei.

“Mm-hmm.” Jiang Cheng led him up the stairs. The landlord owned an apartment on the second floor of the building. It was pretty decrepit, but the inside was okay. It was fully furnished, and although everything was old, it was clean. At least it wasn’t infested with mice and roaches like Li Baoguo’s place.

Gu Fei stood in the living room and glanced around. “It doesn’t look too bad.”

“Uh-huh.” Jiang Cheng set the things down on the table. “I’ll get the wi-fi sorted out in the next few days, then everything should be all set… Oh, right—do you know anywhere that sells bedding?”

“Bedding?” Gu Fei drew a blank.

As soon as Jiang Cheng spoke the words out loud, his mind inexplicably went in the wrong direction. Judging by Gu Fei’s reaction, he was thinking the same thing.

The two of them exchanged a glance—then Gu Fei started laughing. “Right, bedding… Yeah, I do.”

Jiang Cheng didn’t speak, but suddenly found he couldn’t contain his laughter any longer either. He stood by the window and laughed hysterically until his cheeks hurt.

“Ah, fuck.” Gu Fei rubbed his face.

“Then can we go after dinner?” said Jiang Cheng. “I can’t wait for an online shipment to show up.”

“Better go before dinner, then.” Gu Fei pulled out his phone to check the time. “There’s a textile market that sells ready-made sheets and things. Comforters and pillows, too. But they close at seven or eight.”

Jiang Cheng nodded. “Sounds good.”

“Then…” Gu Fei pointed at the door. “Shall we go?”

Jiang Cheng didn’t answer; instead, he stood there for a while before walking up to Gu Fei. He wrapped his arms around Gu Fei’s shoulders and pulled him into a tight embrace.

Gu Fei froze for a moment, then patted him gently on his back. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.” Jiang Cheng was still holding on tight. “Do you ever have times when you feel so unmoored, like there’s nothing under your feet, and you don’t have anything to hold onto?”

Gu Fei was quiet for a moment. “Yes,” he said at last.

“I figured you would have,” Jiang Cheng said. “Stepping into thin air, about to take flight. I look up and I’m lost… I look down to see your face, and you tell me this world is an empty place…”

Jiang Cheng sang the last line in a low voice.

Gu Fei was shocked—not just at Jiang Cheng’s ability to recall the melody and lyrics to the song after hearing it just once, but at his singing voice, too. It was low and husky, with a sultry quality to it. It sounded amazing.

He could empathize with the emptiness that Jiang Cheng felt at the moment. Even though Gu Fei hadn’t experienced exactly what Jiang Cheng was going through, he still understood the kind of panic that came from not being able to touch solid ground.

The two of them stood there quietly for a long time. He could hear Jiang Cheng’s choked sobs next to his ear, quiet and almost imperceptible.

“Cheng-ge,” Gu Fei said softly as he gently patted Jiang Cheng’s lower back. “Honestly, I’m not very good at comforting people either. Er-Miao is the only person I’ve ever comforted… All I have to say is, if you feel like crying, it’s better if you cry out loud.”

Jiang Cheng was quiet for a moment. Then, after two coughs, he broke out into loud sobs. It was a reluctant sort of weeping, tinged with anger, defeat, and frustration. It sounded like he was giving it his all, from the initial halting cries to the final shoulder-gripping, shirt-yanking wails.

“Screw you,” Jiang Cheng said in a stuffy voice.

“Mm,” Gu Fei answered, still patting him gently. Then he turned his head and planted a kiss on the tip of Jiang Cheng’s ear. It was a gesture that surprised even himself—he couldn’t justify it. But Jiang Cheng didn’t give him any time to ponder. He turned and kissed Gu Fei directly on the lips. The tip of his tongue barged in as if looking for a fight. Gu Fei could faintly taste the salt of his tears.

Gu Fei was caught off guard by this wild attack, and he stumbled back a step. Jiang Cheng took advantage of the momentum to shove Gu Fei until he hit the wall behind him. Then, Jiang Cheng leaned in and pressed his lips to Gu Fei’s again.

This kiss was just as uninhibited as the drunken one they’d shared the other day, except he was much more sober now. This wasn’t a kiss born of knockoff alcohol, so the sweeps of Jiang Cheng’s tongue were deliberate, practically claiming Gu Fei’s mouth: I want to be here! I want to be there! I want this place! And I want that too! I’m drawing a circle around here! Here, here, and there—it’s all mine!

Gu Fei wasn’t actually planning on doing anything, but after this frantic besieging from Jiang Cheng’s tongue, he was suddenly reminded of Captain Wang Jiuri’s self-reflection:

On this warm spring day when the birds are singing, the bees are buzzing, and spring has returned to this glorious world…

He grabbed Jiang Cheng’s arm and threw him onto the sofa next to them.

Jiang Cheng crashed hard into the couch. Gu Fei straddled him and lifted up Jiang Cheng’s shirt, firmly rubbing the sides of his body. Jiang Cheng’s breathing faltered for a moment. Then he reached down and grabbed Gu Fei over his pants.

“Fuck,” Gu Fei growled. “You might as well grab a little harder. Just fucking break my dick, why don’t you?”

Jiang Cheng smiled a little, then slid his hand past Gu Fei’s waistband.

 

By the time everything returned to quiet in the room, Gu Fei could hear the laughter and shouts of kids outside who had finished dinner and were running out to play.

Jiang Cheng lay on the sofa with one foot on the ground. “How much longer before you crowd me off the couch?”

“I’m not entirely on the couch myself.” Half of Gu Fei’s body was still pressed on top of Jiang Cheng, with one of his feet braced against the coffee table. “I’ll fall the second I lift my leg.”

Jiang Cheng glanced at his leg and burst out laughing.

Gu Fei didn’t laugh along with him. As he got up, he reached out and touched the corner of Jiang Cheng’s eye.

Jiang Cheng flicked his hand away. “I’m fine.”

“If you want to buy bedding…supplies, we’ll have to hurry.” Gu Fei kicked away the crumpled tissues on the floor and readjusted his pants. “Any later and only a few stores that face the street will still be open. You won’t have much to choose from.”

“Got it.” Jiang Cheng got up as well and went to wash up in the bathroom. When he came back out, he said worriedly, “You should go and wash your face…”

“What?” Gu Fei asked as he walked toward the bathroom. “Worried you rubbed your snot all over me?”

“I just don’t want you to catch…” Jiang Cheng had a sudden revelation midway through the sentence. “No fucking way!”

“…You didn’t.” Gu Fei went to the bathroom.

Jiang Cheng stood outside and sniffled. His nose was pretty clear now, so he probably didn’t get any snot on Gu Fei’s face. Come to think of it, it was surprising that he was so concerned about something as trifling as snot considering what they just did. He was completely sober, too.

Once he’d confirmed that there was, in fact, no snot, his sense of embarrassment finally came to the surface, hanging in the air around him and clouding his head.

By the time Gu Fei walked out of the bathroom, water droplets still clinging to his face, Jiang Cheng found himself almost unable to meet his eyes, his gaze shifting around as if he’d somehow drugged Gu Fei into this.

“Let’s go.” Gu Fei wiped his face with his hand. Then, as if the awkwardness had spread to him, he grabbed some tissues to dry his face and made a beeline for the door.

“Okay.” Jiang Cheng glanced at the tissues on the floor, thinking to tidy up, but he hesitated a moment—he was embarrassed again. He decided to ignore them for now and followed Gu Fei out the door.

As Gu Fei helped him unlock new areas of the map, Jiang Cheng found that Li Baoguo’s dump of a neighborhood wasn’t the only crappy place in this city. The entire town was in shambles, although the lighting in this area was a marked improvement.

A brightly-lit, older part of town like this felt like it might have a rich, storied past. Certainly, there were plenty of stories, even in Li Baoguo’s family alone. And Gu Fei… He turned to look at Gu Fei.

“It’s just up ahead,” Gu Fei said. “There’s a meat and produce market on the right side with pretty cheap prices. If you want to cook for yourself, you can get groceries there.”

“Mm.”

“Behind the textile market up ahead, there’s also a market where they sell ugly but cheap clothes.” Gu Fei glanced back at him. “If you want to save money, you can go there.”

“…Okay.” Jiang Cheng laughed a little.

“And then there are some food places. After we buy your sheets and stuff, I’ll take you there.”

Jiang Cheng nodded. “All right.” 

Most of the businesses inside the textile market had already closed, but fortunately all the ones facing the street were still open. Jiang Cheng had no idea how to shop for these things; he could only go by the colors.

“Let’s go with this set.” He put his hand on a four-piece set with wide stripes.

“Those tend to pill,” Gu Fei said.

“Oh.” Jiang Cheng pulled his hand back, then touched another set. “This one…”

“There’s no difference between these two, can’t you tell?” 

“Shit.” Jiang Cheng stuck his hand in his pocket. “Why don’t you pick them out for me, good sir?”

Gu Fei grinned and rummaged around the products, then pulled out a set. “This one…”

“Too ugly,” Jiang Cheng said immediately. “Ugly and cheap.”

“All right, get the ones that pill.” Gu Fei started to laugh. “Expensive and beautiful.”

In the end, Jiang Cheng bought a set of each material. He couldn’t be bothered to look around at the other stores, so he got his pillows and comforters at the same place.

“You’re only getting one pillow?” the storekeeper asked.

“Yeah. I’m the only one sleeping on it,” Jiang Cheng said.

“You can buy another to keep in the rotation. When you put one out to air in the sun, you can sleep on the other one,” she said. “It’s closing time, so I’ll give it to you cheaper. Not to mention, even if you’re living alone, it doesn’t mean you always will be.”

“I’m…in high school.” Jiang Cheng’s goal was still to save some money. “By the time there’s someone else, the pillow will probably be decomposed.”

“This is a very high-quality pillow!” the storekeeper exclaimed, holding the pillow up to Jiang Cheng’s face and giving it a couple of slaps. “Check out this springiness! And there’s lots of people who move in together, even in high school! I’ve seen quite a few myself—pairs of them coming here to buy bedding from me.”

“I just want one.” Jiang Cheng didn’t know what else to say. Normally, he would turn to Gu Fei for help, but he was too embarrassed to even look in Gu Fei’s direction right now.

“His mom checks in on him all the time, so he usually goes to the motel for that. It’s really not necessary for him to have two pillows in his room,” Gu Fei chimed in from behind him.

“The fuck?” Jiang Cheng swung his head around.

“Ohhhh—is that so?” The storekeeper’s face all but said no wonder. “Then I guess one is enough.”

After walking out with the two bundles, they spent a long time just tying everything to the backs of the bikes. They even went back to ask the storekeeper for ropes to tie things down.

“We’re going to dinner like this?” Jiang Cheng stared at the things he bought. “And carrying it into the restaurant?”

“We’ll just eat something simple.” Gu Fei got on his bike. “No need to unload the bikes.”

“…All right, then.” Jiang Cheng got on his bike, too. “What are we eating?”

“Deep-fried rice cakes,” said Gu Fei. “Fucking delicious.”

“You’re taking an orphan for just rice cakes?” Jiang Cheng laughed.

“It’s just as good as Wang Er’s Meat Pies,” Gu Fei said sincerely. “I swear.”

Now that they’d bought his bedding and arrived at the deep-fried rice cake restaurant, the awkwardness Jiang Cheng had been feeling since their encounter in the apartment finally dissipated. And as he sat down at the table in the restaurant with Gu Fei, the suffocating gloom that had pressed upon him over the last couple days completely vanished.

“We can see the bikes from here,” Gu Fei said, after he sat down.

“Yeah.” Jiang Cheng checked out the restaurant, which was exceedingly small. It was barely big enough to fit five tiny tables inside. They were all low to the ground, too, so customers were more or less squatting as they ate.

There was one other occupied table besides theirs: a group of girls, chatting up a storm. With only Jiang Cheng and Gu Fei sitting across from each other in silence, their table appeared much quieter.

“I forgot to ask,” Jiang Cheng said, looking at Gu Fei. “Did Wild Boar Head bother you today?”

“Nah.” Gu Fei poured a cup of tea and set it down in front of him. “He was just making noise.”

Jiang Cheng took a sip of tea. “Who do you think you’re fooling?”

Gu Fei started to laugh. “I’m serious. Who dares to fool the genius overachiever? So smart he even goes off script on his self-reflection speech.”

Jiang Cheng just stared at him.

Gu Fei took a sip of tea, but he was still staring, so Gu Fei extended the teacup forward and clinked it against Jiang Cheng’s, then took another sip. Still, Jiang Cheng stared.

“Ayy…” Gu Fei sighed. “It’s not a big deal. We’ll see what happens after midterms.”

“He wants a fight with you, doesn’t he?” Jiang Cheng asked. 

“A basketball match, actually.” Gu Fei quirked a smile.

“What’s the difference between a ball game and a fight for someone like him?” Jiang Cheng remarked, drinking his tea. After some pondering, he was still kind of amazed. “I mean, where does he find the face to show up again? He played so dirty… You could fold his face into a paper airplane!”

“Don’t worry about it,” Gu Fei told him. “Nothing’s happening yet. Just focus on your midterms.”

“Don’t tell me you’re worried about it affecting my grades?” 

“A little.”

“Don’t worry,” said Jiang Cheng. “In a crappy little school like Fourth High, I can have amnesia and a fever and still rank first in exams. Do you want to copy off me? Zhou Jing said you guys don’t scramble seating during tests, right?”

“Nah, I don’t care about my grades, even if I get a zero.” Gu Fei couldn’t stop laughing. “Cheng-ge,” he said at last, “you’re really…”

“Hmm?” Jiang Cheng caught a whiff of the aroma of fried rice cakes, and turned to look toward the kitchen.

“The most exceptional person I’ve ever met in my life.”

Jiang Cheng paused, then looked back quietly at him.

“I’m serious,” said Gu Fei.

“You are the most un-delinquent-like delinquent I’ve ever met in my life,” Jiang Cheng said. “You’re a toasty-warm delinquent, and…a good-looking one, too.”

