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Chapter 51

 

THE TWO OF THEM sat silently in the store. 

Jiang Cheng didn’t know what Gu Fei was thinking, but his own mind was empty, the cogs inside turning aimlessly as he stared into space.

When it was almost nine, Gu Fei stood up. “Let’s go,” he said. “I’ll ride back with you.”

“Uh-huh.” Jiang Cheng stood up as well, then paused for a moment, confused. “Ride back with me? Why?”

“In case you get lost.”

Jiang Cheng laughed. “Damn. I can get back even with my eyes closed now.”

“Very impwessive.” Gu Fei put on his jacket.

“I’ve always been impwessive.” Jiang Cheng followed him out the door.

Gu Fei’s place and Jiang Cheng’s new apartment were in the same direction; Jiang Cheng’s building was a little further down from the turnoff to Gu Fei’s house. They both stayed quiet on the ride home. Jiang Cheng felt the need to break the silence, but he had nothing to say. All he could do was stare straight ahead the whole way. 

Jiang Cheng noticed that Gu Fei didn’t turn when they passed the intersection to his place, but he said nothing. The two of them kept going until they stopped outside of Jiang Cheng’s building.

“Are you going to school tomorrow?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“I guess,” Gu Fei said. “Didn’t Captain Wang want us to practice from lunchtime through to the afternoon?”

Jiang Cheng glanced at him. “Are you gonna be okay playing in the final match with that injury?”

“Don’t worry.” Gu Fei patted his side where the wound was. “It won’t slow me down. And the guys from Class Two don’t play dirty, anyway.”

Jiang Cheng nodded. “Okay.”

The conversation came to a halt, but neither of them moved. Jiang Cheng didn’t get off his bike and head up the stairwell, and Gu Fei didn’t turn around to head back.

After a stretch of silence, Jiang Cheng cleared his throat. “I’m going up, then.”

“Mm,” Gu Fei answered.

Still, neither moved. They both seemed paralyzed, stuck in the same spot with their butts on the seats and their feet braced against the ground. 

Gu Fei was the one who eventually spoke. “Go on. I’ll get going.”

“Oh.” Jiang Cheng finally moved, gripping the handlebars and moving his bike onto the sidewalk. “Good night.”

“Good night,” Gu Fei said.

Jiang Cheng walked his bike to the stairwell, locked it, and glanced back toward the road. Gu Fei was still there. Only after this glance did Gu Fei wave at him and finally turn his bike around to leave.

 

***

 

Back in his apartment, Jiang Cheng took a shower and sat down in front of his desk to look at the day’s homework. He stared at it for ages and somehow still couldn’t absorb a single word.

He felt like his brain had been shocked one too many times in the span of half a day, stuffed full of a convoluted mishmash of information until it felt ready to burst. There was almost no space left in there for things like homework.

It took him at least ten minutes to steady himself enough to start working.

His phone chimed once. It was a message from Pan Zhi.

- They just dispatched the material i’m sending u. Pay attention to ur phone, ok? Ur address changed, right? Is it far?

- not too far, give me the tracking 

Pan Zhi sent him the tracking number for the package.

Jiang Cheng looked up the contact number for the courier service, planning to give them a call tomorrow and ask them not to deliver to his door—he could go pick it up himself. He really didn’t want to return to his old street. He wouldn’t know how to deal with it if he ran into Li Baoguo there.

- There’s a USB stick in there, btw. I copied all the lecture materials from our courses this semester. See if u find anything useful

Jiang Cheng stared at the text. If Pan Zhi were in front of him right now, he’d go over and give him a big hug. What a loving and devoted grandson. He picked up his phone and took a selfie with a thumbs-up, then added some colorful stickers and sent it to Pan Zhi. 

A few minutes passed without a reply from Pan Zhi. Jiang Cheng set the phone aside, feeling like he’d finally made some room in his brain; he sat down again to get back to his homework.

Fourth High didn’t give out a lot of homework. Even if he started this late in the evening, he’d still be able to go to sleep at his usual bedtime. It unsettled him a little, though. Perhaps he could ask Pan Zhi to send him copies of their daily homework assignments as well…

He’d put his head down and spent almost an hour writing when his phone chimed again with a message. He picked it up and took a look.

- That selfie you sent should be captioned “good thing I’m handsome.” I’ll send you some of the photos I took of you later. Don’t take any more selfies.

Jiang Cheng froze. As he collected his thoughts, he glanced at the name on the top of the screen: Good Little Bunny!

“The heck?” Stunned, Jiang Cheng swiped a couple of times—it turned out he’d sent the selfie to Gu Fei instead of Pan Zhi.

- wtf, I sent this to you?????

- Who did you mean to send it to?

- I was sending it to my friend!

Gu Fei didn’t answer right away. Jiang Cheng didn’t receive another reply from him until after he’d re-sent the photo to Pan Zhi. 

- You should send this one to your friend.

Gu Fei’s message came with a picture attached. An intense wave of embarrassment crashed over Jiang Cheng as he saw his own face fill up the entire screen. It was the close-up Gu Fei had taken on the day he had a cut on his lip. Gu Fei had even added some extremely cringey glowing text art on the side of the photo: Me & My Unyielding Wound.

- holy shit, what’s your problem??

- It’s way better than your selfie. I shopped it with great care.

- fuck off!

- You would trample on my earnest effort?

- yeah. what are you gonna do about it

- SCREW_HIM_HAMSTER.jpg

Jiang Cheng stared at the meme Gu Fei had just sent him of the provocatively pointing hamster and broke into a fit of laughter. 

- I’m fking doing homework right now

- Work hard, honor student.

 

***

 

When he got up the next morning, Jiang Cheng felt like his brain was weighed down with lead. He sat on the edge of the bed and spaced out for several minutes, but he still couldn’t recall all the chaotic dreams that had troubled his sleep. All he could remember were Gu Fei, the zoo animals Monkey and Wild Boar Head, and some cameo appearances from Pan Zhi and Wang Xu. It was quite the crowd.

He sighed and got up to wash his face.

Perhaps it was because he’d slept on it, but now, when he thought of the things Gu Fei had told him about his childhood and the “fair duel” with Monkey, he didn’t feel the same shock he had yesterday. Instead, it felt surreal, as if it had just been a very convincing dream.

Jiang Cheng went downstairs to buy breakfast, then slowly pedaled his bike toward school. He kept one hand on the handlebar and held a fried pancake in the other, munching on it as he went. 

The days really were getting warmer. He’d eaten halfway through the pancake and it still hadn’t completely cooled down…

He squeezed on the hand brake when he reached the end of the block, but he didn’t hear Gu Fei whistle. Even when he turned and looked around, there was no sign of Gu Fei waiting for him by the side of the road.

He sighed. He shouldn’t expect Gu Fei to be awake so early in the morning unless it was a special occasion.

Jiang Cheng arrived at school with a few minutes to spare before class started. He parked his bike in the parking shed and walked toward the front gate.

He stopped in his tracks when he was still more than ten yards away.

It was Lao-Xu’s turn in the morning rotation, so he was standing at the gates. But there was someone else in front of him.

Li Baoguo.

Jiang Cheng felt a sudden wave of irritation mixed with panic. He stilled for a few seconds. Then he put his head down and crossed the street. After making a detour around the front gate, he ran toward the wall up ahead.

The spot that Gu Fei had told him about before was easy enough to find.

The snack stand had just opened. As Jiang Cheng made his way up the wall, the owner paused in the middle of sweeping the floor and looked up at him in surprise. “Kid, the bell hasn’t rung yet. The gate’s still open.”

Jiang Cheng looked back at him with one hand clinging to the top of the wall. “I…I know…”

The owner didn’t say anything else, but the expression on his face made it clear he thought Jiang Cheng was an idiot. Jiang Cheng didn’t bother explaining himself further. He pushed off with one foot and hoisted himself up to the top of the wall. He was just about to check out the ground on the other side to find a good landing spot among the bricks when he suddenly saw someone standing right next to the brick pile.

Jiang Cheng straddled the top of the wall, frozen in shock. “…Prin­cipal Liu?”

Principal Liu looked even more baffled than the shop owner outside. He stared at Jiang Cheng for a long time, at a complete loss for words.

“Good…morning, Principal Liu.” At this point, Jiang Cheng wasn’t sure if he should jump down into the school or turn back and jump out.

“Ah. Good morning,” Principal Liu answered reflexively, still staring.

Jiang Cheng hesitated for a few seconds but ultimately decided to jump down on the school side. The pile of bricks at the bottom must have been used recently; there were fewer bricks around the edge than last time. When he jumped down from the wall, he happened to land in a clear space right in front of the principal. 

When he stood back up, Principal Liu’s eyes were open so wide they practically popped out of their sockets.

“I’m…going to class now.” Jiang Cheng pointed straight ahead, and before Principal Liu could get a word out he raced off, only slowing down once he reached the lecture building.

 

***

 

Jiang Cheng wasn’t sure if Principal Liu had simply been caught off guard, or if he actually intended to let him off easy—after all, he didn’t climb the wall because he was late, and he didn’t step on any trees either. Regardless, three periods passed by and nobody came looking for him. Lao-Xu didn’t seek Jiang Cheng out either. After his lecture the previous period, Lao-Xu had left the classroom as soon as class was over without requesting a heart-to-heart with Jiang Cheng. 

Jiang Cheng felt a little off-kilter. He didn’t care much about getting in trouble for climbing the wall, but Li Baoguo coming to the school unsettled him. He didn’t know what Li Baoguo was up to, or what exactly he’d told Lao-Xu…

It annoyed him.

And Gu Fei still hadn’t come to school. The seat beside him remained unoccupied, the drawer stuffed haphazardly with all kinds of books, notes, and worksheets that Gu Fei took but never worked on. Nobody else gave a second thought to Gu Fei skipping class; after all, the guy skipped class every week.

Perhaps Jiang Cheng was the only person here who felt a little uneasy at Gu Fei’s absence. With the space beside him empty, his heart felt kind of empty too. He hadn’t realized he’d gotten so used to seeing Gu Fei with his head buried in that moronic Aixiaochu game every time he turned around.

Halfway into the last period before lunch, a figure flitted by the back door. Jiang Cheng turned around quickly, in time to see Gu Fei dart into the classroom.

“I thought you weren’t coming,” Jiang Cheng whispered.

“I said I would come.” Gu Fei smiled. “We have practice at lunchtime, after all.”

“…I thought you meant coming to class.”

“I went to bed late last night, and I overslept this morning. I came as soon as I woke up.” Gu Fei pulled out a few textbooks at random and tossed them on top of the desk. “It makes no difference whether or not I listen in class anyway. I stopped being able to understand this crap a long time ago.”

Jiang Cheng didn’t answer, just pulled out a tube of surgical glue and chucked it onto his desk.

“How fancy.” Gu Fei picked it up and examined it, then put it in his pocket. “Why don’t you buy me lunch today?”

Jiang Cheng glanced at him. “For wh—”

“For all the times I’ve treated you.”

“…Fine, but I have to go pick up a package after class first,” said Jiang Cheng. “Oh, right, take a look at this place.” He took out his phone and showed Gu Fei the pickup address for his parcel. “Do you know where this is?”

Gu Fei met his gaze. “Yeah. It’s by the railway bridge.”

“Ah.” The words “railway bridge” distracted Jiang Cheng for a moment.

“Did you buy something online?” 

“No,” said Jiang Cheng. “My friend sent me some study materials.”

“I’ll go with you to pick it up,” said Gu Fei. “There’s actually a pretty good Shaanxi-style noodle shop there. Real old-school stuff.”

Jiang Cheng started to laugh. “You seem to know where all the good food is.”

“Not all of it. I’ve just eaten at most of the places around here,” Gu Fei said. “I grew up here, after all. My activity is mainly from here to the train station, and from here to the central square downtown. It’s not like I’ve been anywhere else much.”

Jiang Cheng glanced at him. “Oh.”

 

***

 

“Where are you two going?!” Wang Xu groused as he picked up his bike from the parking shed. “We should eat together and head straight to practice. I even spoke to Lao-Xu—he excused us from afternoon classes so we can play clear through lunchtime! This disorderly and uncooperative behavior from you two—”

“We’ll be there within an hour for sure,” Gu Fei told him.

“This disorderly and uncooperative behavior is—” 

“Captain, we’re requesting leave,” said Jiang Cheng. “Just an hour’s leave to get some errands done. We promise to be back within an hour and make up for our absence.”

This approach appeased Wang Xu’s ego. He mulled it over for a moment, then nodded. “All right, then. Leave granted.”

 

The railway bridge looked ancient; it must have been left neglected for years. The railway track itself was smothered by rust and weeds. The paths along the side were still walkable, but only wide enough for foot traffic, bikes, or motorcycles.

Jiang Cheng kept looking around after they crossed the bridge. The area wasn’t deserted; there were quite a few little shops lining the streets. It could even be described as bustling. He didn’t see any abandoned residential compounds or hazardous structures. 

“It’s over there. We already passed the intersection.” Gu Fei turned and pointed at the first intersection they’d walked past after crossing the bridge. “That’s where you go in.”

“Oh.” Jiang Cheng looked back at it, but he couldn’t make out the rooftops they were meant to be jumping on. However, most buildings here weren’t very tall—four or five stories at most. Structural hazards tended to be older, so maybe they were even lower in height. Knock on wood.

“If you really want to watch tomorrow,” Gu Fei said as he slowly pedaled his bike, “I’ll get Ding Zhuxin to go pick you up. She knows—”

“No need.” Jiang Cheng quickly cut him off. He could sense that Ding Zhuxin had been ever so subtly giving him the cold shoulder. Besides, he didn’t want her to be there while he watched anyway.

“Then…” Gu Fei looked at him as he tried to continue.

Jiang Cheng dismissed him with a wave of his hand. “Don’t worry about me. I told you, I won’t let anyone see me there, and I won’t disrupt your brainless building-hopping either. You just worry about yourself. Try not to get hurt.”

Gu Fei chuckled.

“The fuck are you laughing about?!” Jiang Cheng snapped. “You’re a card-carrying member of the Steelworks Morons.”

Gu Fei laughed even harder.

“Hey! You wanna bet that I—” Jiang Cheng’s temper started to flare at the mere thought of the event, but Gu Fei’s laughter extinguished the fire of his fury before it could really ignite. He let go of his handlebars and mimicked the meme Gu Fei had sent him the day before, one hand in a fist and the other pointing at Gu Fei. “Screw you!”

Gu Fei paused for a moment in surprise, then laughed so hard he almost crashed the bike. “It’s uncanny!”

 

***

 

The materials that Pan Zhi sent over filled up a small cardboard box. The package was tied up sturdily and included a USB drive in its own little paper bag. Jiang Cheng didn’t untie the pile of books right away; just staring at the spines set his mind at ease.

“This is the same guy who went with you to our school that one time?” Gu Fei glanced at the shipping label. “‘Pan Shuai’—Handsome Pan?” 

“Pan Zhi.” Jiang Cheng took the label and looked at it. “He’s shameless—even used to write ‘Pan An’ on his test papers.”1

Gu Fei laughed. “But his handwriting really is much more handsome than yours.”

“Slackers all have good handwriting,” Jiang Cheng said. “We overachievers don’t have the energy to care about frivolous little details like nice handwriting.”

“You really should try to improve it, though,” said Gu Fei. “Lao-Xu almost burst into tears the other day when he was talking about the marks you lost for bad presentation.”

“That’s because he hasn’t seen what my handwriting used to look like,” said Jiang Cheng. “Even I can’t read what I wrote back then.”

Gu Fei let out a sigh and chuckled. “Let’s go, then. Noodle time.”

Perhaps it was the pile of study materials Pan Zhi had sent him, or maybe it was spending the afternoon playing basketball with Gu Fei, but the unhappiness Jiang Cheng had felt in the morning seemed to fade away. Even the thought of Li Baoguo didn’t leave him feeling as sullen as before.

When they walked out of the gate after practice, Gu Miao was waiting at the side of the road, sitting on her skateboard. The weather was warmer now, so she wasn’t wearing a hat. Her hair, which hadn’t been properly trimmed since her head was shaved, now lay in a disheveled mess. The only feminine touch was a bright-red headband wrapped around her forehead. It…had character.

Jiang Cheng looked at Gu Fei. “I’ll give you fifty yuan.”

“Sure,” said Gu Fei. This unexpected answer stopped Jiang Cheng in his tracks. Fortunately, after a pause, Gu Fei took pity on him. “Why?” he asked.

“Take your precious little sister for a haircut,” Jiang Cheng said. “I’m begging you.”

“All right.” Gu Fei nodded and stuck out his hand in front of Jiang Cheng.

Jiang Cheng glanced down at the hand, took out a fifty-yuan bill from his wallet, and placed it on Gu Fei’s outstretched palm.

Gu Fei pocketed the money. “It actually doesn’t cost anything to get her hair cut. Li Yan can do it, and he’s pretty good.”

Jiang Cheng was dumbstruck. “…Give me back my money.” 

“No,” Gu Fei answered simply.

Jiang Cheng opened his mouth, but no words came out. How could such a shameless bastard exist in this world?!

As usual, Gu Miao followed their bikes on her skateboard. Today, she held onto the back seat of Jiang Cheng’s bike instead of Gu Fei’s and happily glided the whole way back to their convenience store.

“Are you heading back?” Gu Fei asked.

“Mm-hmm.” Jiang Cheng glanced back at the bundle of study materials on the back seat of his bike. “I’m gonna go back and take a look at this stuff.”

Gu Fei nodded. “All right, then. I’ll wait at the corner for you tomorrow morning at eight thirty.”

“Okay.” Jiang Cheng waved at Gu Miao. “Bye, Er-Miao.”

Gu Miao waved back. He smiled at her and pedaled away.

The school scheduled the final match of the basketball tournament on a Saturday, probably to make it easier for all the students and teachers from Fourth High, as well as students from nearby schools, to watch. The game started at ten, but the anxious captain Wang Jiuri requested that everyone gather at eight thirty to warm up. They were probably going to have another get-together after the match, and maybe even play another game in the afternoon while they were still riding the high…

That meant Jiang Cheng probably wouldn’t have much time tomorrow to stake out the location of the roof-jumping challenge. He’d have to go tonight. 