“Do you need me to return the compliment?” 

“That’s okay,” said Jiang Cheng. “I’m well aware of my handsomeness.”


Chapter 47

 

THE FRIED RICE CAKES really were delicious. If finding delicious food that would otherwise go unnoticed had been a school subject, Gu Fei would get full marks.

Jiang Cheng had cried, he’d had his shameless flagrant fun (though this didn’t bear thinking too deeply about), he’d filled his belly, and he’d bought everything he needed. When they walked out of the little rice cake shop, Jiang Cheng let out a loud burp. He was in a much better mood.

“Let’s head back.” Gu Fei glanced at the time on his phone. “Are you going to study after this?”

“No, but I do need to sleep,” said Jiang Cheng. “I don’t really study in the two days leading up to tests, I mostly sleep. Regardless of whether it’s a midterm or a small quiz.”

“Oh,” Gu Fei said. “Same here. Whether it’s big tests or small tests, I mainly sleep in the year leading up to it.”

They burst into another round of helpless hysterics. Jiang Cheng almost laughed the snot out of his sinuses, so he hurriedly grabbed a tissue and pressed it against his nose. “Ah, fuck.”

“Try to go to sleep early when you get back,” Gu Fei said. “With that cold of yours… Watch that you don’t get sleepy in the middle of the exam tomorrow.”

“I won’t.” Jiang Cheng waved his hand. “I can do it with my eyes closed.”

“Don’t,” said Gu Fei. “Your handwriting is illegible even with your eyes open, so if you close them…”

“Shut the fuck up,” Jiang Cheng said, and started giggling again.

The two of them pedaled their bikes back to his apartment at a leisurely pace. Gu Fei didn’t go up this time; he just helped take the things off their bikes and handed them to him. “You can call me if you get lost again. I’ll tell you how to get back here.”

“…I know how to get back here now,” said Jiang Cheng.

“Good night,” Gu Fei said with a smile.

“Good night.” Jiang Cheng walked the bike inside the stairwell and locked it to the railing, then carried all his purchases upstairs.

Even though the apartment was just as empty as Li Baoguo’s place often was when he walked in, it felt completely different. He no longer had to trouble himself with Li Baoguo’s messes. He no longer had to pay Li Baoguo’s debts time after time, and he didn’t have to listen to his hacking coughs and roaring tirades. Not to mention he didn’t have to worry about anyone suddenly opening his door anymore.

Jiang Cheng heated up the water tank until it was practically scorching hot, then rinsed himself from top to bottom. There was a hot water shower here, unlike in Li Baoguo’s home, where he had to carry buckets of boiled water every day… He’d never even seen Li Baoguo shower before. Maybe he used the bathhouse.

Scalding hot water flowed over his face and neck and cascaded down his entire body. He closed his eyes and braced against the wall, slowly relaxing his muscles… 

But only a short while later, he shut off the tap, quickly dried himself off, and walked out of the bathroom. Even though it wasn’t at all strange under these circumstances to think of Gu Fei and what they’d done together, he still felt a little uneasy.

He often fantasized—about certain celebrities, certain suggestive images he’d seen, or certain scenes from certain pornos… But it was the first time that a specific subject of his fantasies had been so close at hand. No matter what way he looked at it, he still felt a little guilty.

After he returned to his bedroom and shut the door, he set up the new bedding and pillow he’d just bought. Since they were all new, he briefly considered washing them, but after a long hesitation standing beside the bed, he ultimately gave up on the venture. He would simply have to make do for now.

Jiang Cheng got into bed, and after turning off the lights, he stared into the darkness for a long time. He didn’t feel even an ounce of drowsiness.

It wasn’t Gu Fei keeping him awake this time, but the exams tomorrow.

He’d spent the first half of this semester practically in a daze. Even though there was nothing taught in class that he didn’t understand, and no homework that he couldn’t complete, he was starting to get a little worried.

At his previous school, every time he relaxed, it would directly impact his grades. And now, in an environment like Fourth High, it was practically impossible to find a peer who listened intently in class. These midterms might be less difficult than ones he’d taken before, but he was still a bit concerned about his potential grades.

He didn’t usually touch his books before a test, but this time he sat up, pulled out a notebook from his backpack, and flipped it open.

The exam schedule at Fourth High was different from what he was used to. There would be two subjects in the morning: Chinese and Politics. He sighed. Scheduling the tests so close together like this wasn’t at all Fourth High’s usual unhurried style, like the way they even pushed back the final game of the basketball tournament until after the exams…

He didn’t know when he’d fallen asleep. When he woke up in the morning, his notebook was on the floor, and he himself was bundled up nicely inside the duvet.

Jiang Cheng glanced at the time. His alarm hadn’t gone off yet, but it was about time to get up anyway. It turned out his biological clock was reliable when he needed it.

The breakfast options near his apartment weren’t much different from the ones by Li Baoguo’s place. He ate a bowl of tofu pudding and two fried pancakes at a roadside stand, then headed to school on his bike.

When he got to the end of the block, he paused, wondering if he was still meant to call up Gu Fei so they could go to school together. After a few seconds, he got out his phone to call him. Just as he pulled up Gu Fei’s name in the contact list, though, he heard someone whistle nearby. He turned and was surprised to find that Gu Fei was right there, sitting on his bike with one foot resting on the ground.

“Morning, overachiever.” Gu Fei waved at him.

“What the shit?” Jiang Cheng checked the time, in shock. “When did you get here?”

“Only five minutes ago,” said Gu Fei. “I’m never late for tests.”

Jiang Cheng laughed. “What a miracle.” He was suddenly in a very good mood. For some reason, when he saw Gu Fei’s smile, it felt very…intimate. Perhaps it was because they’d done certain things together. Even if neither of them would bring it up, they were nevertheless deskmates who had shared a not-so-innocent experience…

“Have you eaten yet?” Gu Fei asked.

“Yeah, just something random,” said Jiang Cheng. “If you told me you were coming, I would’ve waited for you so we could eat together.”

“It’s okay,” said Gu Fei, smiling. “I’ve eaten, too. I just thought if you hadn’t, then I’d wait for you.”

Everything was calm as could be on their way to school. They didn’t run into the pair of zoo animals, probably because they’d already arranged the fight—no, the ball game—and wanted to maintain a semblance of civility.

When he entered the classroom, Jiang Cheng discovered that as idle as these people normally were, they were still able to exhibit some stress when faced with midterms.

All the desks had already been pulled apart—not by much, but enough so each student had their own desk.

As soon as Jiang Cheng sat down, Zhou Jing turned. “Jiang Cheng, Jiang Cheng—”

Jiang Cheng pointed a finger at him. “If you want to look at my answers, just do it. If you call my name like that during the test, I’ll report you for cheating immediately.” 

“Hey! Fine, fine, fine…” Zhou Jing blinked, thinking for a second; then his smile bloomed like a spring garden. “Now that’s a friend.”

“Jiang Cheng,” someone called out to him from the left.

Jiang Cheng turned—to his surprise, Wang Xu was sitting at the desk to the left of him. “That’s where you’re sitting?”

“This is where I sit during tests,” Wang Xu answered seriously. “Don’t block the answer sheet with your arm, yeah?”

“Uh-huh,” said Jiang Cheng.

“And don’t flip it over once you’re done, got it?” Wang Xu added.

“Got it.”

“Don’t you worry about Da-Fei, he never cheats during tests. Just focus on me.” Wang Xu still had a solemn expression on his face. “I’ll have to pass it on, too.”

“…I see.” Jiang Cheng nodded, then turned to look in Gu Fei’s direction. Gu Fei was playing on his phone, but he smiled when he met Jiang Cheng’s gaze.

The exam proctor was a teacher from third year, a very dignified, bespectacled middle-aged woman. After she entered the classroom and set the test papers down, she glared at the students from left to right, then from right to left, and then from the back of the room to the front before she finally cleared her throat and recited the rules to them.

Never before had Jiang Cheng heard such silence from his classmates. It was utterly unfamiliar.

Once he got the test paper, Jiang Cheng skimmed through the pages and found that the difficulty level of Fourth High tests was certainly consistent with Fourth High’s general style. The test was fairly easy—to him, at least.

He flipped to the essay question at the end and read through it.

Ji Xianlin once said, “Everyone strives for a perfect life. However, since the beginning of time, whether within our country or outside our borders, an absolutely perfect life has never existed. That’s why I say imperfection is what life is about.”9

Write a composition based on your understanding of this prompt and relate it to the real world. Determine your own premise, form, and title.

Jiang Cheng sighed quietly. This essay question was ridiculously easy, especially to him at this moment in his life. Never mind eight hundred characters, he could write eight thousand. His mind now at ease, he flipped the test back to the first page and started to work through the questions. 

It was still silent all around him. In a room typically filled with the low buzz of chatter during class, all he heard were the sounds of pen scratching against paper. The dissonance was peculiar.

He glanced toward Gu Fei, who hadn’t begun to write yet. Instead, he was staring at the Reading Modern Texts page, seemingly enthralled by its contents.

Jiang Cheng didn’t plan to check to see how Wang Xu was doing to his left, because even without turning his head, he could sense the intense heat of Wang Xu’s eager gaze in his peripheral vision.

The two proctors were rather strict. They were stationed at the front and back of the class, and constantly switched positions with each other. Judging by how often Zhou Jing twisted and fidgeted, Jiang Cheng guessed he was under major stress.

In comparison, Pan Zhi had always been very composed when he cheated. He would calmly scribble in some bullshit answers, then correct them all in one go once Jiang Cheng was finished…

Meanwhile, Gu Fei finished reading the short Modern Texts piece. Unfortunately, it wasn’t a fictional story, but an article about the spirit of Rationalism in architecture… It wasn’t much fun to read.

Gu Fei flipped the test to the front, planning to make some educated guesses for a few familiar questions first and then draw random answers from his slips of paper for the rest. After that, he would fill in the remaining blank spaces at random, then piece together some writing at the end.

The essay question had no format restrictions, and the eight-hundred-character minimum didn’t apply to poetry, so he decided to take advantage of this loophole in an effort to write as little as possible.

It was a perfectly decent plan. When he started filling out the blanks on the answer card, he didn’t feel much different from the overachiever beside him.

Overachiever Jiang’s pen hadn’t stopped moving since the test began. He started writing as soon as he finished reading each question, never pausing for long—even on the more elaborate questions. If his overachiever image wasn’t obvious enough during regular classes, it was certainly evident now.

Gu Fei had finished his once-over of the questions familiar to him, and was just about to start drawing answers to fill in the remaining multiple-choice answers when he saw Jiang Cheng turn the page. And as Gu Fei started to fill in some blanks at random, Jiang Cheng started on his essay.

Fuck.

He peered at Jiang Cheng’s profile. Jiang Cheng was so hot like this, he thought. Hot enough to inspire jealousy in men and gods alike.

But when it came to the composition—which Mr. Overachiever had to reach an eight-hundred-character minimum to complete—Gu Fei and his loophole poem were much faster. He casually put together a few vague-sounding sentences and called it a day. He didn’t need to check his answers on a test paper filled out using gut feelings and guesses. Even if he did, it would just be to roll the dice one more time—best two out of three.

Usually, he would turn in the paper now, but today he didn’t budge. Jiang Cheng was still writing his essay beside him. He wanted to watch.

Jiang Cheng’s handwriting was hideous beyond compare, but he wrote fast. Just like the way he went off script during the assembly, the lines of text appeared on the page without hesitation.

Jiang Cheng had set his test paper and answer card by the corner of his desk. On his left, Wang Xu was fervently copying down his multiple-choice answers, but when it came to the fill-in-the-blank questions, he had to crane his neck to see. It looked like hard work. Zhou Jing wasn’t having an easy time of it, either—handwriting like Jiang Cheng’s was difficult enough to read right side up. Deciphering it upside down was like interpreting oracle bones.

It was still a much better situation than before, however, when the students who got good grades in their class had all sat near the front of the room. Slackers like Wang Xu always sat in the back and didn’t usually have anyone good enough to copy off of.

Half an hour before the end, Jiang Cheng, the overachiever who wrote like the wind, finally finished his essay. Apparently he didn’t need to check his work, either. He glanced around, looking as though he was about to turn his answers in.

Beside him, Wang Xu was alarmed. “Don’t rush!” he grunted under his breath.

Jiang Cheng let out a sigh and started to space out, staring blankly at his paper. After a while, he turned around. Once his eyes made contact with Gu Fei’s, he mouthed, “You’re done already?”

Gu Fei nodded. He lifted up his composition page so Jiang Cheng could see.

Jiang Cheng blinked, then turned and started giggling down at his test paper. He did this with great difficulty: He wanted to laugh out loud, but he had to do it silently. He even had to press a tissue against his nose to prevent snot from leaking out. Gu Fei hadn’t been planning on laughing, but simply seeing Jiang Cheng like this cracked him up, too.

Jiang Cheng ended up laughing so hard he had a coughing fit, which finally put a pause to his hysteria.

Gu Fei got up and handed in his test, then left the classroom and went downstairs. They had another exam soon, and he wanted to stretch his legs a little before it started. It was hard for him to sit still for even forty minutes of class; suffering through the entirety of an exam was especially painful.

He was surprised a few minutes later when Jiang Cheng also made his way downstairs. “You turned it in?”

“Yeah.” Jiang Cheng nodded. “The teacher was standing right next to me and Wang Xu. I figured he was pretty much done copying everything, so I handed mine in… Were those lyrics or poetry you wrote?”

“A poem,” Gu Fei said as he sauntered slowly toward the staff bathroom.

“Fuck, you really are thick-skinned, huh?” Jiang Cheng remarked quietly, following him. “Do you write poems every time the form isn’t specified?”

“You bet.” Gu Fei chuckled. “I’ve done it three times already. The first time I did it, Lao-Xu and the other teachers had to convene to discuss how many points I could get.”

“Such talent.” Jiang Cheng tutted at him. “What did you write? Let’s hear a few lines.”