After he set his things down in his apartment, Jiang Cheng headed out again with his backpack, setting course straight for the railway bridge.

The actual street leading across the railway bridge didn’t look abandoned, but once he turned onto the side street Gu Fei had pointed out earlier, the area seemed much more deserted. Each storefront he passed by on the road looked shabbier and more nondescript than the last. He came to a fork at the end of the road; the left side led to a bedding factory, while the right side had a little run-down path, its surface patterned with cracks.

Jiang Cheng turned right. After a few minutes, he arrived in front of a group of dilapidated buildings with shattered windows.

This was the place.

He slowly rode forward as he surveyed his surroundings, trying to guess which buildings the Steelworks Morons would use as their drop towers.

It probably wasn’t these buildings on the outside—they were too exposed, and anyone passing by would easily be able to see them. Jiang Cheng decided to go further in, and eventually stopped in front of a row of four old buildings.

There was much more garbage strewn around this area than anywhere else; empty drink bottles, snack wrappers, and cigarette butts littered the ground. A large metal barrel sat outside the door. When he walked over and peeked inside, Jiang Cheng saw it was filled with bits of wood that had since been burned to charcoal. The morons probably used this to keep warm when they gathered en masse at night.

There was no one else nearby. Jiang Cheng leaned his bike haphazardly against a wall and walked into another ramshackle building across the way.

It was a five-story building that stood by itself, the tallest in this whole area. It was so old and run-down that withered plants stuck out from cracks in the walls indoors. As he walked up the stairs, he felt as though the building might collapse if just a couple more people were with him.

Jiang Cheng climbed all the way up to the top floor, walked to the window, and looked out.

He was pretty certain the challenge would take place on the four buildings across the alley. It was true that the gaps between them were not large. The two on the right were both four-story buildings, while the two on the left were three stories, and the roof of the leftmost building was already half collapsed, so it was essentially only two stories tall.

“Hello everyone,” Jiang Cheng said, raising his left hand and making a V with his fingers as he slowly swept it across his field of vision. “Welcome to the first episode of Moron-Spotting with Cheng-ge.”

He walked to the second window. “The group of four buildings we’re looking at right now is the site of the Steelworks Morons’ brainless building-hopping game… We can guess they’ll probably be jumping from one building to another. Judging from the severity of their brain damage, they might even go for the quadruple jump… We can see lots of random objects strewn about the site, and these things seem to be placed there intentionally. We can determine that they will likely attempt to introduce obstacles for the jumps… Shit.”

Jiang Cheng put his hand down and looked around. “You should all be able to see by now that our view here isn’t the greatest for sniping. Let’s see if we can find a better angle…”

Jiang Cheng walked about the various rooms on the fifth floor until he finally found the remains of a staircase in the hallway that dangled halfway down from the roof. He leapt up and grabbed onto the steps. After a few tries, he found it sturdy enough, so he used the wall as leverage for his feet and hoisted himself up.

“Ladies and gentlemen, my friends in the audience, let’s see here…” After a few steps toward the edge of the roof, Jiang Cheng stopped in his tracks. “I’m a little…afraid of heights, but for the sake of bringing you all on this moron-spotting journey…” He slowly inched to the edge of the roof. “This is a very good angle.”

From here, Jiang Cheng could clearly see the rooftops across the alley. They weren’t too far away. However…if he simply stood here on the roof, anyone on the other side looking this way would spot him with ease. 

On the rooftop was a little shed. He walked over and stood in front of it. This should provide enough cover. 

“All righty now. We can see…” Jiang Cheng rummaged around in his pocket, pulling out his slingshot and a steel ball bearing. He faced the rooftop across the way and pulled the sling back. “…What kind of precision and power we can achieve from this distance.”

Drawing in a breath, he ignored the sensation of his legs turning into jelly beneath him. He stared at the building on the other side, took careful aim, then let go. The ball bearing shot out.

A wooden stand on the other rooftop fell over.

“That’s it for today’s show, folks.” Jiang Cheng squinted at the collapsed wooden stand. “Tune in tomorrow after the final basketball match for the second episode of Moron-Spotting with Cheng-ge.”


Chapter 52

 

EVEN THOUGH IT WAS SATURDAY, Jiang Cheng still woke up around the same time he usually did on weekdays. When he went downstairs to buy breakfast, he also took the chance to run a couple laps around the neighborhood.

There were many more people around at this time of the morning than on the street where Li Baoguo lived. Aside from the grandmas and grandpas, there were quite a few young people around too.

Breakfast was a tough decision. With hands in his pockets, Jiang Cheng walked back and forth in front of the food stalls, racking his brain for what exactly he wanted to eat.

“Soup dumplings,” somebody said from behind him.

The voice practically came from right beside his ear. Jiang Cheng jumped, reaching for his phone as he spun around. It wasn’t until he was staring face-to-face with the person behind him that he processed the voice belonged to Gu Fei. Of course, it wasn’t just the voice. The face before him also belonged to Gu Fei.

“What the fuck?” Stunned, Jiang Cheng took a step back and looked Gu Fei up and down. He pulled out his phone to check the time. “Forget the sun rising in the west today…” He raised his head and glanced up at the sky. “I think it didn’t even set the day before.”

“Er-Miao got up early today. Woke me up skateboarding inside the apartment.” Gu Fei smiled. “So I came out here.”

Jiang Cheng smiled back. For some reason, whenever he saw Gu Fei smile, it made him want to smile too. “Have you eaten? Wanna join me?”

“Are you buying?” asked Gu Fei.

Jiang Cheng glared at him. “You just swindled a fifty from me yesterday.” 

“Fine, then,” Gu Fei conceded. “Soup dumplings?”

“Soup dumplings, regular dumplings, tofu pudding, fried dough fritters.” Jiang Cheng rattled off his list of potential breakfast items in one breath. “One of each. And the braised beef cuts smell pretty great too.”

“Go get a table,” Gu Fei said.

This neighborhood was situated in an old part of town, but there were a lot of residential buildings in the area, and so there were a lot of people gathered at the breakfast stands. Jiang Cheng stood to the side and watched for a while. At the first opportunity, he quickly nabbed two recently vacated stools by a small table. He sat down in one of the chairs and put his backpack on the other.

Jiang Cheng was about to signal his location to Gu Fei when he looked up and noticed two girls sitting across the table from him. The girls stared at him and tittered. When he shot a glance at them, they quickly lowered their heads. Spotting Gu Fei retrieving two steamer trays of soup dumplings, Jiang Cheng raised his hand and snapped his fingers at him. “Here.” 

Gu Fei walked over and set the food down. “I got everything you mentioned earlier. Anything else you want to eat?”

“Nope,” Jiang Cheng said.

The two girls across from them kept their heads down, giggling as they took turns pinching each other. Mulling over what Gu Fei had just said, Jiang Cheng felt as though he understood the girls’ behavior.

Gu Fei continued to pile trays and plates onto the table, which was quickly running out of space. He picked up a soup dumpling. “Wang Xu called me just now,” he said as he ate. “He’s already on the basketball court, and he’s the only one.”

“Did he complain about our disregard for authority and order?” Jiang Cheng picked up a bowl of savory tofu pudding and slurped.

Gu Fei nodded. “Very sternly.” 

The two girls had finished eating, but they didn’t seem to be leaving anytime soon. They both ducked their heads down, seemingly to play on their phones. Jiang Cheng thought it looked more like they were peering across the table through their cameras.

He was just about to turn his head away to avoid getting his face caught in all kinds of ugly, warped angles when Gu Fei looked up at the two girls. “Don’t sneak photos—they’ll come out with distorted faces.”

The two of them let out short, suppressed shrieks. “Ah!”

“Then can we take photos openly?” one of them asked.

Gu Fei didn’t answer, so the girl lifted her phone and pointed it at the two of them. Jiang Cheng had no choice but to follow Gu Fei’s lead and look into the camera.

After the photo, the girl got up and stuffed her phone back into her bag, laughing. “We’re going to post it on the Fourth High forum, so remember to check it out,” she said. “And we’ll be sure to edit it nicely before we post…”

Once they’d left, Jiang Cheng glanced over at Gu Fei. “Which class are they from?”

“Dunno,” said Gu Fei. “They might not even be from our school.”

Jiang Cheng was stunned. “Huh?”

“Lots of people from other schools will be at the game today,” said Gu Fei. “Not to mention somebody uploaded a video of our match with Class Seven. They all know how brutally you blocked that dunk. They’re gonna want to come watch you.”

“…Shit.” Jiang Cheng felt a little dazed.

“I asked Li Yan to come take photos today,” Gu Fei added. “I promised Jiuri I’d find someone to take photos of him.”

“He’ll probably unleash his hidden potential once he sees the camera,” Jiang Cheng said with a chuckle.

Gu Fei tilted his head and looked at him. “You’ll have to unleash your potential too. In my whole time at Fourth High, this is the only tournament I’ve ever participated in. Everyone will be watching.”