“It’s such a stunning composition that I’m embarrassed to say it out loud.”

When they arrived at the remote corner by the bathroom, he pulled out a pack of cigarettes and glanced at Jiang Cheng. Jiang Cheng shook his head, so Gu Fei lit one up for himself.

“Those lyrics you wrote were pretty evocative,” Jiang Cheng said. “You’re really not going to recite a few lines of your poetry for me?”

“That crappy poem was just to get it over with,” said Gu Fei. “If I get a chance to write some new lyrics in the future, I’ll show them to you.”

“Okay then.” Jiang Cheng sat down on the steps. “I guess the young poet is shy.”

Since there was no one left to copy from, Wang Xu and the others also handed in their papers early. The first thing they did when they came downstairs was survey their surroundings; spotting Gu Fei and Jiang Cheng, they quickly made their way over.

“Hey, ’Bin?” Wang Xu pulled out a fifty-yuan bill and handed it to Lu Xiaobin. “Go buy some drinks and snacks to give our overachiever here some nourishment.”

“Sure thing.” Lu Xiaobin took the money and ran off toward the snack stand.

“You’re a weirdo,” Jiang Cheng said.

“What a friend! Such generosity!” Wang Xu gave him a palm-over-fist salute like a martial artist. “I shouldn’t have a problem passing this one. Maybe I’ll even rise up the rankings!”

“Fuck if I’ve ever done so well on a test!” marveled Zhou Jing. “But Jiang Cheng, I gotta say, that handwriting of yours really is the best anti-cheating defense. Good thing I have excellent eyesight and extensive experience. Hey, when the teachers grade your tests, do you ever worry they’ll take points off because they can’t understand what the hell you wrote?”

“I always get points deducted because of my handwriting,” Jiang Cheng said.

At this, they fell over one another in a fit of giggles.

The classroom nearby hadn’t finished their test yet. The proctor came out and pointed at them threateningly, so they shifted closer to the bathroom and sat down around the stone table outside.

“I’ve never understood this,” Wang Xu said. “Why did they put a set of tables and chairs outside the bathroom door?”

“This is nothing.” Jiang Cheng glanced at Lu Xiaobin, who had just returned carrying a bag of snacks and some drinks. “Some people even sit down at the table outside the bathroom to eat.”

Again, the group of them giggled like idiots. The teacher bolted out of the classroom once more and chased them away to the edge of the field.

 

The next exam was Politics. Ten minutes before the test started, Lao-Xu sprinted over so quickly, Jiang Cheng could almost see a dust cloud at his feet. 

“Jiang Cheng!” he called out.

“Hmm?” Jiang Cheng looked toward him.

“How do you feel?” Lao-Xu asked.

“Pretty good,” Jiang Cheng said. “The questions weren’t hard.”

“And the composition?” 

“It was easy, since the form wasn’t specified.”

“I knew you wouldn’t have a problem.” Lao-Xu’s eyes practically sparkled. “We’ll be able to trample Class Two for sure this time. It’s always been that girl in their class vying with our Yi Jing for first place. This time it’ll go to you, no problem!”

“I guess.” Jiang Cheng wanted to say that they had only finished one midterm so far. But considering that this was Fourth High…he really could afford to be pleased with himself already.

 

The Politics exam was a little trickier. The multiple-choice questions had been fairly simple guesswork for Gu Fei, but the short answers were killing him. He could barely think of anything to write, but out of habit, he managed to fill in all the blanks. The challenging part was putting down at least three lines of text for every short answer question—it was really stretching his ability to bullshit.

This was especially true when he reached a fourteen-point question that asked them to discuss the merits of increasing art activities to promote cultural consciousness on campus, while incorporating examples from Fourth High… Gu Fei stole a glance toward Jiang Cheng and saw that the overachiever looked no different now than he had during the previous exam, resolutely laying down his atrocious handwriting one swift and ugly row at a time.

Overachievers really are bizarre creatures…

Politics answers weren’t as easy to copy. Wang Xu and Zhou Jing gave up on copying the short answer questions after they finished taking down Jiang Cheng’s multiple-choice answers. It was probably easier to find ways to hide answers in their sleeves, pants, and desks than to decipher Jiang Cheng’s handwriting.

Jiang Cheng turned in his test early again. Gu Fei figured showing off was probably the norm for this guy. Observing the class in the midst of his exam-induced boredom, he found that Jiang Cheng and Yi Jing both finished writing at about the same time—but while Yi Jing checked over all her answers and made changes, Jiang Cheng turned in his paper.

Once Jiang Cheng turned his test in, the other students who couldn’t come up with answers and had no one to copy from, as well as Gu Fei, who had finished making shit up, all turned in their tests as well.

None of them went home at lunch time. Wang Xu was in a persistent state of excitement, probably because he was still caught up in the exhilaration from all the copying he’d done that morning. He dragged them all to his family’s shop for a feast of meat pies.

“Math in the afternoon,” Wang Xu said as he munched on a pie. “We’re all relying on you, oh Gifted One!”

“Mm-hm.” Jiang Cheng lit a cigarette and pushed open the window next to him. He usually didn’t have much of an appetite after tests.

“Da-Fei, you really aren’t gonna get in on the action?” Wang Xu asked Gu Fei again. “It’s a free-for-all. I’ve honestly never met such a generous overachiever!”

“If you yell any louder, your mom will come in here and put you in the pie filling,” said Gu Fei.

Wang Xu lowered his voice. “You really aren’t gonna?” 

“Nah,” Gu Fei said. “You guys need to take home a passing grade. It’s not like I have to report back to anyone.”

Nobody else thought much of what Gu Fei just said, but it made Jiang Cheng a little sad.

While the others were busy eating and chatting away, he shifted a little closer to Gu Fei and asked quietly, “Will you be able to pass the midterms?”

Gu Fei glanced at him and laughed. “Just about. My luck hasn’t been too bad so far. I’ve been able to get through them before with my lottery system.”

“Oh.” Jiang Cheng didn’t say anything else. The room suddenly felt a little stuffy, but he couldn’t tell if it was real or in his mind.

He couldn’t help feeling that there was something not entirely right about Gu Fei’s attitude. Perhaps it was a difference in environment, but Jiang Cheng was used to seeing even an unreliable guy like Pan Zhi grit his teeth and try to cram for a few days before a final exam. For some reason, Gu Fei’s total apathy worried him a little.

But what was he worried about, anyway? Gu Fei didn’t have parents at home waiting to check his grades, and he didn’t seem to care about getting into a good university…

“Stop worrying about me.” Gu Fei gently nudged him under the table with his leg. “I’m just loafing around ’til I get my high school diploma.”

“But…” Jiang Cheng squished his eyebrows together. “If you’re just here for a high school diploma, why not go to a technical college or something instead? Wouldn’t that be more useful than a public high school like Fourth High?”

“That’s a long story.” Gu Fei smiled. “I’ll tell you about it some other time.”

 

The two tightly packed days of midterm exams were finally over. From Gu Fei’s observation, and Jiang Cheng’s own undisguised smugness, he could just about figure out Jiang Cheng’s grades. Yi Jing had gained another competitor for first place in their year.

“The questions here are way too easy,” Jiang Cheng said, not for the first time over the last two days.

However, when Lao-Xu barged into the classroom first thing the next morning, the utter elation on his face was still a surprise. Gu Fei studied Lao-Xu. If Jiang Cheng had just gotten a similar score to Yi Jing, Lao-Xu probably wouldn’t be this excited.

“Everyone, everyone!” Lao-Xu stood at the lectern. “I have good news!” The classroom full of students collectively responded with a lazy round of applause. “The individual teachers of each subject will probably tell you during their classes later, but I wanted to be the first to let you know.” Lao-Xu waved his arm dramatically. “This year, we have three perfect scores in our class!”

This was certainly surprising news. The room immediately broke into an excited buzz; more than a few pairs of eyes converged on Jiang Cheng.

Jiang Cheng was still unaccustomed to being stared at like this. He slouched over his desk and let out a sigh.

“Can you guess who it is? And which three subjects?” Lao-Xu eagerly played up the suspense, but he didn’t leave much time for them to guess before he announced the answer: “It’s your classmate, Jiang Cheng! Math! English! Geography! All full marks!”

“Holy shit—!” 

The whole class erupted in chaos as everyone started shouting at the same time.

“Oh, shit!” Zhou Jing turned around and thumped his desk hard. “Jiang Cheng! Dude, you’re the man!”

“Uh-huh,” Jiang Cheng replied.

Gu Fei gave Zhou Jing a look. “Sit properly.”

“Damn impressive!” Zhou Jing said again, turning back into his seat. A second later, he turned around again. “Very impressive!”

As Lao-Xu talked animatedly at the front of the room, Gu Fei slouched over the desk next to Jiang Cheng and peered at him. “The rankings should be out, too. Wanna go ask in a bit?”

“Nope,” said Jiang Cheng. “There’s no point. It’s just a midterm exam. And the questions here really are easy. I’ve never gotten full marks in Geography before.”

“Then I’ll go ask,” said Gu Fei.

“What the hell are you so excited about?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“I will go ask about it very calmly,” Gu Fei promised, stuffing a candy in his mouth.

As soon as class ended, Gu Fei got up and walked into the staff office right on Lao-Xu’s heels. “Xu-zong,” he called out.

“What are you doing here?” Lao-Xu looked at him, then handed him a can of Red Bull. “You can have this. Mr. Lu just came by and handed out a can each. It’s too sweet for me.”

“Have the rankings by grade been released yet?” Gu Fei asked, taking the Red Bull.

“Why do you care? It’s not like you’re one of the first hundred names. Or the bottom hundred.”

Gu Fei smiled. “Jiang Cheng is first, right?”

At the mention of Jiang Cheng, Lao-Xu lit up again. He stood and walked over to one of the vacant desks in the office and beckoned him to follow. “Come see.”

Gu Fei pulled out his phone as he walked over.

There was a very large sheet of red paper on the desk, half filled with names. Lao-Xu had excellent calligraphy skills; he handwrote the grade rankings every year and posted them outside as part of the school’s “cultural consciousness” activities.

The name at the very top was what Gu Fei spotted first: Jiang Cheng.

“Jiang Cheng, huh?” He quickly lifted up his phone and snapped a picture of the incomplete list, then turned and walked out of the office. “Please continue, Xu-zong.”

After he walked out of Lao-Xu’s office, Gu Fei immediately opened up the Fourth High forum and made a new thread with his side account, attaching the photo he had just taken. The title read:

‹Spotted while walking past the office… secret_office_cam.avi›

…posted by the username “hotness_overload.”


Chapter 48

 

WHEN GU FEI got back to the classroom, the bell had already rung. As he sat down in his seat, Jiang Cheng was half folded over his desk, peering at him.

“Just as expected,” Gu Fei said. “First place.”

Jiang Cheng was a little baffled. “You really went and asked?” 

“Yeah.” Gu Fei nodded. “Very calmly.”

Jiang Cheng started to laugh.

“But I didn’t ask what the total was. We can add it up after it’s published today, but I sense…” Gu Fei said, looking up in Yi Jing’s direction, “Madam President might be pretty far off.”

“Is she second place?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“Yeah,” Gu Fei said. “She tends to get either first or second place, but she doesn’t usually get perfect scores. Yi Jing may be the genius overachiever of Fourth High, but she’s no match for someone like you from a key high school in a big city.”

Jiang Cheng didn’t reply.

Pan Zhi had just sent him an email with the scanned test papers from their own midterms. After briefly skimming the English test, which was far more challenging than Fourth High’s standard, he suddenly felt a little uneasy. He made a mental note to work through this set of tests after school to see where he was really at.

Pan Zhi sent him another message:

– My mom agreed to let me visit you for May Day, so prepare to welcome me10

– OK. You don’t have to stay at a hotel this time, I’ve moved out

– Fucking what? What’s going on

– I’ll tell you in person

– Got it. Lao-Yuan wrote you a letter, I’ll bring it with me

– ……

– he just sighs whenever he remembers you

Jiang Cheng put the phone back in his pocket. Somehow he felt like sighing, too.

Lao-Yuan was his old homeroom teacher, and a pretty decent guy. Jiang Cheng hadn’t been in the best of moods when he left, so he hadn’t even said goodbye to Lao-Yuan, and he hadn’t contacted him since either. In fact, apart from Pan Zhi, he hadn’t felt like contacting any of his family, friends, old classmates, or teachers. He was afraid of being asked how he was, hearing words of sympathy, and being reminded about the past.

During the last period of the morning, a small commotion broke out in the classroom. There were two subjects whose scores were yet to be announced, but somebody had already gotten their hands on the total score.

“The fuck?” Zhou Jing turned around, clutching his phone. “Jiang Cheng! Jiang Cheng! Jiang—”

“Has no one ever beaten you up for being a broken record? Seriously!” Jiang Cheng scowled at him.

“Have you guys checked the forum?!” Zhou Jing eyed Jiang Cheng, then Gu Fei, before returning his gaze to Jiang Cheng. “Someone made a thread—you’re the top of our year!”

Zhou Jing’s deskmate turned around too. “Your total score is over six-eighty! That’s almost a hundred points higher than Yi Jing! She’s five-ninety-nine!”

“Fuck yeah! Six-eighty-six!” Zhou Jing’s eyes practically popped out of his head. “I don’t think there’s ever been that high a score in the history of Fourth High! Fuck yeah, Jiang Cheng, you really are the man!”

Jiang Cheng was a little surprised himself. In the past, he’d always been in the top ten of his year, with some occasional shifting up or down—if he fell out of the top five, Lao-Yuan would call him in for a talking-to. He had gotten first place before, but never with such a big gap between first and second place…

This news didn’t delight him. Instead, it made him a little anxious. Going by the current circumstances it wouldn’t be hard to take first place in every test going forward…but exactly how much was first place worth?

When school let out for lunch, Wang Xu and the others gathered around him eagerly as if they were the ones who were top of their year with an eighty-point lead. Jiang Cheng had no energy to spare for his worries.

The group squeezed to the front of the crowd gathered around the bulletin board, where the red notice list was posted. The first and second place of their year were both from Class Eight. The boys were all slacker students, but even slacker students were proud of this class achievement—they were slackers with a sense of collective pride, after all.

“I think it needs to be more empirical,” Guo Xu said. “They should post up the total scores, too. Just the placements aren’t enough to demonstrate Jiang Cheng’s glory.”

“I think it’s enough,” Wang Xu countered at once. “We don’t have to step on second place to cheer for first.”

“Right,” said Lu Xiaobin. “After all, second place is Yi Jing.”

Wang Xu gave him a death glare, but didn’t say anything.

After they’d finished ogling the bulletin board, they walked out of the school gates together. With just a few days left before the final match of the basketball tournament, Wang Xu dragged them to the technical college for some more practice.

“Damn, who posted this?” Wang Xu stared at his phone while walking. “This was in the teachers’ office. Lao-Xu hadn’t even finished writing it when this photo was taken…”

“I wonder who it was that ‘passed by,’” Guo Xu said. “I don’t believe for a second that it was an actual passerby. So many girls have their eyes on Jiang Cheng right now, it must’ve been an intentional visit to find out the scores.”

“But with this username? No way that’s a girl,” one of their benchwarmers chimed in. “Do you think it’s an enemy trying to stir up trouble?”

Jiang Cheng stared at this teammate for almost two minutes before he managed to remember his name was Zhang Yuan. Zhang Yuan’s words piqued his curiosity. He couldn’t resist the temptation; he pulled out his phone and opened up the Fourth High forums.

At first glance, he noticed the trending post at the very top of the page… What the fuck was “secret_office_cam”? Not to mention the “.avi”?

Before he even opened up the thread, he saw the poster’s username and immediately swung his head around to stare at Gu Fei, who was trailing at the back of the group.

Gu Fei looked at him with a perfectly stoic expression. “Hmm?”

“This is your fucking side account, isn’t it, Mr. Freestyle Handsome?” Jiang Cheng asked in a hushed tone.

Gu Fei’s face was a picture of innocent confusion. “Who?”

“Hotness_Overload.” Jiang Cheng was thoroughly impressed with Gu Fei’s naming skills. “If this isn’t you, I’ll livestream a shit-eating mukbang right this second.”

“No, don’t.” Gu Fei laughed. “Just so you don’t have to eat shit, I’ll admit it’s me, even if it isn’t.”

“It fucking has to be you.” Jiang Cheng looked at the time the photo was posted. “After first period, you went to talk to Lao-Xu. Were you even out of the office when you posted this?”

“I was,” Gu Fei said.

“What…” Jiang Cheng was flabbergasted. “I mean, what are you doing this for?”

“Just showing off,” Gu Fei whispered, glancing at the group walking in front of them. “It’s not every day I get to show something off, so I seized the opportunity to show off my deskmate.”

Jiang Cheng stared at him wordlessly.

For some reason, when Gu Fei said show off my deskmate, it was extremely pleasing to his ears. It was almost…intimate.

It wasn’t a long walk to the technical college from their school. They grabbed something to eat on the way and used the rest of the distance to walk off their meal.

Jiang Cheng and Gu Fei hung at the back of the group the entire time, neither of them speaking. They simply watched the guys in front of them, all excited and carefree now that they’d finished their exams and received relatively decent scores thanks to Jiang Cheng’s answers.

The days were warmer now; Jiang Cheng wore only a T-shirt with a thin jacket on top. As they walked shoulder-to-shoulder, Jiang Cheng suddenly realized the occasional brushing of his arm against Gu Fei’s was a sensation he was aware of and enjoyed.

He couldn’t pinpoint what exactly it was, but he was feeling great in general.

Along the length of the street, subconsciously or not, Jiang Cheng jostled against Gu Fei’s arm a number of times. He was beginning to think there was something wrong with him.

When they reached a turn in the road, Gu Fei knocked back.

Jiang Cheng turned and found that Gu Fei was looking at him too. Gu Fei bumped his arm again.

“What?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“I’m vindictive as hell,” Gu Fei said.

“I’m not bumping into you on purpose.” As soon as he’d said so, Jiang Cheng felt sheepish.

“I am.” Gu Fei smiled, then lifted his arm and jostled him again.

“You’re still going?” Jiang Cheng felt like laughing. He returned the bump.

Gu Fei bumped him right back.

“Wha—” Jiang Cheng blurted. “How old are you, exactly?”

“Younger than you, that’s for sure,” Gu Fei said as he bumped him again.

“Fuck.” Dumbstruck, Jiang Cheng jabbed him with an elbow.

Gu Fei swiftly returned the jab.

He bumped again.

Again, Gu Fei returned the bump.

Are we idiots? Morons? Did we accidentally eat animal feed that infected our brains?

These comments flitted across the live chat in Jiang Cheng’s mind, but that didn’t stop him. He and Gu Fei kept on bumping into each other for the rest of their walk.

Their lunch period wasn’t all that long, so they didn’t split into two proper teams for practice, focusing primarily on teamwork instead. Captain Wang Xu was a slightly more capable leader than he’d been before; he could at least perceive everyone’s weaknesses, now, and when handing out training exercises, he no longer resorted to giving out random orders.

“I’ve thought about it a lot over the last couple of days,” Wang Xu said. “I really think we should be mentally prepared. I’ve watched clips of Class Two’s matches over and over—it might be a challenge for us to win against them.”

Jiang Cheng crouched by the edge of the court. “We’ll try our best,” he said. “At this point, our goal isn’t to win first place.”

“What is our goal?” Wang Xu asked.

“…To keep cavities away,” Jiang Cheng finished the jingle, giggling partway through.11

The others joined in and they devolved into laughter.

“We didn’t go into this thinking we’d get first place, anyway,” Jiang Cheng added, after he’d regained his composure. “We just wanted to be the dark horse in the race.”

“That’s right!” Wang Xu exclaimed, gesticulating emphatically. “And we’ve already become the dark horse!”

Jiang Cheng gave him a thumbs-up. “So now, we just need to give it our all. That’s all we can do. The outcome doesn’t matter anymore.”

Gu Fei’s phone rang in his pocket, and he tossed out the ball in his hands, landing it in the basket. When he pulled his phone out, he was surprised to see Monkey’s name on the call display.

Just as he had told Jiang Bin, he didn’t have much of a relationship with Monkey. Although they had each other’s numbers, they didn’t usually use them. If Monkey was calling him directly, he figured it wasn’t going to blow over so easily this time.

“Hello,” Gu Fei answered as he walked off the court.

“You guys left pretty early today,” Monkey’s voice rang out from the phone. “We missed you outside your school.”

Gu Fei frowned. “What, are you trying to bring my classmates into this, too?”

Monkey chuckled. “That’s not necessary. I don’t usually look for trouble with students. I was just coming to invite you and that Jiang Cheng boy over to play. You two are such big names—of course, I should extend the invite in person.”

“When?” Gu Fei asked.

“This afternoon,” Monkey said. “I’ll be waiting for you two at the usual spot. Aside from that Jiang Cheng, bring whoever you want to help out. That’s fair enough, isn’t it?”

Gu Fei turned to shoot a glance toward Jiang Cheng and saw him looking back.

“All right,” Gu Fei agreed. “Jiang Bin has to be there. I want to get it done in one go today.”

“No problem,” Monkey said, and hung up.

Gu Fei texted Li Yan to call up the other guys, then set an alarm on his phone. After that, he kept his head down and stared blankly at the screen for some time. Only when the screen turned dark did he put the phone back in his pocket and head back to the court.

Wang Xu and the other guys were fully absorbed in their training, and nobody noticed him. Nobody except for Jiang Cheng, who walked over and stood in front of him. “Who was that?”

“Monkey,” Gu Fei said. 

“You arranged a time?” 

“Mm.” Gu Fei nodded. “After our final match.”

Jiang Cheng considered it briefly. “Who else aside from us two?”

“Li Yan, Liu Fan, and the other guys,” Gu Fei said. “We play basketball with them often enough, so we’re all familiar with their moves.”

“This actually doesn’t have much to do with you, does it?” Jiang Cheng said, after a few seconds of silence.

“Doesn’t have much to do with anyone.” Gu Fei bent at the waist and braced himself on his knees. “The trouble started as soon as Class Seven got Jiang Bin to help them. He never could take a loss lying down, especially not a loss on the court.”

Jiang Cheng didn’t reply. After a while, he crouched in front of Gu Fei, holding his gaze. “If they try any more tricks during the game, just put up with it.”

Gu Fei nodded. “Yeah.” 

“At most, we’ll sustain a few minor injuries,” Jiang Cheng said. “Better that than letting this feud drag on forever.”

“Mm.” Gu Fei kept nodding. 

Jiang Cheng stared into his face. “You’re being too obliging. It’s weird.” 

Gu Fei grinned. “I’m just agreeing to everything first.” 

“Do not take this on for me again,” Jiang Cheng said. “I’m serious. Otherwise, there’ll be no end to it.”

“Got it.” Gu Fei nodded.

Neither of them spoke as they looked at each other for a moment.

Gu Fei felt something flying at him from one side, and the next moment, heard Wang Xu’s shouts.

A ball. One had to wonder what kind of contortion was necessary to throw the basketball to this corner of the court, where there was obviously no one able to receive it. Gu Fei sighed.

He was about to lift up a hand to block it, but Jiang Cheng had already turned and caught the ball for him.

“Nice reflexes,” Gu Fei marveled, laughing.

Jiang Cheng passed the ball back to Wang Xu, then stood up and clapped his hands together as he got ready to rejoin practice. He paused again after a few steps, turning to look back at Gu Fei. “Don’t go by yourself. Understood?”

“I know, I know.” Gu Fei waved his hand somewhat exasperatedly.

They spent the whole lunch period practicing, and they even felt the urge to keep going when their time was up.

“Basketball is really fun,” Zhang Yuan said. He was only a benchwarmer, but over the course of this tournament—which had included two instances of actual gameplay for him so far—he’d grown very excited about the game.

“We can still play on our own after the tournament ends. We can get in some practice on the side, then compete one more time next semester,” Wang Xu said sweepingly as he slung his jacket over one shoulder.

Everyone nodded in agreement.

“You can also take some time to teach the girls, too,” said Jiang Cheng. “That way, their next tournament won’t just be a one-day walking tour.”

“That’s right!” Wang Xu’s eyes suddenly brightened. “I think Yi Jing and the others actually like playing, they just don’t have anyone to teach them…”

Close to the school gates, Gu Fei’s cell phone rang. He answered, “What is it? Oh… I forgot. Now is good. I’ll head back right away.”

“What is it?” Jiang Cheng asked immediately.

“I have to take Er-Miao for her physical this afternoon. I made an appointment with the doctor a while ago, but I forgot about it,” Gu Fei said quietly. “Cheng-ge, tell Lao-Xu for me, will you? Or else he’ll blow up my phone again.”

Jiang Cheng nodded. “Got it. Should I tell him the truth?”

“Tell him the truth.” Gu Fei smiled.

Gu Fei watched as Jiang Cheng and the other guys walked into the school together, then went to get his bike from the parking shed and rode back to the convenience store.

Liu Fan’s crappy little Benben hatchback was already parked outside.

He opened the car door and peered in. “Are you sure the car can move with us in it?”

There were four people squeezed into the back seat: three out of four of the Fresh Out of Jail quartet, and Li Yan, who was all but sitting in Luo Yu’s lap.

“Hurry up,” said Li Yan. “I’m hovering in horse stance here.”

“Just put all your weight on me, I don’t mind,” said Luo Yu.

“I mind,” said Li Yan.

Gu Fei sighed and got into the car.

Liu Fan started the engine. “You didn’t bring Jiang Cheng?”

“Could you stuff another person into this car?” Li Yan scoffed. “He can make his own way over.”

“I didn’t tell him,” Gu Fei said.

Everyone in the car suddenly became very quiet. After turning the car around, Liu Fan gave him a look, but said nothing.

There was a long stretch of silence before Li Yan uttered a soft “fuck.”

 

The “usual place” that Monkey was talking about was an old outdoor basketball court that lit up at night. It was rather remote, so not many people went there—not that normal people would go anyway. With the year-round presence of delinquents of all ages, no one in their right mind would come here unless they were looking for trouble.

After Liu Fan parked the car, Gu Fei was in no hurry to get out. He looked at the two concrete courts surrounded by tattered old chain-link fencing. Every time he came here, he felt like he was walking into a prison yard.

None of the guys in the car moved either. They all looked at Gu Fei.

“So, about all this,” Gu Fei began. “I’m fine to take it on by myself. You guys—”

“What kind of bullshit are you spoutin’? I thought you were about to make some fucking pre-battle inspirational speech!” Liu Fan opened the car door. “If Monkey is coming after you, he’s coming after all of us. If he asked for a fight, then maybe you could call it a one-on-one. But he set up a match—clearly, he’s counting all of us in. The fuck would you take it on alone for?”

“Come on.” Li Yan clapped Gu Fei on the shoulder.

There were quite a few people gathered on the courts already. Taking a cursory look around, Gu Fei found that he recognized most of them. Normally, nobody would come here to play a proper basketball game. It usually hosted casual pickup games, and even served as a venue for people just to hang around without playing—whether that meant casual chats or fistfights.

Whether it was a game or a fight, a crowd would be riled up all the same.

Monkey and Jiang Bin were already standing on the edge of the court. Monkey was leaning against the chain-link fence with a cigarette in his mouth. As they entered, he tipped his chin at them.

Monkey didn’t like to play basketball, but he had to be here. Apart from the fact that his younger cousin and underlings were playing, he had to be at this match, if only because he’d been waiting for an opportunity to teach Gu Fei a lesson.

Gu Fei didn’t think of it as some noble sacrifice to carry Jiang Cheng’s burden for him. He simply figured that his beef with Monkey had finally come to a head, so he might as well resolve it once and for all. It was better not to drag Jiang Cheng into another meaningless, lowbrow conflict.