“Mm.” Jiang Cheng nodded solemnly. Then, after some contemplation, he sighed. “If you hadn’t joined, would I have had to partner up with Wang Xu?”

Instead of answering, Gu Fei laughed nonstop, still holding a dumpling between his chopsticks.

 

***

 

The game didn’t start until ten a.m., but students from various schools crowded around the court long before then. Jiang Cheng and the others only got to warm up for half an hour before there were so many people that they no longer had space to practice.

Looking out at the crowd surrounding the court, Jiang Cheng genuinely felt that the students in this city must have nothing better to do. He could count on one hand the number of students from his old school who would’ve had time on the weekend to watch another school’s interclass basketball tournament.

Fourth High had set up this final match rather formally. They’d even brought in bleachers from who-knew-where and placed them around the sides of the court. When Jiang Cheng and his team walked in and sat down in the resting area, he saw the bleachers were already packed, with quite a few people standing up due to lack of open seats.

At nine thirty, Li Yan arrived at the resting area carrying Gu Fei’s camera bag. “Look at this crowd. You’d think this was an official citywide tournament or something…”

“Make sure you get some good photos of Wang Xu,” said Gu Fei.

“That depends on how he plays,” Li Yan said as he assembled the lenses. “I’m not like you—you can make a cow look majestic. I can only make him look however he looks.”

“And the other guys on the team too,” Gu Fei continued. “Take lots of photos. It’s rare for our class to make it into the finals.”

“Got it.” Li Yan held up the camera and scanned all around. “And it’s rare for you to care about something this much.”

Principal Liu gave a brief speech before the start of the game, clearly eager to milk the moment as much as he could. He introduced the teams in the final game of the tournament: One team was the reigning champion with no recorded losses, and the other was a dark horse that had appeared out of nowhere.

Listening to Principal Liu’s introduction, Jiang Cheng started feeling a little nervous. It didn’t help that the cheer squads on both sides kept chanting all throughout his speech. Yi Jing, who was usually soft-spoken and even a little shy, acted uncharacteristically bold as the head of the class cheering squad; she even called out a deeply embarrassing chant in the most righteous way.

“Class Eight, Class Eight! We have a dark horse at the gate! Class Eight, Class Eight! Don’t our boys look really great?!”

Jiang Cheng was so mortified that he couldn’t even lift his head. He sat with his elbows on his knees and kept his eyes on his shoes.

“Cheng-ge,” Gu Fei called to him, very discreetly extending a hand to him from below. 

Jiang Cheng’s mind teemed with the plays they were going to pull later, and when he saw Gu Fei’s hand, he didn’t immediately make the connection. He reached out his own hand and scratched Gu Fei’s palm. 

“…Give me five,” Gu Fei said.

“Ah.” Jiang Cheng collected himself and lightly slapped Gu Fei’s hand with his own.

“Pay attention to He Zhou,” said Gu Fei. “He’s Class Two’s point guard. He can pretty much do everything, just like you, and he’s fast.”

“Mm-hmm.” Jiang Cheng nodded. “Make sure you don’t keep going in straight lines today.” 

“Yes, sir,” said Gu Fei.

Jiang Cheng hadn’t planned a specific strategy for this game. At their current skill level, any strategy the Class Eight team employed would immediately fall apart on the court faced with a well-oiled machine like Class Two’s team. For this game, they could only hope to rely on the tacit teamwork they’d developed over these past weeks and adjust as they played. 

Each team’s captain started to pick sides. Wang Xu won the coin toss and, in a rare moment of divine inspiration, chose the half of the court that allowed them to attack with their backs against the sun. 

“Gu Fei will jump,” Jiang Cheng said before they went on.

“LET’S GO!” Wang Xu roared.

“LET’S GO!” The rest of them followed suit, yelling out in unison. They doffed their jackets and marched onto the court.

Jiang Cheng didn’t like to be surrounded and gawked at, but he wasn’t opposed to showing off—it was a very gratifying feeling. As they took their places on the court, he could even hear the clicking sound of camera shutters amid the cheering and screaming of the crowd. He felt an instant sense of satisfaction.

The player Class Two chose to do the jump was about the same height as Gu Fei, but Jiang Cheng had noticed from the last game that this guy was an exceptionally gifted jumper. On this point alone, no one from Class Eight was a match for him.

Sure enough, when the referee tossed the ball into the air, this grasshopper outjumped Gu Fei by about a palm’s width. He hit the ball toward He Zhou.

Jiang Cheng gauged that he could intercept it midway, but just as he strode over and started to reach out, He Zhou suddenly accelerated and slapped the ball away an instant before Jiang Cheng could touch it.

The jumping grasshopper, who had left the midline at some point, immediately took possession of the ball.

Fuck! Jiang Cheng silently cursed. He exchanged a glance with Gu Fei, and Gu Fei took off after the grasshopper in the direction of the basket. Jiang Cheng didn’t follow right away, but attached himself to He Zhou’s side—mainly to keep him from receiving another pass, but also to see just how fast this guy was.

Class Two’s offense was stellar. After the ball passed through two more hands, Grasshopper brought the ball past Gu Fei and jumped to make a shot.

Amid a wave of screams, Gu Fei abruptly jumped up behind the guy. Jiang Cheng’s heart almost stopped. It was way too easy to commit a foul in this position; he’d hit the guy’s hand if he wasn’t careful. But since Gu Fei had gotten in his way for a moment before the jump, Grasshopper’s height wasn’t as impressive this time. Thank fuck!

As Jiang Cheng temporarily abandoned He Zhou to rush over to Gu Fei’s left side, Gu Fei jumped up high from behind Grasshopper, landing a clean slap on the ball and sweeping it away. A torrent of excited screams rose from the crowd, and Jiang Cheng jumped up and caught the ball, yelling, “Wang Xu!”

Wang Xu stood at mid-court. At Jiang Cheng’s shout, he immediately turned and started running back.

Jiang Cheng walked the ball forward a few steps. Catching sight of He Zhou approaching from the corner of his eye, he flung the ball in Wang Xu’s direction without hesitation.

Don’t let us down, Captain! Jiang Cheng thought. Amen, amen, amennn!

Wang Xu leaped mid-sprint, reached out, and caught the long, high pass. Class Eight’s entire cheering squad jumped up simultaneously. The rhythmic “Let’s go” chant instantly turned into a chorus of “AaaAaahhhh!”

Class Two was quick on the defense, but Wang Xu took advantage of his head start. By the time he arrived at the other basket, there was only one person there to head him off. If Wang Xu took the shot, there was a high probability he’d score…but he hesitated at the last second and made a backhanded pass to Gu Fei, who had just crossed the three-point line.

Gu Fei had clearly come there to catch any rebounds and take up space under the basket. He didn’t expect Wang Xu’s sudden pass; he didn’t even have a chance to readjust his forward momentum. He received the ball with a backhand catch, but he couldn’t get a firm grip before a player from Class Two wearing a sweatband on his bicep intercepted it. After a series of passes and a fast break, He Zhou scored a three-pointer before anyone from Class Eight even had a chance to get close to him; the spectators erupted in applause and screeches at the first basket of the game.

As Guo Xu prepared to throw the ball in, Jiang Cheng walked to Wang Xu’s side. “This game can’t just depend on me and Gu Fei.”

Wang Xu silently nodded. It was clear that his mistake pained his heart—he even scrunched up his face in a clockwise twist. Jiang Cheng clapped him on the shoulder. “You could’ve scored that shot just now.”

“Mm!” Wang Xu gave his head a shake and immediately recovered. “Fuck! That was what I was thinking too.”

Guo Xu passed the ball in, and it ended up in Jiang Cheng’s hands. He turned but didn’t rush to move. He pointed to the side with his left hand, and Wang Xu ran toward mid-court, getting ready to receive the pass. With a flourish, Jiang Cheng passed the ball to Gu Fei on the other side, then charged forward toward the basket.

Weeks of practice had trained Wang Xu’s mind as well as his body; instead of acting shocked that Jiang Cheng had used him as a decoy again, he ran straight up to the basket.

Grasshopper attached himself to Gu Fei’s back. Instead of bringing the ball up the court, Gu Fei turned in place with his arm out as a guard. As Lu Xiaobin came up to relieve him, he passed the ball to Jiang Cheng, who was fast approaching the three-point line. 

When Jiang Cheng caught the ball, the armband guy immediately came to intercept. Jiang Cheng sighed to himself. Class Two’s reigning champion title really wasn’t for nothing. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t shake off their speedy defense.

He’d already lost the chance to take a shot right on the three-point line. Glancing at the markings on the ground, he clenched his jaw and lobbed the ball toward the basket, still standing a yard away from the paint.

Gu Fei was open and unguarded; he could catch the rebound, Jiang Cheng thought. But as Gu Fei rushed over, the ball hit the backboard with a loud bang and bounced into the basket.

“Fuck.” Jiang Cheng was somewhat surprised at his accomplishment.

Spectators on all sides erupted in waves of cheers so loud that they swallowed the sound of Wang Xu charging up to him and shouting, “Jiang Cheng, you fucking boss!” in his face.