“Pick your players, then get on the court,” Monkey told Gu Fei. “Half an hour, the team that scores the highest wins.”

Gu Fei shrugged off his jacket. “Rules?”

“None,” Monkey said.

Gu Fei said nothing more. He turned and walked to the side with Li Yan and the others. “Li Yan stays off. The five of us will play. Li Yan, you keep an eye on their guys.”

Li Yan folded his arms. “Got it.”

Since this was a match with no rules, naturally, anything was fair game. It’d be hard for the players on the court to catch every detail without someone to keep an eye on things from the sidelines.

Up on the bleachers, somebody leaned on the railing and called out to Gu Fei. “Da-Fei! Need some help?”

Gu Fei turned toward the voice. There were a couple of familiar faces he’d used to play ball with. He shook his head. “No rules today.”

The other guys nodded and didn’t press the matter.

If this had been a normal match, even if it wasn’t entirely clean, there would still be a general framework of rules to follow. It wouldn’t be a problem if other people wanted to join in. But once a match ceased to have rules, everyone knew exactly what kind of game it would be.

There were five players on Jiang Bin’s side, all people Gu Fei and his friends had played with in the past. They all roughly knew each other’s skills, but in a game like this, nobody could say for sure what would happen. After all, they’d never gone head-to-head in a group brawl before.

The guys on their side all had things stuffed in their wrist braces. But Gu Fei didn’t have anything. He wasn’t accustomed to using tools in circumstances like this. If they really were going to get physical, he would much rather use his bare hands.

At this, a rather amusing thought popped into his head. If Jiang Cheng were here, Gu Fei could actually arrange for him to not come on the court. All he’d need would be to find a place to hang out on the bleachers with his slingshot…

The mental image amused Gu Fei so much that he snorted with his head bowed.

“Hey.” Li Yan looked at him. “Be a little more serious, please. We’re fighting here.”

“Understood.” Gu Fei allowed himself a couple more snickers before heading onto the court.

 

Jiang Cheng was slumped over his desk. At the front of the room, Lao-Lu was in the middle of a passionate lecture. Drowning in core subject periods all afternoon, the entire class exhibited very few signs of life—they barely even chatted while he taught.

Lao-Lu, on the other hand, was even more animated than usual, perhaps because Jiang Cheng’s perfect score had put him in a good mood. They were already halfway through the class and he still hadn’t started his usual tirade.

Jiang Cheng wasn’t listening. He was looking down at his phone, reading the test sheets that Pan Zhi had sent him. He’d begun answering the questions when class started, and it was now twenty minutes in. His answering speed was noticeably slower than when he took the Fourth High midterms.

He didn’t even stop during recess; he stayed flopped over his desk and answered the questions all the way through the self-study period after.

When Jiang Cheng had finished the whole test, he took a picture of the answers and sent them to Pan Zhi, asking him to take it to his English teacher to grade.

He wasn’t in the best state of mind this afternoon. It wasn’t because he was tired from the practice at lunch, nor was it from poor sleep the night before.

He looked at the empty seat beside him. 

It was because of Gu Fei.

For some reason, he’d felt an odd sense of unease ever since he came back from Lao-Xu’s office, where he relayed the reason for Gu Fei’s absence. Now he lay his head on the desk, replaying every frame of Gu Fei’s behavior, from when he got the call during practice to when he went home after. He scrutinized every little detail.

There didn’t seem to be any issue. Everything appeared normal. But still, Jiang Cheng couldn’t shake that nagging feeling that something was wrong.

He mulled over it restlessly for a long time, until at last he couldn’t stand it anymore. Before the class period was even over, he took out his phone and called Gu Fei’s number, skipping over the messaging option altogether.

Gu Fei certainly raised Gu Miao rather crudely, but for him to forget an appointment with the doctor? Jiang Cheng just didn’t buy that excuse.

The call rang, which meant Gu Fei hadn’t turned his phone off. However, nobody picked up. The ringing continued until the call ended on its own. Gu Fei didn’t answer.

Frowning, Jiang Cheng called again.

Still, nobody picked up.

“Fuck.” He couldn’t stay in his seat any longer.


Chapter 49

 

JIANG BIN STOOD at the edge of the court with his arms crossed. Gu Fei and his team were already standing in the center of the court, but Jiang Bin made no indication that he was coming over.

“The motherfucker must be waiting for Jiang Cheng,” Liu Fan said.

Gu Fei turned to look at Jiang Bin, who remained where he was.

“Are we going to play or what?” Gu Fei asked.

Jiang Bin scoffed and looked down at his black brass knuckles. After letting the silence stretch on, he finally glanced up and asked, “And Jiang Cheng?”

“Just put him on my tab,” Gu Fei said. He’d figured Jiang Bin wouldn’t agree to start so easily if he didn’t see Jiang Cheng here. Gu Fei had been considering how to solve this dilemma, but when he saw the brass knuckles on Jiang Bin’s fingers, he realized it would be easier than expected.

The brass knuckles belonged to Monkey. The fact that Monkey had given them to Jiang Bin meant that the conflict between Gu Fei and Monkey would also need to be addressed today. And though Monkey seemed to be standing up for Jiang Bin, it was only an excuse. Monkey’s target wasn’t Jiang Cheng—it was Gu Fei.

That made things simpler.

“On your tab?” Jiang Bin started laughing. “Since when did you start taking lackeys?”

“You’ve been following Monkey for some time,” Gu Fei said steadily as he adjusted his wrist brace. “How is it that none of his grit’s rubbed off on you?”

“Fucking say that one more time!” Jiang Bin snarled, enraged. Uncrossing his arms, he closed the distance in two long strides and practically jabbed his finger into Gu Fei’s face.

“Every match has a winner and a loser. If you want to play the game, then don’t throw a tantrum when you lose. Nobody likes a sore loser—didn’t your cousin ever teach you that?” Gu Fei threw a glance in Monkey’s direction. Monkey just stood there watching them with a cigarette dangling from his mouth. 

Gu Fei turned back to Jiang Bin. “You were the one who made the first foul during the match, and as a student still in high school, he didn’t so much as say a word back to you, let alone fight back, yeah? But you still won’t let it go. That doesn’t seem at all like someone who hangs around Monkey.”

Jiang Bin wasn’t bad at fighting or basketball, but stringing words together was a bit more challenging for him. Besides, a crowd of onlookers had gathered on the bleachers to watch. None of them were particularly straitlaced, but they always appealed to reason, or at least pretended to. By the time Gu Fei finished talking, Jiang Bin’s face had flushed scarlet. He still couldn’t manage to squeeze out a coherent word.

In the end, he shot an angry glare in Monkey’s direction.

“Get going,” Monkey said around his cigarette, impatient.

“It’s just you and me today,” Gu Fei told Jiang Bin. “Whether you like it or not, we’ll get it over with in one go.”

Jiang Bin glared at him for almost five minutes. Finally, he gritted out a word between his clenched teeth: “Fine.”

The match would only be thirty minutes long, with no breaks or swapping out for benchwarmers. Aside from someone tossing the jump ball at the beginning, there wouldn’t be a referee, either. There was no scoreboard—that was the job of the audience on the bleachers. If people were placing bets on the game, the score would be kept far more meticulously than any scoreboard.

Liu Fan and Qian Kai were up for the jump ball. They both kept their eyes locked on the ball, and the onlookers of the game—the fight, rather—all quieted down.

As soon as the guy tossing the ball threw it into the air, he immediately dashed off the court as if running for his life.

In a match like this, everyone would be armed in some way or another. If anyone failed to clear the court by the time the game started, there was a chance they could end up as collateral damage.

Even though the point of this match wasn’t actually basketball, and Liu Fan was the only one on their team with an arrest record—he’d gone in for a week’s stay in the holding cell just after the Lunar New Year—he was also the biggest basketball lover of the group, so he started the game with an honest effort to reach for the ball. 

But not Qian Kai. He reached for Liu Fan’s arm.

Just as Liu Fan swatted the ball toward Gu Fei, Qian Kai’s hand came down hard, drawing a line from Liu Fan’s wrist down his forearm.

Gu Fei caught the pass just as he saw the streak of blood along Liu Fan’s arm. He turned with the ball and drove it down the court toward the basket.

Footsteps quickly gained on him from behind—someone was charging at him. Gu Fei took another two steps with the ball and briskly shifted to the side, then jumped up and made a shot. 

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Jiang Bin dash past on his right, his left hand grazing Gu Fei’s side. Gu Fei felt something scrape hard against his right flank, but the pain didn’t register, not even after he landed back on the ground. He stared at the basket and watched the ball sink in before looking down at himself.

His T-shirt was slashed open. When he lifted up the shirt to check, he saw Jiang Bin’s brass knuckle had left a jagged cut on his torso. As he watched, blood started to seep slowly out of the uneven wound. Gu Fei grabbed the hem of his shirt and haphazardly dabbed at it. It was a fairly shallow cut; sure, it looked a little grotesque, but it didn’t affect him that much.

Jiang Bin got the ball, which he passed to Qian Kai. Gu Fei was ready to block him, but when he saw Liu Fan already making his way over, he moved to the midline instead to prepare for defense.

Liu Fan’s arm was still bloody, but it didn’t look that deep, either. Before Gu Fei had time to lift his gaze from Liu Fan’s arm, he heard Li Yan’s voice from off the court: “Da-Fei, behind you!”

Gu Fei ducked without turning around. A fist broke through the air above him.

It was only the first ball, and it had already come to this. Gu Fei thought it would be a miracle to keep this match going for as long as five minutes, even if they took the beating without fighting back.

And fight back they did.

On the other side of the court, when Liu Fan tried to intercept the ball, he dished it back to Qian Kai in the same way, brushing past Qian Kai’s arm with his loaded wrist brace.

Gu Fei couldn’t see it very clearly from where he was, but he saw the muscles twitch on Qian Kai’s face. It must not have been a light scrape.

There was no way this match was going to last the whole thirty minutes. It wasn’t even going to last five. Gu Fei straightened up.

He wasn’t familiar with the guy throwing punches at him from behind—not by name or even his moniker. He could only take a page out of Jiang Cheng’s book and give the guy the nickname of Punchy.

Punchy’s punch was aiming for the back of his head. If Gu Fei hadn’t gotten out of the way, he’d already have been sprawled out on the ground with no immediate prospect of getting back up any time soon.

These goons were evidently even more ruthless than Monkey’s guys. Most of the time, Monkey adhered to the unspoken code of the streets. He would rather not lose face—on a surface level, at least. But these guys were different. With people like them around you had to be careful where you put your feet, lest an accidental step on somebody’s ego left you face down in the dirt.

When Punchy’s first punch didn’t land, he made a backhanded strike at Gu Fei’s face without a moment’s hesitation. Gu Fei saw the bit of steel in his hand. It wasn’t particularly sharp—it tapered to a rounded point—but to be hit with it would be far from fun. Gu Fei lifted his left hand to block the guy’s forearm, using his hand as a fulcrum to push against Punchy’s elbow as his right hand gripped the guy’s wrist and snapped it back.

There was a two-second pause, and then Punchy hurled out a bloodcurdling scream. Gu Fei shoved him off to the side and caught Luo Yu’s pass.

He’d brought the ball past two more people when Jiang Bin cut him off in front. Gu Fei braked abruptly and prepared to make a three-point shot.

Just as the ball left his hands, Jiang Bin charged at him and brought his hand down. The brass knuckle hit Gu Fei’s shoulder, then followed the momentum down in a violent slash.

A frenzy of whistles and applause rose from the bleachers. Even now, the three-point shot had gone in. Gu Fei couldn’t help but be a little impressed with himself.

But there was no way they could go on playing like this. Jiang Bin was too impatient—he wasn’t even bothering to put up an act anymore. If they kept going, none of them would be left standing by the end, even if one team got more points. And with Jiang Bin straight-up ignoring the basketball match part of this brawl masquerading as a game, even if they won by the sheer number of points, this would be far from over.

The only way…

The only way.

Gu Fei suddenly felt like lamenting. He had learned the only way from his dad. 

Finish your enemy off with one move, so that they would never dare to touch you again. 

It didn’t matter whether it was Monkey, his mom’s dubious suitor, or Punchy just now. It didn’t matter if it was involuntary, or if Gu Fei meant it. His father’s barbaric ways, the brutality that plagued his childhood nightmares, had somehow been written into his blood without him even noticing.

When Jiang Bin’s brass knuckles came at him a third time, Gu Fei lifted his arm, leaned his shoulder and hip into it, and landed a heavy slap on Jiang Bin’s face.
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There wasn’t the usual crisp crack of a slap, but a loud thud.

Jiang Bin was knocked off his feet from the sheer force of it; then he collapsed, prone on the concrete court. Even the sound of his head hitting the ground wasn’t as loud as the slap had been. 

Everyone on the court froze. There was even a brief moment of quiet from the stands. 

Face down on the ground, it took Jiang Bin a few seconds to even start struggling to get back up. He tried to stand and fell, then tried and fell again. Finally, braced on all fours, he started to vomit.

“Oh, fuuuck…” 

The dozens of onlookers in the stands started yelling. The sounds of whistles and screaming blended together into an overexcited cacophony. To them, it didn’t matter who won or lost, or who it was puking on the ground—they were thrilled as long as somebody was badly injured.

Everyone on the court had gathered around by now. Qian Kai made his way to Jiang Bin to help him back up. Gu Fei turned his gaze to him. “Are you the one?”

“…What?” Qian Kai blinked.

Gu Fei eyed him. “Are you”—his voice was so low it was almost a rumble—“next?”

Qian Kai didn’t make a sound. He froze in place, not daring to continue forward to help.

“We’ll stop the match right here, then.” Gu Fei turned and slowly moved his eyes across the others around them, one by one. “Let’s resolve this directly. Anybody? C’mon, let’s get it over with.”