Gu Fei jogged up to him, a smile playing at the corners of his mouth. “You’re the boss, Three-Point King,” he said as he ran past Jiang Cheng with his palm facing forward.

“Let’s do that again.” Jiang Cheng met him midway and gave his hand a slap, bumping his shoulder along the way. “Down from the right side this time.”

“Mm-hmm,” Gu Fei agreed.

Scoring a three-pointer from the baseline was a little difficult, but the defense was probably more lax there than at the center of the court.

 

***

 

Class Two was unlike any of the other teams they’d faced. For one thing, the abilities of their players were evenly spread through the team; every person could carry his own weight. It would be hard to intercept a ball from their hands.

Jiang Cheng had tried to cut off He Zhou’s trajectory twice without success. With Grasshopper providing cover, He Zhou returned the favor with a three-pointer of Class Two’s own.

“DON’T RUSH IT!” Lao-Lu’s voice boomed over the sounds of the audience screaming. Perhaps because it was the final match, he wasn’t brazenly speaking through a megaphone this time. “HOLD STEADY! CLASS EIGHT, CLASS EIGHT, DON’T OUR BOYS LOOK REALLY GREAT—”

Jiang Cheng didn’t want to face the crowd. There were only two lines in the entire chant, and Lao-Lu managed to pick the most embarrassing one.

This three-pointer from Class Two stirred people both on and off the court into a bit of a frenzy. Guo Xu passed the ball to Jiang Cheng with the force of a cannon. Jiang Cheng turned around to see that He Zhou had planted himself right in his path—what fast reflexes.

Jiang Cheng dribbled the ball in place a couple of times and charged straight toward He Zhou, getting all the way up to his face. Just as He Zhou tried to intercept the ball, Jiang Cheng leaned forward like he was going for a hug. He hooked one hand over the side; with the ball all but riding against his calf, he made the pass behind He Zhou to Gu Fei, who was already charging toward the basket. The ball flew over at too low an angle, and Gu Fei almost stumbled to catch it.

Jiang Cheng followed up right away, but He Zhou was hot on his heels. There was no window for Gu Fei to pass it back, so without hesitation, he tossed the ball to a frantically approaching Wang Xu.

The gears in Wang Xu’s brain turned at a breakneck speed. As soon as he caught the ball, he flung it back into Gu Fei’s hand. 

This pass gave He Zhou a moment of pause—long enough for Jiang Cheng to quickly shake him off and charge to the baseline from the right side of the court. Before he could even steady his stance, Gu Fei passed the ball to him.

From this position, Jiang Cheng was practically lined up with the backboard. The players from Class Two immediately pressed into the key. This was exactly what he wanted! Jiang Cheng stared at the rim of the basket, lifted his hand, and made the shot without a moment’s pause.

The shouts from the spectators seemed to swell from directly behind his back. The volume shot up in an arc that followed the trajectory of the ball, hitting its peak as the ball landed in the basket.

“Nice shot!” Jiang Cheng cheered for himself in a low voice, bringing down the arm that he’d raised in the air in a gesture of triumph. “Fuck yeah!”

These consecutive three-pointers kindled everyone’s fighting spirit.

Right now, there was no landslide difference in scores. Class Two’s skills and cooperation really were much better than Class Eight’s. However, since Class Two’s team had never lost a game—and refused to relinquish the champion title to anyone else—their players were also under much greater pressure. In contrast, Class Eight’s gameplay was much freer. Win or lose, their team was already the dark horse. They were under no pressure; all they had to do was let loose and shoot hoops.

Even the usually quiet Lu Xiaobin shouted loudly as he ran down the court. The guy was like a brick shithouse with arms and a mouth. Jiang Cheng kept thinking Lu Xiaobin might accidentally swallow up the opponents around him if he wasn’t careful.

Neither side called for time-outs or substitutions. Both teams wanted to keep up the momentum while their spirits were high to get as many points as possible. The scores were still practically neck and neck. Class Eight trailed behind, but never by much; they maintained a difference of just one or two points throughout the whole game. 

Three minutes before the end of the first half, Gu Fei charged up to the basket against two defenders from Class Two and successfully overtook the other team’s score by one point. Amid thunderous roars from the crowd, Class Two finally called for a time-out.

He Zhou stopped Jiang Cheng as he walked to the resting area. “You should join the school team,” he said.

Jiang Cheng blinked at him. “Huh?” 

“You should join the school team,” He Zhou repeated.

It took a few moments for Jiang Cheng’s mind to process this. “What? You’re telling me this now?”

“I wanted to say it after the game,” He Zhou said, “but I’m kind of pumped up right now.”

“…We’ll talk about it after, then,” said Jiang Cheng.

“What do you say we play another game after this is over?” He Zhou asked. “You, me, Gu Fei, Tang Xiwei, and Song Yu can be on one team.”

“Song Yu?” Jiang Cheng couldn’t remember who Song Yu was.

“He’s our center,” said He Zhou, pointing at Grasshopper. “How about it?”

Jiang Cheng stared at Grasshopper in shock, wondering what kind of expectations his parents had held for him, to name him that. Jiang Cheng felt the urge to call up Pan Zhi so he could get his ass over here and become sworn brothers with Song Yu…2

“We’ll see after the game,” Jiang Cheng said. “Let’s finish it seriously.”

“I’ve been serious… All right, all right.” He Zhou clapped him on the shoulder. “Let’s finish the game first.”

Jiang Cheng tensed his jaw and almost had to grab his own arm to stop himself from reflexively slapping He Zhou’s hand away. 

“What did he say to you?” Gu Fei stood up from where he was crouching by the side of the court when he saw Jiang Cheng jog over.

“Wanted me to join the school team, and he said he wants to play another match after this game,” Jiang Cheng said.

“He’s so hyper.” Gu Fei chuckled. “He’s always been like that, though.”

“He’s on the school team?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“Yup. Team captain,” Gu Fei said. “Just like you were.” 

Jiang Cheng gave him a look, but didn’t say anything.

“You guys need to stop running to the same spot,” Li Yan told the team. He was still holding the camera. “Put some space between yourselves. Don’t just pay attention to the other team and yourself, keep tabs on where your teammates are. Make sure you’re open to receive a pass at all times.”

Everyone nodded in understanding. “Okay!”

“If someone is in trouble, only one person needs to go help out. Don’t all crowd together.” Li Yan pointed at Guo Xu. “Like you. If somebody’s going to relieve that player already, just keep running past him and prepare to receive the next pass.”

“Got it!” Guo Xu nodded.

“And you two…” Li Yan turned to Gu Fei and Jiang Cheng, but after a long pause, he couldn’t think of anything to say. “You two can just keep on showing off.”

“Yan-ge.” Wang Xu looked at the camera in Li Yan’s hands. “You must’ve taken lots of photos today, huh?”

Li Yan gave him a sideways glance. “Rest assured there’ll be enough for you to make a whole album. You can share three photos a day for a whole month without repetition.”

“Even though I’m the captain, you can’t take photos of just me,” Wang Xu said. “You should take some of Gu Fei and Jiang Cheng and our other teammates—”

“Did you toss all your brain cells into the basketball hoop?” Li Yan interrupted him impatiently.

Jiang Cheng laughed and turned his head, just in time to see Yi Jing standing behind Gu Fei with a bottle of water. He was about to tell Gu Fei to take it, but Yi Jing smiled and handed the water to him instead. “Here you go.”

“Thanks.” Jiang Cheng took the water. As he took a sip, he peered over at Gu Fei’s collarbone, wondering if the wound would be all right after the match. A corner of the gauze peeked out from Gu Fei’s collar, red with blood.

“Shit.” Jiang Cheng frowned. Leaning over, he tugged open Gu Fei’s collar to look inside. There wasn’t a lot of blood, but it was still more than just a smudge. “You—”

A wave of screaming from the girls nearby interrupted him. Jiang Cheng remembered himself and immediately withdrew his hand, taking a step back. 

Wang Xu noticed the commotion right away. “Hey, what’s wrong? What’s happening?” He pounced in front of Gu Fei and yanked open his collar. “I—”

The screaming instantly kicked up a level, and then became a cascade of laughter.

“Time’s up.” Li Yan dragged Wang Xu away with one hand.

Jiang Cheng put down his bottle of water. He could still feel eyes on his back as he walked onto the court, burning into his skin and making him uncomfortable.

It was true that Jiang Cheng had a lot of uncontrollable thoughts and impulses when it came to Gu Fei. He wanted more closeness, more intimacy, more…ahem. But being surrounded by screams because of a simple, mindless gesture was still a little panic inducing.

He struggled internally for a long time. Ultimately, he had to concede he was thankful for whatever forces of the universe had arranged to put Wang Xu beside him. He was also grateful to Wang Xu’s missing brain cells for saving him from the frantic awkwardness.

“I’m fine,” Gu Fei said, walking up beside him.

“Did it tear open?” asked Jiang Cheng.

“Maybe,” said Gu Fei. “I didn’t even feel anything.”

Jiang Cheng sighed. “…Will it affect your moronic roof-hopping skills?” 

“A little, maybe,” said Gu Fei. “But that’s a good thing. Monkey won’t let it go if I’m not at least a little bit hurt by the end of it.”

Jiang Cheng looked at him wordlessly.

“Cheng-ge,” Gu Fei said, running to the center of the court and looking back at him. He suddenly pointed at Class Two’s basket like the hamster in the meme and exclaimed in a serious tone, “Screw them!”

“Fuck.” Jiang Cheng couldn’t help but burst out laughing. He pointed along with Gu Fei. “Screw them!”


Chapter 53

 

CALLING FOR A TIME-OUT was a smart move on Class Two’s part. There were only three minutes left in the first half, so a time-out would both interrupt Class Eight’s flow and leave them no time to rebuild that momentum before halftime. It would be hard for Class Eight to get their groove back after the interruption of the halftime break.

Jiang Cheng glanced at the scoreboard—they were down by four points, which wasn’t a big gap. Normally, that would be an easy gap to close. But their opponent was Class Two, who were much more skilled than they were, both individually and as a team. Those four points made Jiang Cheng a little nervous.

They had Li Yan to thank for today’s success. He didn’t just take photos, he acted as a guest coach. During the intermission, they all squatted in a cluster around him to hear his strategy.

“I’m going to be blunt,” said Li Yan. “Hope you don’t mind. I think you have a pretty slim chance.” He summarized his points: “If you want to win, then you’ll have to really give it everything you’ve got. None of you should be staying still—you’ve all got to start running. Those guys on their team are part of the school team, right? They didn’t get as coordinated as they are in just a month or two, so if you want to win…or just to stop the gap from widening even more, then you need to go all in. Got it?”

The teammates put their hands together in the middle and shouted in unison, “Yes!” 

“Jiang Cheng,” Li Yan said, looking at him. “You probably won’t have many chances at three-pointers in the second half. They’ll pin you down and watch you like a hawk. You’ll have to make openings for Da-Fei.”

Jiang Cheng nodded. “Mm-hmm.” 

“Good luck,” said Li Yan, holding up the camera to take a shot of his face. Jiang Cheng looked at him and sighed. “Not bad.” Li Yan showed him the camera. “It’s much more of a challenge taking photos of your captain. Those poses he strikes…”

Laughing, Jiang Cheng snuck a glance at Wang Xu, who was stood to the side drinking water with one arm akimbo.

 

***

 

The second half began, and both teams went at it hard from the start. The intensity wasn’t just coming from the players on the court; the cheer squads from each class screamed like crazy on the sidelines. If it hadn’t been for the lines on the ground and the referee standing nearby, they would’ve run straight onto the court to shout right into each other’s faces.

This time, Jiang Cheng started to feel tired just half an hour into the game. The previous matches hadn’t felt like this. It was a big strain on his stamina; even if Wang Xu and the guys gave it their all, it was up to him and Gu Fei to compensate for the difference in ability between the two teams. 

He’d just helped Gu Fei score three layups in a row, and Jiang Cheng’s sweat was practically flooding into his eyes. He didn’t have the habit of wearing a sweatband on his wrist, so he had to just wipe it away with his shirt.

“Want one?” Gu Fei asked from beside him.

Jiang Cheng looked at him. “Hmm?”

“Here.” Gu Fei was a freak of nature who wore sweatbands on both arms. He took one off his left wrist and handed it to Jiang Cheng. “I haven’t wiped off with this one yet.”

Jiang Cheng was about to say, Don’t you think it’s drenched with your sweat anyway? when Gu Fei quickly added, “Take it now before the sweat from my arm reaches my wrist.”

“…Shit.” Jiang Cheng laughed and put the wristband on, then used it to dab at his forehead.

“See Number Nine?” said Gu Fei. “He’s all out of energy. He’s been running on the left side this whole time. I’m going to go down from there next.”

Jiang Cheng didn’t answer. He and Gu Fei generally stuck to the middle or the right side. Going from the left would be a little unwieldy for someone who was used to playing with their right hand.

“I wanna see if I can do something cool,” Gu Fei said.

Jiang Cheng had no time to figure out what kind of cool thing Gu Fei had in mind; Guo Xu announced he was ready to throw in with a fierce battle cry. Jiang Cheng started running.

After he received the ball, Lu Xiaobin took a few steps and then passed it to Jiang Cheng. Gu Fei had already crossed the midline. Just as Jiang Cheng took possession and moved to make the pass, Gu Fei suddenly leaned a little to the left. 

Jiang Cheng passed to him right away. It was perfect timing: The ball bounced into Gu Fei’s hands just as he reached the left sideline. Jiang Cheng immediately dashed down the center toward the basket to assist. 

Gu Fei switched the ball to his left hand as he ran, and all the girls on the bleachers went wild, screaming in frenzied excitement like they were watching Gu Fei streak naked across the field. 

Jiang Cheng was unimpressed. Dribbling with your left hand wasn’t some major feat—most people who played basketball had some practice at it. If you couldn’t dribble with both hands, it would be difficult to get around your opponents most of the time. Sure, Gu Fei’s left-hand driving was steady, but his looks and persona certainly factored in to the crowd’s reaction. No one had screamed like this when Grasshopper passed three people in a row with his left-hand driving…

Gu Fei quickly closed in on the baseline from the left side. It was tough to execute a layup from this angle; Jiang Cheng had been in a similar position when he landed the three-pointer. The main focus of Class Two’s defense, then, was to keep Gu Fei from making a pass. Only Number Nine remained to guard him up close so he couldn’t turn and face the hoop.

Jiang Cheng straddled the foul line, his eyes fixed on Gu Fei’s movements, preparing to assist at any second. Just then, Gu Fei twisted his torso and, with his left hand, lobbed the ball over his head and toward the basket.

Fuck! Throwing a three-pointer from that angle, with that posture? Jiang Cheng immediately called out, “Xiaobin!”

Lu Xiaobin promptly cut in and crowded against the other team for space under the basket, ready to fight for the rebound. And yet, the ball that Gu Fei had so carelessly flung soared through the air in a perfect arc and sank through the hoop. 

“Fuck!” Jiang Cheng jumped up and yelled. “Fuck!”

The sudden eruption from the bleachers was loud enough to shake the court. Lao-Lu waved his arm frantically, chanting, “Gu Fei! Good job! Good job! Class Eight, Class Eight! Don’t our boys look really great!”

Jiang Cheng didn’t even bother grumbling about what exactly looks had to do with the game to make Lao-Lu so obsessed with that chant. He hopped over and bumped shoulders with Gu Fei. “What’s your problem?”

Gu Fei jumped up and bumped him back. “Was that cool?”

“Unbelievably cool,” said Jiang Cheng. “The troops are rallied again.”

This three-pointer had lifted the spirits of Class Eight’s team, but it reinvigorated Class Two as well. Class Two swiftly launched a fast break and took back two points. The atmosphere both on and off the court came to a boiling point, so hot that it could have steamed multiple trays of dumplings. Just as Li Yan had said, under these circumstances it was hard for Class Eight to even maintain their score difference. Every time they scored a basket, Class Two would score in turn. 

By the time they reached the last segment, Class Eight was still lagging behind by three points. If they performed at their best, a single basket could allow them to break even—but with Class Two so motivated, it was challenging to catch up.

During their break, Jiang Cheng stood with his hands on his knees and listened to his teammates around him huffing and puffing like a pack of bulls.

“Guo Xu, you come off and take a rest.” Li Yan didn’t bother talking strategy with them at this point. “Switch for someone taller. Once they go on the offense, all of you crowd back here and guard the basket. If they go for a three-pointer, let Gu Fei and Jiang Cheng deal with it.”

Wang Xu nodded. “Got it.”

“You guys don’t really have a problem scoring right now, but you have to keep them from scoring more points,” Li Yan told them. “If you keep taking turns sinking baskets, you’re done for.”

Li Yan gave Gu Fei and Jiang Cheng a look as he spoke. Jiang Cheng knew he was only saying it so the others wouldn’t be discouraged—both sides were giving it their all, but the skill disparity was impossible to ignore. Class Eight had pretty much no chance at keeping Class Two from scoring. 

They did gain some vertical height under the basket after the switch, but in the face of Grasshopper’s jumps, it made little difference. With four minutes to go, the score difference was now five points. Li Yan called for another substitution and switched Guo Xu on again.

“Give it everything you’ve got and let loose,” was the message Guo Xu brought with him from Li Yan. “Go all in on scoring.”

Jiang Cheng had never been under this much pressure, not even back when he’d led his old school’s team in a tournament. The onlookers’ cheers and shouts, the hardworking chants from the cheer squad, the all-out effort his teammates were giving, his opponents matching that effort—all of it was overwhelming.

“Go get us three points,” Gu Fei said as he ran past.

After a few more rounds of back-and-forth baskets, the difference was brought down to four points. Jiang Cheng glanced at the timer as he caught a pass; less than a minute remained. In a game between two teams of comparable skill level, there would be some hope, but in this situation… 

Nevertheless, Jiang Cheng charged forward with the ball.