The situation descended into an awkward deadlock. A single empty-handed slap from Gu Fei had knocked Jiang Bin to the ground, unable to get back up. Even now, he was puking himself into a coma. In the corner was another one of their own, gingerly holding his arm. He was in so much pain that he couldn’t even touch it—it was probably broken. No one dared to step up and face Gu Fei again.

But this was a “one-and-done” match, after all. If they really held back now, it meant that after this, they wouldn’t be able to bother him again…

“Help him up.” Monkey’s voice sounded from behind them, breaking the impasse.

At last, a couple of guys went over and dragged Jiang Bin up. He was unsteady on his feet, like he was dizzy. It took the two guys propping him up on either side for him to finally stop swaying.

Monkey eyed Gu Fei, then walked up to Jiang Bin. “How do you feel?”

“I can’t hear very well,” Jiang Bin coughed out. “Ears are ringing.”

“Get him to the hospital.” Monkey frowned. “And wipe your mouth.”

The guys holding Jiang Bin up began to leave, but as they walked past Gu Fei, Jiang Bin struggled a little and glared at him.

The tinnitus was to be expected. For all they knew, he’d sustained more damage than just ringing ears. But Gu Fei wasn’t concerned about any of that right now. Unlike Jiang Cheng—who’d worried if the guy who collapsed in the snow outside would freeze to death—Gu Fei had no fear of potential consequences.

He leaned in closer to Jiang Bin’s right ear and clearly enunciated, “Consider this done and over with. I’m not the type who looks for trouble. As long as you don’t bring trouble to me, I won’t bring it to you.”

Jiang Bin didn’t respond; it wasn’t clear if he’d actually heard him. He glared at Gu Fei for a little while longer before he left.

Now that Jiang Bin’s guys were gone, only Monkey’s gang and Gu Fei’s team remained on the court. The onlookers, though, were no less enthused. No one dared to gather any closer, but they all stood nearby, waiting eagerly for a potential second round to start after the warm-up.

Rubberneckers wasting their own time spectating someone else’s bloodshed. Even though they were watching from the sidelines, just like him, these people disgusted Gu Fei.

“Still so ruthless, huh? Always finishing it off with one move.” Monkey looked at Gu Fei. “It’s been almost two years now, and you haven’t lost your edge.”

Gu Fei didn’t answer.

Truthfully, he wasn’t as entirely unafraid of Monkey as he was of Jiang Bin. Monkey was quite a few years older than him, and had started messing around on the streets before he even graduated middle school. He wasn’t like the people who fooled around for a few years and then went back to civilized life—Monkey was one of those who delved determinedly into the darkness and never planned on stepping back to the light.

“I thought a public high school would teach you more self-restraint than a reform school,” Monkey said, chuckling. “Normally, I wouldn’t stick my nose into your and Jiang Bin’s business. I said this was his own matter to settle, so he has to concede defeat whether he wants to or not. But things are different now. Since you’re sticking up for Jiang Cheng, I have to settle this for Jiang Bin.”

Gu Fei still didn’t say a word.

“Honestly, I don’t want to do this, either.” Monkey raised his arms up in a stretch, then lit another cigarette and put it in his mouth. “But now that I think about it, we could settle our score at the same time—otherwise, I don’t think I’ll ever be at peace.”

“I have another basketball match the day after tomorrow.” Gu Fei finally spoke. “It would have to be after that.”

Monkey had a knack for holding grudges; the whole Jiang Cheng thing was nothing but an excuse. When he came to extort protection money in the early days, Gu Fei had burst his bladder with a single kick. More than a year had passed since then, but even if he hadn’t been the vindictive sort, it wasn’t the kind of thing anyone would so easily forgive and forget.

Still, Monkey needed an excuse if he was going to seek retribution after so long…and now he had one. He knew that he would be no match for Gu Fei one-on-one, but to have a group of people beating on one person went against his so-called principles. Therefore, Gu Fei would only decide on the time. It was up to Monkey to decide the method.

“You have a game at school?” Monkey asked.

“Yeah.”

Monkey’s exaggerated expression of surprise left no doubt that he and Jiang Bin were related. There was a long pause, and then he started laughing. “Then I guess you’ve changed after all. Fourth High must be a good place if even the notorious Gu Fei is joining their basketball tournament.”

Gu Fei stayed quiet, not wanting to engage with his bullshit small talk.

“Fine, then. I’m an easygoing guy.” Monkey held the cigarette between two fingers and jabbed Gu Fei’s chest. “Day after tomorrow, eight p.m. The old building by the railway bridge. We’ll play something fair.”

Gu Fei gave him a look. Beside him, Liu Fan took an anxious step forward, but Gu Fei reached out a hand to stop him. “Okay.”

“We’ll jump hurdles,” Monkey said. “Each person takes responsibility for their own consequences.”

“Fine,” said Gu Fei.

 

“Fucking hell!” Liu Fan gave the steering wheel a hard slap as soon as he got into the car. “Why did you agree to hurdles? Can you not just fucking beat his ass in a fight?”

“Gotta resolve it somehow,” Gu Fei said.

“Then resolve it by fighting it out! Why fucking hurdle?!” Luo Yu bellowed from the backseat.

“Do you think he’d agree to a fight?” Gu Fei turned to look at Luo Yu. “If we could resolve it with a fight, we’d have done it ages ago, right? Wouldn’t have to wait until now.”

“Then make him wait!” Liu Fan couldn’t keep his voice down, either. “He wouldn’t dare go after you, so why couldn’t you just ignore him—?”

“And what if he plays dirty?” Gu Fei cut off his rant. “What if he goes after someone else? What if he goes after my little sister?!”

Everyone went quiet.

“Anyway, I’m sick of this shit.” Gu Fei scowled. He tugged on his shirt and almost yelped from the sudden pain of yanking away the material from the mess of congealed blood on his torso. “Even if I’m meant to rot here my whole life, I want to at least stand on solid ground. I don’t want to live with violence constantly hanging around my head.”

“Stop badgering him.” Li Yan spoke up. “He already agreed to it, anyhow—it’s useless to try and stop him now. If this is the way it has to be, then let him resolve it. It’s not like it’ll kill him. At worst, it’s a couple months in the hospital…”

Liu Fan glowered at Li Yan. “What do you mean, it won’t kill him?! Don’t you watch the news? Just a few days ago, someone tripped on solid ground and the fall fucking killed them!” 

“Oh, fucking hell! I spit on your whole family!” Li Yan stared anxiously back at him. “Don’t say shit like that! Hurry up and spit, dipshit!”12

After a long pause, Liu Fan finally slapped the steering wheel again and spat, “Pei, pei, pei!”

Gu Fei turned to the window and laughed. “Dumbass.”

 

Jiang Cheng stood in Gu Fei’s convenience store, watching Gu Fei’s mom crack her way through watermelon seeds behind the counter. He felt a little awkward, unsure whether he should leave or keep standing there.

“Why don’t you sit down?” Gu Fei’s mom said. “He usually comes to the store around mealtime.”

“I…” Jiang Cheng didn’t want to sit. He pointed at the door, about to say, I’ll go for a walk outside. Before he was able to finish, however, Gu Fei’s mom glanced at the clock on the side and waved her hand at him. “Whew, look at the time! I have to go out. Good thing you’re here, so I don’t have to close down. You’ll stay here and watch the store, right?”

“I…” Jiang Cheng was stunned. “Huh?”

“Just help with cashing out and stuff. Li Yan helps us cash out all the time,” Gu Fei’s mom said as she put on her jacket. “Don’t you know how to work a cash register?”

Jiang Cheng wanted to say that he didn’t, but before he could even open his mouth, Gu Fei’s mom was already out the door like a gust of wind. He stood there, frozen in place, for a long time. His thoughts were a tangled mess. After a while, he finally sat down behind the counter. 

He didn’t know what Gu Fei was up to this afternoon, but it definitely had nothing to do with Gu Miao. He’d asked as soon as he arrived. Gu Miao was at home drawing pictures.

He could almost be sure that Gu Fei had gone to the “zoo” to see the monkey and the pig.

No one knew where this place was—where someone could play basketball and fight at the same time. The only person he could ask was Wang Xu, and since Wang Xu didn’t know, there was no way anyone else would. With the kids in his class ruled out, the only other person he could ask was Ding Zhuxin, but Ding Zhuxin didn’t give him an answer, either.

“Even if I knew where he was… If he didn’t want to tell you, I couldn’t tell you, either.” Ding Zhuxin’s tone was cordial, but she didn’t even leave him a chance to pursue the matter.

Jiang Cheng held his phone in his hand and sat behind the counter, staring off into space. He couldn’t articulate exactly what he was feeling. Earlier, he’d been anxious and infuriated, but his blaze of fury had all but burned out by now, leaving only gloom in its place. It was the kind of gloom that could only be alleviated by giving Gu Fei a swift kick in the ass.

After sitting there staring at nothing for almost twenty minutes, he heard a car engine running outside. He walked over to the door and peered out from behind the wind curtain.

A Benben that looked like it might fall apart if it drove another few yards was parked out front. All the windows were rolled up, so he couldn’t see who was inside. However, when the car stopped, Gu Fei climbed out from the front passenger side.

Jiang Cheng had entertained the possibility that Gu Fei really did have an errand to run, that maybe he was overthinking it. But when he saw Gu Fei walk over with the blood on his collar, his fury roared back to life. It was as though he had a blowtorch inside his chest, the flame shooting right up to the top of his skull, turning him into a human torch.

Gu Fei probably hadn’t expected that someone would be standing directly behind the curtain. He lifted the heavy plastic, walked in, and bumped straight into Jiang Cheng.

“Shit!” Gu Fei jumped, about to back up when Jiang Cheng grabbed him by his jacket collar.

“Where were you?!” Jiang Cheng demanded, dragging him into the store by his collar. He pushed him up against the wall. “What the fuck did you do?! Tell me!”

Gu Fei gaped. “What are you doing here?”

“I asked you a question!” Jiang Cheng roared at him. “What did you do?!”

Gu Fei grabbed his wrist and tried to pull it away, but to no avail. He sighed and gave up. 

“Do you need another five seconds to make up a story?!” Jiang Cheng growled.

“I can’t make one up even if you gave me ten more seconds,” said Gu Fei. “It’s too sudden.”

Jiang Cheng didn’t answer, just glared at him some more—then, abruptly, he released him. He turned and walked out the door, leaving the curtain fluttering behind him.

Frowning, Gu Fei knocked his head back against the wall. After a moment’s pause, he ran out after him. “Jiang Cheng!”

Jiang Cheng was swinging his arms vigorously as he made long strides in the direction of his apartment. He didn’t look back or even slow down.

“Cheng-ge!” Gu Fei ran after him and grabbed his arm. “Cheng-ge…”

“Who are you calling Cheng-ge?!” Jiang Cheng shook off his hand and turned with a glare. “You’re no son of mine!”

“But I’m calling you ‘ge,’” said Gu Fei.

Jiang Cheng paused for a second, but his rage quickly reignited. He pointed at Gu Fei. “It’s no fucking use even if you call me grandpa!”

Gu Fei hesitated for a moment, then grabbed his arm again and started dragging him back toward the store.

“The fuck?” Jiang Cheng was shocked. He flung his arm hard a couple times, but couldn’t shake off Gu Fei’s hand. Just as he was about to try again with more force, he noticed the blood on Gu Fei’s collar again. He gritted his teeth and held back the third attempt.

This little moment of hesitation was all it took for Gu Fei to haul him back into the store.

“Let’s talk,” Gu Fei said.

“Talk about what?” Jiang Cheng suddenly felt like all his strength had drained away the moment Gu Fei let go of his arm. His rage had mostly died out, too. He leaned back against the wall and said, “About the psychological journey of your lies?”

Gu Fei nodded. “Mm.”

Jiang Cheng looked him over. Aside from the streak of blood on his collar, there was another streak of blood on his right side, near his ribs. “Let’s take care of your injuries first. Look at you—if I didn’t know any better, I’d think you got flogged.”


Chapter 50

 

GU FEI SEEMED NORMAL on the surface; Jiang Cheng figured he wasn’t seriously hurt. But when Gu Fei took his jacket off, Jiang Cheng saw the tear in the shirt and frowned. 

“This is from basketball?” he asked.

“Yeah.” Gu Fei tossed his jacket to the side and glanced at him. “You haven’t eaten yet, right?”

“No appetite,” Jiang Cheng replied.

“I’m a little hungry.” Gu Fei took out his phone. “I’m going to order two rice bowls. Will you have some?”

Jiang Cheng didn’t answer.

“Beef stir-fry with green peppers.” Gu Fei looked down at the screen. “What do you want? There’s also stewed brisket with potatoes, scrambled eggs with tomato, braised eggplants…”

Jiang Cheng let out a sigh. “Scrambled eggs with tomato.”

Gu Fei finished ordering and took out a medical kit from a little side cabinet. He hesitated, watching Jiang Cheng for a moment, then reached up and pulled his shirt off. 

“What the flying fuck?!” Jiang Cheng jumped when he saw the two large, bloody gashes on Gu Fei’s shoulder and side. “Why didn’t they just kill you?”

Gu Fei chuckled a little and walked to the inner room. “As if they could.”

“…Need help?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“Thank you.”

Jiang Cheng stood up. “Is ‘thank you’ a fucking yes or no?” 

Gu Fei turned and looked at him. “Yes.”

He only had two injuries, which wasn’t that bad, all things considered. Jiang Cheng walked into the room and leaned in close to examine them. The edges of the cuts were very uneven; whatever made these wounds probably hadn’t been sharp at all, which meant the skin was practically torn open. Jiang Cheng could feel the pain just thinking about it.

He opened the medical kit and took out the rubbing alcohol, then pondered for some time before asking, “Was it Monkey? That…brass knuckle of his.”

“Shit.” Gu Fei looked at him, astonished. “You can tell? I didn’t know overachievers were psychic… It wasn’t Monkey—it was Jiang Bin.”