He Zhou stood in his path, so he passed the ball to Gu Fei, who immediately gave it to Wang Xu. Wang Xu and Lu Xiaobin coordinated an advance into the other team’s foul zone, but their shot was knocked down. Fortunately, an abrupt, booming roar from Lu Xiaobin left the other player frozen in shock as he vied for the rebound. Lu Xiaobin took advantage of this fraction of a second and stole the ball. Jiang Cheng felt the power of Lu Xiaobin’s roar from all the way outside the key. If they’d been in a wuxia novel, the other guy’s pressure points would probably all be wrecked and he’d be bleeding out of every hole in his face right about now. 

Lu Xiaobin passed the ball to Jiang Cheng.

Gu Fei’s words echoed in Jiang Cheng’s mind. Go get us three points. He didn’t hesitate. He jumped. He Zhou was right in front of him, leaping up at the same time.

Jiang Cheng leaned back slightly in the air. In this instant, a hundred repetitions of “Lord Fujima, give me strength” cycled through his mind.

The ball left his hands.

He Zhou narrowly missed it, and the ball carved a wide arc through the air.

“Nice shot,” He Zhou said as he landed without turning around.

Jiang Cheng’s eyes followed the ball, his arms still raised. As the ball sank into the basket, he did as he had always done, pressing three fingers down with the motion of the ball.

Nice shot.

One point to go.

With only twenty seconds left on the clock, Jiang Cheng’s basket sent everyone into a frenzy. The spectators on the bleachers all got up on their feet, and waves of cheers crashed through the court. Even Lao-Xu was hopping up and down, waving his arms as he yelled, though nobody could hear what he was shouting. Not even Lao-Lu’s booming voice could be heard over the excitement of the crowd.

Class Two ran the ball under the basket in no time, practically flying across the court. When Grasshopper got the ball, he didn’t even steady his stance before he jumped up to shoot. Gu Fei jumped at the same time, but wasn’t able to knock down the shot—all he managed was to poke the bottom of the ball with his fingertips.

This shot didn’t go in, but everyone instantly came together under the basket, limbs tangling as they fought for the rebound. The two teams were practically embracing each other as they scrambled for the ball. In his daze, it seemed to Jiang Cheng for a moment that this wasn’t the final match of a boys’ basketball tournament, but a bunch of aunties fighting for a deal at the supermarket’s 90 percent off sale.

Class Two took possession of the rebound. 

Another shot. This time, Gu Fei knocked it down, and the ball landed in Wang Xu’s hands.

Four seconds left.

There was no time to pass it. Wang Xu raced down the court with the ball.

Jiang Cheng went after him to provide cover, but He Zhou’s speed was astonishing. It was as if someone had set off a flash-bang grenade under his ass. Even before Wang Xu approached the foul zone, He Zhou had already caught up with him. He reached out a hand and slapped the ball out of Wang Xu’s hands. Just as Wang Xu lunged out and retrieved the ball, the ending whistle sounded. 

“Game over!”

All the students from Class Two jumped up and erupted in deafening cheers.

Wang Xu stood there with the ball, unmoving. When Gu Fei walked over and patted his shoulder, he suddenly turned around and tossed the ball away. With a howl, he threw his arms around Gu Fei and started crying.

Gu Fei froze, his arm still up. “What the—”

“We were so close!” Wang Xu shouted through his sobs. “Just a little more!”

“We did really well.” Gu Fei patted his back. “Look, we did great. It’s okay…”

He Zhou exchanged a few high fives with his teammates, but when he saw this exchange, he was a little stunned. He jogged over to Wang Xu. “Did I hurt him…? I don’t remember bumping into him…”

“You didn’t,” Jiang Cheng said. “He’s just…”

“Why the hell did you slap my ball away?!” Wang Xu pushed Gu Fei off to yell at He Zhou, glaring daggers.

“Oh!” He Zhou jumped in surprise and took a step back, bewildered. “Well, I…had to…”

“Captain.” Jiang Cheng felt a little rueful and disappointed too—after all, they’d only lost by one point—but when he saw Wang Xu’s sorry state, he had no time to lament their loss. “Captain…” He walked up to Wang Xu. “Captain Wang?”

“What?” Wang Xu looked back at him.

“Everyone’s watching you,” Jiang Cheng said. “Hurry up and gather everyone. We still have to shake hands.”

“Oh, right!” Wang Xu’s eyes widened. “I almost forgot! Come on, come on! Everyone on my team, line up here!”

Jiang Cheng let out a sigh of relief.

After the players from both teams finished shaking hands and patting each other on the back, they went back to their respective resting areas.

“Most spectacular!” Lao-Xu went down the line and gave each player a hug. “Bravo! You were amazing! I’m so proud of you all!”

When he reached Jiang Cheng, Jiang Cheng quickly clamped a hand over his fist and saluted him, stepping back. “Oh, you!” Lao-Xu pointed at him and sighed. He grabbed Gu Fei and gave him a hug. “Good job, Gu Fei!”

Gu Fei smiled and didn’t say anything.

After Lao-Xu walked away, Gu Fei turned to Jiang Cheng. Jiang Cheng held his gaze for a while, then laughed and opened his arms. Gu Fei walked over and gave him a hug. Right now, Jiang Cheng didn’t care if anyone was holding up a phone and screaming. He didn’t care if this led to yet another post in the student forum. He just wanted to give Gu Fei a hug. A hug in honor of this game, for this group of teammates who gave it their all, and for the perfect coordination between him and Gu Fei.

He burst into song in his mind. Give me a hug and I’ll give you a hug, carrying my meimei onto the palanquin of buds…3

“I haven’t played a game that satisfying in a really long time,” said Gu Fei.

“Yeah,” Jiang Cheng agreed. “I bet you’d never played a normal game of basketball before, huh?”

“…Sure I have.” Gu Fei let go of him. “I gotta go to the bathroom.”

Jiang Cheng didn’t know what to say. “Were you holding it in this whole time?”

“No.” Gu Fei grabbed his jacket and pulled the tube of surgical glue out of the pocket. “I think the cut on my side tore open, too—I gotta go glue it back up.”

“Do you…” Jiang Cheng lowered his voice. “D’you need help?”

Gu Fei smiled. “I’m all right.”

Most of the spectators were still hanging around. Some stood on the court shooting hoops, some sat on the bleachers excitedly discussing the game, and then there were those who were…snapping photos.

“Jiang Cheng.” He Zhou jogged over. “Wanna play another game later?”

“Can we do it another day?” Jiang Cheng glanced toward the bathroom. “Today we…”

“No can do!” Wang Xu suddenly leaned in. “No way! We have to go out for a team lunch! No time to play with you!”

He Zhou hesitated for a moment. “Ah, okay. We’ll reschedule. Let’s add each other on WeChat.”

“Mm.” Jiang Cheng took out his phone and added He Zhou to his contacts.

It didn’t take very long for Gu Fei to return from the restroom. The players and cheering squad from Class Eight were still in a conflicted state of excitement, sadness, and joy.

“We have a big group!” Wang Xu said into his phone, speaking with the restaurant to make a reservation. “Don’t you guys have one of those mini conference room thingies?! Exactly, that one!”

“You good?” Jiang Cheng glanced at Gu Fei.

“I’m fine.” Gu Fei rolled his shoulders. “Are we going to eat?”

Jiang Cheng nodded. “Yeah. What time are you…?”

“Eight o’clock tonight,” said Gu Fei.

 

***

 

Wang Xu ushered the team to the restaurant, including a re­luctant Li Yan. Jiang Cheng sat beside Gu Fei again, but they didn’t speak more than a couple of sentences to each other the entire meal. Everyone was extremely worked up. Fortunately, there weren’t many other diners in this restaurant at lunchtime; otherwise they would have scared all the other customers away with all their noise.

Jiang Cheng didn’t feel like talking anyway. Ever since he saw the row of dilapidated buildings yesterday, he’d been feeling vaguely anxious about the brain-dead building-bounding challenge. Now that the tournament was over and he had nothing else to worry about, he was more anxious than ever.

Gu Fei was definitely going to get hurt—it was obvious that he had to get hurt. Based on what Jiang Cheng knew of Monkey, even if Gu Fei admitted defeat, he needed to be injured first.

So what kind of injury would be enough?

How utterly moronic.

The team ate and talked until they all ended up sobbing together, finishing the meal off with a chorus of “Friends.”4 An outsider who didn’t know any better might’ve thought they were having an early graduation party. 

The meal lasted clear past three o’clock in the afternoon. When it finally ended, Jiang Cheng walked out of the restaurant feeling like the sweat on his body had fermented.

Li Yan had come on his motorcycle, so he rode it back to Gu Fei’s store. Jiang Cheng and Gu Fei pedaled back slowly on their bicycles, quiet the entire way.

It wasn’t until they reached the convenience store that Gu Fei finally spoke up. “Be careful tonight,” he said. “There’ll be a lot of people there—of all sorts.”

“I know.” Jiang Cheng glanced over at him, then finally let out a sigh. “The kind of injury you have to sustain? Make sure you…have a good handle on that.”

“Don’t worry,” Gu Fei laughed. “Injuries and me grew up together.”