“I guessed.” With the cotton ball in one hand and the bottle of rubbing alcohol in the other, Jiang Cheng stared at Gu Fei’s injuries, trying to figure out how best to go about cleaning a large wound like this. If he just dabbed at it with the alcohol, a gash this long would take him ages to clean. He shifted into a few different positions, but he found them all awkward to hold. “Maybe you should go next door and get it looked at?”

“No way. There’s always a bunch of grandpas and grandmas gathered there in the afternoon and evenings for their nutrition IV drip. It’s gossip central right about now. One visit, and everyone around these parts will know by tomorrow that I got knifed. And died from it, too. It’s not that serious. Just disinfect it and wrap it up in some gauze.”

“Uh huh.”

“You can just—” 

Before Gu Fei finished his sentence, Jiang Cheng lifted the bottle of rubbing alcohol and poured it directly onto the wound on Gu Fei’s shoulder. Gu Fei froze for a couple of seconds, then drew in a sharp breath. “The fuck?!”

“We should’ve gone and asked for a bottle of saline… Hurts, doesn’t it?” Jiang Cheng looked at him.

Gu Fei frowned. “What do you think, sir?” 

“The stinging from the alcohol should pass soon.” Jiang Cheng blew lightly on the wound. “I just wanted to give it a rinse.”

“…Oh.” Gu Fei peered at the wound. “Done now?”

“Yeah.” Jiang Cheng rummaged around the kit again and pulled out a vial of iodine. “I’ll disinfect it again with this and it should be enough.”

“Does this also get poured on me?” Gu Fei asked.

Jiang Cheng nodded. “Yup. With a huge gash like this, do you know how long it would take to dab a little at a time with a cotton ball?”

“How unsympathetic of you,” Gu Fei said.

“Maybe don’t go courting death if you want to be comfortable, huh?” Jiang Cheng said as he poured the iodine solution onto the wound, then used a cotton ball to spread it around evenly. “Why don’t you try not getting hurt, if you’re so great?” 

“It’s not that I didn’t want you to go.” Gu Fei leaned against the wall and lifted his arm to give Jiang Cheng access to the cut on his side. “The thing is, it…doesn’t really have to do with you.”

“Yeah.” Jiang Cheng understood what Gu Fei meant; he had guessed as much. Jiang Bin was a sore loser who wanted to make his loss someone else’s problem. Monkey, who backed him, was the one who had a problem with Gu Fei. “But I lit the fuse on a ticking time bomb. If it wasn’t for you taking this on for me, Monkey might not have had the chance to go after you.”

Gu Fei didn’t say anything. He hadn’t expected to run into Jiang Cheng as soon as he returned, so he didn’t even have a chance to mentally comb through what had happened, much less make up an excuse.

Jiang Cheng impressed him, though. Even through a fit of anger, Jiang Cheng still quickly figured out what had happened based only on a tiny fragment of information. No wonder he was the class overachiever. With impeccable logic like this, surely he should’ve gone into the STEM stream instead.

“It made me look terrible. And I felt terrible about it, too.” Jiang Cheng liberally dumped rubbing alcohol onto Gu Fei’s side. “I—”

“Hey!” Gu Fei couldn’t help yelling out. “Can you give me a warning before you pour it on?!”

“Sure I can.” Jiang Cheng gave him a look. “Heeeere comes the second splaaash!”

“You—” Gu Fei didn’t manage to get his sentence out before Jiang Cheng splashed iodine solution on the wound. He sucked in a breath. “You’re doing this on purpose, aren’t you?”

“Done.” Jiang Cheng dabbed at it with a cotton ball. “I got a couple of tubes of that wound-closing ointment last time at the hospital. I’ll bring one for you tomorrow. It’ll heal faster that way.”

“…Okay.”

Even though Jiang Cheng didn’t really touch him throughout the entire process, the slightly painful touch of the cotton ball gently dabbing on his wound still left half of his body tingly and weak. But after Jiang Cheng had emptied most of the rubbing alcohol on his wounds, his mind emptied of all sinful thoughts. He was pretty much the picture of purity and abstinence.

Their food delivery arrived as Jiang Cheng finished applying gauze to the wound. He went to fetch the two rice bowls while Gu Fei set up the little dining table. 

When they sat down, Gu Fei’s frayed nerves finally, slowly began to relax.

Jiang Cheng opened his order and stared at it for a while. “This restaurant…is definitely going bust within the year.”

“Hmm?” Gu Fei opened his container and took a look. It smelled pretty good to him. 

“I say this every time I see a dish of scrambled eggs and tomato where the tomatoes are chopped in chunks larger than your face and one egg is split across eight orders.” 

Gu Fei stared at the scrambled eggs in his box and burst out laughing. After he finally stopped, he pushed over his own box of beef stir-fry with green peppers. “Wanna trade?”

“It’s okay.” Jiang Cheng peered into the other box. “The way they cut each pepper in half and slice the beef into matchsticks? This restaurant isn’t gonna make it.”

Gu Fei kept laughing as he ate. Jiang Cheng didn’t say anything more; he kept his head down, grumpily eating away.

After several minutes of quiet, Gu Fei raised his head and put down his chopsticks. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to lie to you.”

Jiang Cheng didn’t answer, just stared at the chunk of tomato between his chopsticks. He eventually popped it into his mouth. “Is it done?”

Gu Fei hesitated. “I set a time with Monkey for the day after tomorrow—after our tournament.”

Jiang Cheng lifted his eyes at him.

“This time it really is between Monkey and me,” Gu Fei added. “Even without you lighting the fuse, it was bound to blow up sooner or later. Might as well get it over with.”

Jiang Cheng said nothing. He put his head down and continued eating.

The food was pretty bad. The tomatoes were too wet because they hadn’t been fried enough, there wasn’t enough egg, and the rice was too mushy. Jiang Cheng could only bring himself to eat half of it before he set down his chopsticks.

“If you can’t finish, just put it on the ledge in the courtyard.” Gu Fei ate quickly, already scraping the bottom of his container. “There are stray cats that will come and eat it.”

“Oh.” Jiang Cheng stood up, took his leftovers out to the back, and set them on the ledge. He stood there and waited for a bit, but he didn’t see any sign of a cat, so he came back inside. “I didn’t see any cats.”

“The one that usually comes is a scaredy cat—it never shows up if people are around.” Gu Fei threw away his empty container and cleaned up the table. Then, leaning against the counter, he lit a cigarette.

Jiang Cheng sat in his chair and aimlessly swiped back and forth on his phone.

“I know you’re annoyed I didn’t call you up today.” Gu Fei held the cigarette between his lips and stared down at his feet. “And if it was only Jiang Bin, I would’ve. But Monkey was there…so I figured I shouldn’t involve you.”

Jiang Cheng gave him a look.

“There are some things… If you can avoid getting into them, you should.” Gu Fei blew out a puff of smoke. “More trouble than it’s worth.”

“Mm,” Jiang Cheng replied.

“You asked me the other day why I’m not going to a technical college or vocational school or something.” Gu Fei glanced at him. “Wanna hear my reasons?”

Jiang Cheng nodded. “Sure.”

Gu Fei went to close the door of the shop, then pulled the rolling shutters halfway down before dragging out a chair and sitting down across from Jiang Cheng.

Gu Fei was quiet for a few moments before starting. “I used to be kinda…you know. In elementary school, I would get into fights all the time. Even now, if my old classmates from back then see me on the street, they give me a wide berth.”

“School tyrant, huh?” Jiang Cheng fixed his gaze on him.

“In any case, it’s just…at home, I got beaten up by my dad, so outside, I’d beat up other people.” Gu Fei let out a little smile. “I didn’t like to talk very much back then. I solved every problem with my fists. And when the kids I injured came around looking for recompense, my dad would give me another beating.”

Jiang Cheng let out a quiet sigh.

“Then, in the seventh grade, my first year of middle school—I pushed my deskmate out of a window from the second-floor classroom.” Gu Fei stretched his legs out and stared at the tips of his toes. “To be honest, my dad had thrown me like that once, and I wasn’t that seriously injured…”

Jiang Cheng stared at him in silent shock.

“But that kid was hurt pretty bad. His arms, legs, and ribs were all broken. The school went to my mom—my dad had just died around that time.” Gu Fei’s voice was very low. “The school already considered me unfit to continue in a regular middle school the way I was acting. So they sent me to a reform school.”

“What’s a reform school?” Jiang Cheng asked, but Gu Fei seemed to be lost in his own thoughts; Jiang Cheng searched it up on his phone.

“Reform Schools were special educational institutions set up by the People’s Republic of China for juvenile offenders who committed minor crimes or violations of the law. These schools were not within the jurisdiction of administrative sanctions or the penal system.”

Jiang Cheng was shaken. “The hell?”

Gu Fei wiggled the tips of his feet around. “A lot of those places were scrapped. The one I went to was eventually repurposed into a vocational secondary school. There weren’t that many students, even when I was there.”

“Oh,” was Jiang Cheng’s response. He didn’t know what else to say.

“The principal at the time also recommended that my mom take me to see a therapist—he figured I had some serious violent tendencies.” Gu Fei threw his cigarette stub on the ground and stomped it out, then pulled out another one and lit it. “But my mom refused. Er-Miao already had issues, and she didn’t want people to say that I had problems, too… So I went to the reform school.”

“Were the other students like you?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“In there, people like me were considered good kids.” Gu Fei chuckled. “Spending time with reform school kids will teach you what it really means to be beyond saving. You can’t even imagine how terrible someone can be at such a young age. I stayed there for a year and a half, and I don’t want to have anything to do with those people ever again.”

“Give me a cigarette,” said Jiang Cheng.

“You’re out again?” Gu Fei pulled out his pack. “Next time you run out, just go and help yourself to one behind the counter.”

“I just happen to be out.” Jiang Cheng took one and lit it up. His brain felt scrambled.

Judging from the way Gu Fei normally carried himself, Jiang Cheng could’ve guessed at his history, but he didn’t think it was this serious. The story about Gu Fei “murdering” his father had taken him a long time to process, and now he felt his brain buzzing in shock yet again. 

“I might have gone off topic just now,” Gu Fei said.

“Oh.” Jiang Cheng looked at him, his thoughts not quite collected yet. Being thrown from the second floor by your own father was a lot to process—pushing your deskmate out of a second-floor window was equally shocking. 

“A second-floor classroom is higher than the second floor of a residential building,” Jiang Cheng said at last.

“Hmm?” Gu Fei was a little confused. After a long pause, he eventually realized what Jiang Cheng was talking about. He turned to the side and burst out laughing. “Cheng-ge, you sure have a talent for zooming in on the key point.”

“What the hell are you laughing about?” Jiang Cheng had been holding his lit cigarette in his hand the whole time, and only just now remembered to take a drag from it. “When did you go off topic? What was the topic?”

“In the second half of ninth grade—the last year of middle school—the reform school was converted into a vocational secondary school. After we graduated, most of the other students stayed there and continued at the vocational school,” Gu Fei said. “But I wanted to go to a regular high school. I didn’t want to keep hanging around those people. I didn’t want to cross paths with any of them ever again.”

“So you applied to Fourth High?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“Yeah.” Gu Fei nodded. “Fourth High totally sucks. It’s one of the easier schools to get into.”

Jiang Cheng didn’t say anything. He took two drags of the cigarette, then breathed out a long sigh, suddenly unsure of what to say.

“Cheng-ge.” Gu Fei stood up, grabbed a bottle of beer from the fridge, and opened one with his teeth before taking a couple of sips. “You’re not like the people here. You have no idea how bad it is once you get mixed up with the wrong crowd.”

Jiang Cheng looked at him.

“If you get in a fight and lose, some people will think you’re a pushover,” said Gu Fei. “If you win, some people will think you’re a smug bastard. No matter what you do, they won’t leave you alone. When it comes to people like that, the farther away you are from them, the better. Do you understand?”

“…Mm-hm.” Jiang Cheng closed his eyes and drew in a breath, then slowly exhaled.

“You’re not Wang Xu or Jiang Bin,” Gu Fei went on. “And you’re not Monkey. You’re a good student. Go to class, learn stuff, take your exams, and go to your dream school. Don’t let yourself get dragged into this shit.”

Jiang Cheng stubbed out his cigarette in silence. He rubbed his hands over his face a few times, then leaned back in the chair.

“The reason I didn’t let you come to the match wasn’t because I want to take anything on for you,” Gu Fei added. “I just don’t want you to get trapped here. If it had been anyone else, I wouldn’t have bothered. But no one else has ever said something like ‘I won’t rot here’ to me—only you. You’ve got to live by your words. Don’t act like I did you a favor or anything. And don’t think you have to reciprocate just because we’re friends.”

Jiang Cheng was still quiet. He stood up and walked over to Gu Fei, stroking the top of his head.

Gu Fei leaned his head back and looked at Jiang Cheng. “…If anyone else was touching my head like this, I’d kick their ass.” 

Jiang Cheng stroked his head again.

Gu Fei laughed. “Shit.”

Jiang Cheng cupped the back of Gu Fei’s head with his hands and held him close.

Gu Fei’s whole face was pressed against Jiang Cheng’s stomach. “What are you doing?” he asked in a muffled voice.

“Stop talking,” Jiang Cheng said.

“But I need to breathe.”

Jiang Cheng ignored him and held on for a few more seconds before letting go. Then he fell back into his own chair and stared at Gu Fei. As he gazed across at Gu Fei, he burst into giggles.

Gu Fei was about to take a drink from his beer, but after a couple of attempts, raising the bottle to his lips and then stopping, he finally set the bottle on the ground and joined Jiang Cheng’s laughing fit.

“So,” Jiang Cheng began, speaking through his laughter, “I’m actually a very serious person.”

“So am I.” Gu Fei took a big gulp of beer and suppressed his giggles. “I hope you don’t get the wrong impression.”

“Mm.” Jiang Cheng nodded and kept on giggling for a while longer before he finally caught his breath and let out a heavy sigh. After a long pause, he spoke again. “Can you tell me how you’re going to resolve this thing with Monkey?”

“Why are you asking?” 

“If it just comes down to a fight, there’s no way he can beat you,” Jiang Cheng said. “It can’t be a one-on-one. Last time, when Wang Xu and I were trapped, he was civilized enough to give you face and let us go, so it’s unlikely that they’ll gang up on you, right?”

“Mm.” Gu Fei smiled.

Jiang Cheng stared into Gu Fei’s eyes. “So how are you going to resolve it?”

Gu Fei held his gaze, hesitating. Finally, he quietly admitted, “Hurdles.”

“What the…?” Jiang Cheng gave him a perplexed look.

“It’s our own tradition around here,” Gu Fei said. “An agreed way of conflict resolution.”

“What do you mean, hurdles? How do you hurdle?” 

“Has your idol changed recently?” Gu Fei took a swig of beer.

“What?” Jiang Cheng was confused.

“Didn’t your idol used to be Xiao-Ming’s grandpa?” said Gu Fei. “Is that not the case anymore?”

“…Fuck off.” Jiang Cheng felt around in his pocket and found a pack of cigarettes. He pulled one out and put it in his mouth.

As he was about to light it, Gu Fei clicked his tongue in disapproval. “You take my cigs when you have your own?”

“Hmm?” Jiang Cheng glanced at the cigarette in his hand. He did have some after all. He must’ve just been really out of it.

He stared at his pack for a while, then took the cigarette out of his mouth. He put it back in the pack and put the pack back in his pocket. He then reached his hand out to Gu Fei. “Give me one.”

Surrendering, Gu Fei tossed his pack into Jiang Cheng’s hand.

Jiang Cheng held the cigarette in his hand but didn’t light it. “How do you go about doing these hurdles?” he asked again.

“If you go straight down the road where you bought your bike, there’s a railway bridge,” Gu Fei said. “Beside it is an old residential area. After the factories moved away, somebody bought the land and never developed it. The buildings there are all structural hazards—”

“Fuck.” Jiang Cheng cut him off. “Jumping off buildings?”

Gu Fei looked at him.

“Jumping from one building to the next? That’s what the hurdles are?” Jiang Cheng stared at him. “I’m right, aren’t I?”

“Yep,” Gu Fei replied. “Until someone gets injured or quits.”

“Is there something wrong with the air quality around here? Have you all got brain damage from lack of oxygen?” Jiang Cheng had no words to describe what he was feeling at the moment. “Why don’t you just say until someone falls and dies?”

“There usually aren’t any deaths—the gaps aren’t very wide,” Gu Fei said with a smile.

“Morons.” Jiang Cheng clicked his lighter a few times, but he couldn’t get it to catch. Every time the flame got close, it would be blown out by puffs of air from his nose. Eventually, he tossed both the lighter and the cigarette onto the stool next to them. “There really are total dumbasses in this world. I sure have expanded my horizons!”

Gu Fei took the cigarette and lit it, then held it out to him. With a glance at Gu Fei, Jiang Cheng grabbed the cigarette and put it in his mouth. 

Neither of them spoke again. It was quiet inside the store, and quiet in the street outside. The only thing Jiang Cheng could hear was the sound of his own heavy breathing.

For some reason, he wanted to act out in rage. Not at Gu Fei, or even Monkey; he didn’t know where his rage was directed, nor what he wanted to rage about. There was just a lump of anger in his chest.

He lifted his eyes and glared at Gu Fei. Gu Fei looked back at him with an utterly calm expression.

Jiang Cheng’s heart suddenly ached.

Gu Fei was his perfect teammate, his deskmate with whom he shared an unspeakable secret. But now, all of it had been swept aside to make way for things he had never thought about twice. This kind of chaotic darkness had always seemed distant to him—but Gu Fei had suddenly become part of the shadows.

He lamented for Gu Fei.

The cigarette was quickly finished in their silence, but it provided Jiang Cheng no satisfaction at all. In fact, he felt a little unwell. His throat was dry.

He stubbed out the cigarette and extended his hand to Gu Fei. 

Gu Fei looked at his hand, not entirely sure what Jiang Cheng wanted. After a few moments of hesitation, Gu Fei placed his hand in Jiang Cheng’s. Jiang Cheng grasped tightly and gave Gu Fei’s hand a hard squeeze before letting go.

“When is it?” Jiang Cheng asked. “This moronic building-hopping?” 

“After the final basketball match.” Gu Fei rubbed his hand, which had gone a little pale from Jiang Cheng’s firm grip.

“I want to go watch,” Jiang Cheng said. Gu Fei was about to reply, but Jiang Cheng cut him off with a wave. “I won’t let anyone know I’m there. I just want to see.”

“See what?” Gu Fei asked in resignation.

“See the kind of guy you are.” Jiang Cheng gazed back at him. “I want to find out exactly what kind of person you are, Gu Fei.”
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Characters

 

JIANG CHENG 蒋丞

“Returned” by his adoptive parents, he moves to the Steelworks in the middle of eleventh grade to live with his birth parents and attend Fourth High.

 

GU FEI 顾飞

Jiang Cheng’s new deskmate and infamous in the neighborhood for his ruthlessness. He lives with his mother and little sister, and also attends Fourth High.

 

FAMILY

 

GU MIAO 顾淼: Gu Fei’s younger sister. Loves to skateboard; only speaks to Gu Fei. 

GU FEI’S MOTHER: Harbors a naive dream of finding true love. 

LI BAOGUO 李保国: Jiang Cheng’s birth father, a noisy, alcoholic gambler.

LI HUI 李辉: Jiang Cheng’s older brother.

LI QIAN 李倩: Jiang Cheng’s older sister.

SHEN YIQING 沈一清: Jiang Cheng’s former adoptive mother.

PAN ZHI 潘智: Jiang Cheng’s best friend.

 

STEELWORKS

 

DING ZHUXIN 丁竹心: Gu Fei’s childhood friend and former neighbor.

LI YAN 李炎: Gu Fei’s friend.

FRESH OUT OF JAIL 不是好鸟: Four of Gu Fei’s friends—Liu Fan 刘帆, Luo Yu 罗宇, Zhao Yihui 赵一辉, and Chen Jie 陈杰. They are older than him and aren’t currently in school.

MONKEY: A street thug who leads a gang in their neighborhood.

JIANG BIN 江滨: Also known as “Wild Boar Head”, Monkey’s delinquent younger cousin.

 

SCHOOL

 

LAO-XU 老徐: Xu Qicai 徐齐才—, Class Eight’s homeroom teacher and Chinese teacher.

LAO-LU 老鲁: Class Eight’s English teacher.

WANG XU 王旭: Also known as Wang Jiuri 王九日, Jiang Cheng and Gu Fei’s classmate and friend.

LU XIAOBIN 卢晓斌: One of the Class Eight basketball players. Tall and broad.

GUO XU 郭旭: One of the Class Eight basketball players.

ZHOU JING 周敬: Jiang Cheng and Gu Fei’s classmate who sits at the desk in front of them.

YI JING 易静: The class president.

 

Diminutives, Nicknames, and Name Tags:

-GE/GEGE: Used to refer to older boys or men in an informal way. Literally means “older brother”. 

-JIE/JIEJIE: Used to refer to older girls or women in an informal way. Literally means “older sister”.

LAO-: Usually added as a prefix to a surname as a familiar way of referring to someone older. (e.g. Lao-Xu)

ER-: Added as a prefix to a second child’s name (e.g., Er-Miao).

-ER: Added as a suffix to turn a name into a familiar diminutive (e.g., Cheng-er).

DA-: Added as a prefix to a name as a sign of respect, especially for someone older (e.g., Da-Fei).

-ZONG: Usually used as a suffix for CEOs or people of high rank. Students attach it to the end of a surname to refer casually to a teacher, indicative of their rapport (e.g., Xu-zong).

NAME-DOUBLING: A cute way to nickname someone, adults often use this with very young children (e.g., Chengcheng).


Glossary

 

MAINLAND CHINESE SCHOOL SYSTEM

 

SCHOOL YEARS AND EXAMS: Most Chinese students go through six years of elementary school (小学), followed by three years of middle school (初中) and three years of high school (高中). At the end of middle school, all students who wish to proceed to regular high schools will take the standardized high school entrance exams (zhongkao, 中考). The first nine years from grade one to grade nine are mandatory education. After grade nine, those who don’t make it into the regular high schools will either start working or enter a vocational or trade school, or a technical college. Students at the end of regular high school will, they take the university entrance exam (gaokao, 高考) for admission to domestic universities. The gaokao is widely considered the single most important event in a young Chinese person’s life and their best opportunity at crossing the class divide.

HIGH SCHOOL STREAMING: In most regular high schools, classes are sorted first by streams (STEM or humanities), then by academic performance. This sorting usually happens before the first or second year of high school, after which the students largely stay with the same class throughout their high school years. Each class has a homeroom teacher who is responsible for that class, in addition to their usual teaching duties, and will stay with the same class of students, progressing through the years until the students graduate.

SCHOOL SESSIONS, CLASSES, AND PERIODS: A school day typically runs from early morning until noon, with a two hour break for lunch and midday naps, then continues from afternoon to evening. In addition to lessons, there are daily periods set aside for quiet study called “self-study” periods. The average public school class is made up of anywhere from forty to sixty students. As a result, teachers standing in the front of the classroom often use a microphone to project their voice, as they sometimes find it difficult to be heard, especially from the back rows.

 

NORTHEAST CHINA (DONGBEI)

 

INDUSTRIALIZATION: The northeast was once considered China’s industrial hub. In the late 1990s and early 2000s, economic changes—namely the privatization and consolidation of state-owned enterprises—led to a collapse of the manufacturing sector all over the country, especially the three provinces in the northeast. Many cities were devastated by massive layoffs, affecting millions of workers.Run Wild takes place in a bleak, post-industrialized city, living in the aftermath of this economic transition. In its heyday, there would’ve been a full community centered around factories similar to the Steelworks, with dedicated housing, childcare, healthcare, and social spaces, all in service of the factories and their workers. Now, the same neighborhood is populated by impoverished families struggling to eke out a living—including people like Li Baoguo, who turn to drinking and gambling to while away their time.

 

GENERAL TERMS

 

BREAKFAST STALLS: Although some families will get up and make breakfast, most working people and people without kids will often get their breakfast from a congregation of breakfast stalls, often readily available in residential areas but only during limited hours of the early morning. There are a wide variety of foods found at the breakfast stalls: dumplings, soup dumplings, tofu pudding, fried dough fritters, fried pancakes, braised beef, soy milk, vermicelli, congee, and more. A common combination is a doughy or crispy food like a fried dough fritter paired with a liquid like soy milk or congee.

 

FACE: Mianzi (面子), generally translated as “face,” is an important concept in Chinese society. It is a metaphor for a person’s reputation and can be extended to further descriptive metaphors. For example, “having face” refers to having a good reputation, and “losing face” refers to having one’s reputation hurt. Meanwhile, “giving face” means deferring to someone else to help improve their reputation, while “not wanting face” implies that a person is acting so poorly or shamelessly that they clearly don’t care about their reputation at all. “Thin face” refers to someone easily embarrassed or prone to offense at perceived slights. Conversely, “thick face” refers to someone not easily embarrassed and immune to insults.


Footnotes

 

Chapter 30

[1]  A hard liquor made from sorghum grain, much like vodka.

 

Chapter 35

[2]  Both Ming (明) and Guang (光) are variants on “light,” while Hui (辉) means brilliance or glow.

 

[3]  The school day starts with a self-study period, usually supervised by the homeroom teacher of that class. There’s often a self-study period in the evening as well. The first class of the day comes after the morning self-study period.

 

Chapter 36

[4]  “Chicken” is derogatory slang for “prostitute.”

 

Chapter 39

[5]  From the song “Why Am I Always the One Who Gets Hurt” by Jimmy Lin.

 

Chapter 41

[6]  Niu Er is short for Niulanshan Erguotou. Niulanshan is a common brand of erguotou, a cheap baijiu.

 

Chapter 42

[7]  Red Star is one of the most common brands of erguotou, but since this is northern China, the guys were probably used to drinking Niulanshan.

 

Chapter 44

[8]  Uncle.

 

Chapter 47

[9]  Ji Xianlin was a prominent 20th century Chinese Indologist, linguist, paleographer, historian, and writer.

 

Chapter 48

[10]  May 1st is International Worker’s Day, a national public holiday in China. It’s usually an extended weekend or longer, depending on its position in the week.

 

[11]  “What is our goal? To keep cavities away!” is a slogan from a toothpaste commercial for kids.

 

Chapter 49

[12]  Spitting, or simply saying a spitting sound, “pei,” is the Chinese equivalent of knocking on wood when someone’s said something that could be “tempting fate.”
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rise to the occasion or will Jiang Cheng be
left out in the cold?





OPS/INTERIORIMAGES_08.jpg





OPS/INTERIORIMAGES_05.jpg





OPS/FRONTMATTER_01.jpg
NOVEL

WRITTEN BY

Wu Zhe

TRANSLATION BY

amixy, Nande M

INTERIOR
ILLUSTRATIONS BY

Ding Yue Rong

S5

Seveu SE‘.{‘R‘S






OPS/INTERIORIMAGES_13.jpg





OPS/sevenseaslogo.jpg





OPS/COLORGALLERY_01.jpg
NOVEL





OPS/INTERIORIMAGES_12.jpg
Character
Guide

Glossary





OPS/INTERIORIMAGES_11.jpg
THE STORY CONTINUES IN

Run Wild

VOLUME 3





OPS/COLORGALLERY_03.jpg
AN t"/’//

5

— ———, Y
,

D \(( a:
W
- ps(!E‘%\ o3

,./ e -

"N ,/A,.,, -
S l&






OPS/INTERIORIMAGES_02.jpg





OPS/INTERIORIMAGES_10.jpg





OPS/COLORGALLERY_02.jpg





OPS/INTERIORIMAGES_01.jpg





OPS/INTERIORIMAGES_09.jpg





OPS/INTERIORIMAGES_04.jpg





OPS/INTERIORIMAGES_03.jpg