Jiang Cheng gave Gu Fei the middle finger and rode away on his bike.

Jiang Cheng took a shower as soon as he got home, then went out again. After a few circles around the neighborhood, he finally found a pharmacy and bought some rubber medical tubing and a pair of forceps. 

When he’d first started to play around with slingshots, it was with rubber medical tubes. They didn’t really make the best “slings,” but because he was so used to them and the way they stretched and warped, he’d kept on using them.

After he bought the rubber tubes, he went to the open-air market. Since he was completely unfamiliar with this market’s layout, he walked around for about ten whole laps before he found a stall where he could buy a bag of walnuts.

It wasn’t even five o’clock yet by the time he was done—still a long way to go until eight. Regardless, Jiang Cheng stuffed everything into his backpack and made his way toward the railway bridge. 

He locked his bike on the railing outside a little shop on the corner and headed into the run-down neighborhood on foot. This place looked even more deserted during the day than it had at night. He went straight up to the rooftop and set down his bag, then sat down by the outer wall of the rooftop shed.

“Hello everyone, and welcome to Moron-Spotting with Cheng-ge, episode two,” Jiang Cheng said quietly as he untied the old rubber tube on his slingshot. “We have…three hours until the Mad Rave of the Morons. I figure there’ll be some premature morons arriving in about two hours, so we had to get here early. While we wait, I can show you how to attach a rubber tube onto a slingshot…”

He took out the rubber tube and forceps. “Well, I usually tie it in a figure-eight shape. It’s very simple: All you need is a pair of forceps, or even two knitting needles… All right, I’m done talking. You can see for yourself. I’m not really in the mood to explain.”

He’d replaced the leather pad recently, so it didn’t need to be changed. Jiang Cheng quickly finished fixing the rubber tube onto the slingshot; he pulled it tight to test the stretch, then let go. Not bad.

Leaning his head back against the wall of the shed, he closed his eyes briefly, then pulled out a walnut from his backpack.

“Last time, we used steel ball bearings.” He pulled back the sling and aimed at each of the four buildings across the way. “Today, we will see the power of a single walnut… Of course, these aren’t the variety with the paper-thin shells. These are regular old hard-shell walnuts…”

He let go, sending the walnut flying from the sling.

An empty can on the rooftop across the way fell off the edge of the building and onto the ground below. The walnut shattered into pieces.

“Not bad.” Jiang Cheng took four more walnuts into his hand, then stood up and inched forward a couple of steps. “Let’s see how this acrophobic person overcomes his mental…block—oh, fuck—and shoots four in a row…”

Jiang Cheng sucked in a breath, took aim at a glass bottle on the rooftop of the second building, and shot out his first walnut. The bottle hopped forward from the impact. He shot his second walnut, and the bottle skidded forward again. Then the third and fourth.

The fourth walnut missed. The bottle had hopped along to the other side of the building; it was a little too far to reach.

“All right.” Jiang Cheng returned to his perch by the wall. “Our preparation is complete. Now…let’s study together for a while. The show will resume in two hours.”

He pulled out a booklet of math practice questions Pan Zhi had sent him and started working through it.

When the sky had completely darkened and he could no longer see the math questions in front of him, Jiang Cheng stuffed the book back in his bag. Before long, he heard the sound of motorcycle engines coming from downstairs.

Jiang Cheng inched forward to the edge of the roof and peered down. The streetlamps had already turned on, and even though there were only two of them, it was enough light for him to make out three motorcycles outside. Each motorcycle had brought a passenger along; there were four guys and two girls in total.

“Everyone, the first bunch of brainless youths has arrived—there are even girls here,” Jiang Cheng said quietly. “I haven’t seen any of these people before, so they’re probably part of Moronic Monkey’s team.”

The group didn’t head upstairs after they got off their bikes; instead, they stood around laughing and chatting. Jiang Cheng glanced at the time—it was just past seven. He opened his messages and looked at his conversation with Gu Fei. No new texts. Gu Fei hadn’t contacted him. He hesitated for a moment, then put the phone back in his pocket. There was no point in contacting Gu Fei right now.

After another ten minutes or so, more people showed up downstairs. Some wandered in on foot and others arrived on motorcycles. All of them stood around in clusters outside, smoking cigarettes. A few of them were even holding liquor bottles, drinking as they chatted. Eyeing the group, Jiang Cheng couldn’t see any members of Fresh Out of Jail among them.

Jiang Cheng stared down from the rooftop, crouching at the edge until his legs went numb and he almost forgot he was afraid of heights. Finally he spotted Li Yan, riding in on the same motorbike as earlier. A faint disturbance rippled through the crowd downstairs, and the atmosphere suddenly grew tense.

Next came two more motorcycles. Jiang Cheng observed them closely. It was “Fresh” and “Jail,” followed by “Out” and “of.” Exactly four people… Where’s Gu Fei?

Once Li Yan and Fresh Out of Jail had all gotten off their bikes, Jiang Cheng finally saw Gu Fei turn the corner on his own motorcycle.

“Oh, fuck,” Jiang Cheng cursed quietly. “Dear friends in the audience, please turn your eyes to the man entering the arena right now—Moron Number One. He’s riding a black motorcycle and wearing a…sexy ninja suit. Now he’s taking off his helmet… Putting aside the fact that he has brain damage, Number One really is a rather handsome guy. I wouldn’t mind giving him full marks for this entrance, but I’ll give him ninety out of a hundred because he’s already a ten…”

 

***

 

Gu Fei got off his bike, flung off his helmet, and hooked it over the side mirror. He glanced at the people around him. “Where’s Monkey?”

“He’ll be here soon,” someone answered.

Gu Fei looked at Liu Fan. “Let’s head up.”

“Yeah,” Liu Fan agreed, kicking away an empty liquor bottle by his feet. 

The six of them walked into the building. 

Gu Fei knew this place well. People around here were passionate about jumping hurdles to resolve their conflicts, and so he’d lost count of how many times he’d been here. However, this was the first time he’d come here to end a conflict of his own.

“My guys will be here soon,” Liu Fan said, turning around. “Li Yan, why don’t you call Xu-ge? Let him know to come straight up to the roof.”

“Sure.” Li Yan took out his phone to make the call.

Gu Fei walked in front of the group and headed all the way up without stopping. It was a windy day; a gust slapped him in the face as soon as he walked out onto the rooftop.

He took a look around, then pulled out a pair of glasses from his pocket and put them on.

“Probably in that building across the way,” Li Yan said quietly from beside him.

He gave Li Yan a look, then peered across at the indicated building. He couldn’t make out a single thing in the darkness, and he saw nothing resembling a human shape on the rooftop, either.

Monkey arrived on the rooftop with a bunch of people in tow. Now that the main participants of the event were all assembled, the eager spectators all made their way upstairs. One, two, three, four—Gu Fei glanced around—the rooftops of all four buildings teemed with spectators. Some of them were Monkey’s followers, while others had been called here by Liu Fan and the guys. There were also more than a few “neutral” audience members.

Even though this conflict was strictly between him and Monkey, it was necessary to gather other people here. Street bosses like Monkey liked having this kind of grand setup, while Gu Fei simply wanted witnesses. If he wanted to finish this once and for all, to cut off all possibility of any future trouble, there had to be other people present—as many as possible. If it was widely known that the conflict between the two of them was resolved, any attempt to start trouble again would be dishonorable. For someone like Monkey, a gang leader with a reputation to uphold and appearances to keep up, it would be difficult to pursue it further.

But there was one more thing… Gu Fei adjusted his glasses and carefully scanned the crowd around him once more, then searched the other three rooftops one by one. But there was no sign of Jiang Cheng.

Gu Fei was all too familiar with Jiang Cheng’s silhouette at this point, so even if he was hiding in a crowd of people, Gu Fei would still have been able to pick him out immediately. And yet he couldn’t find a trace of Jiang Cheng.

The building across the way remained a picture of stillness.

Gu Fei felt a little unsettled. After a lengthy internal battle, he finally pulled out his phone and sent Jiang Cheng a message.

- Where are you?

Jiang Cheng’s reply came very quickly.

- Cheng-ge is omnipresent

“Fuck.” Gu Fei stared at the line of text. He could practically see Jiang Cheng’s unbelievably smug face.

- Where are you exactly? In the building across?

Gu Fei couldn’t see any light coming from there. Then again, if Jiang Cheng turned his screen’s brightness all the way down, Gu Fei wouldn’t be able to see anything anyway. 

- come stand at the edge of the roof

Gu Fei glanced at Monkey, who was chatting with a group of people he hadn’t seen in a while. Monkey’s demeanor was calm, as if this was just another night.

Gu Fei ambled over to the edge of the roof. Just as he was about to send another message to Jiang Cheng, he felt something hit his shoe. He looked down and saw a walnut.

“Damn, you certainly are well hidden.” Gu Fei sent a voice memo instead of a text this time, before walking over and crushing the walnut under his feet. It was then that he noticed the shattered remnants of more walnuts off to the side. “What are you up to?” he asked.

Jiang Cheng sent a reply.

- give us a smile

Gu Fei turned to face the pitch darkness of the crumbling building across the alley. What the hell was that supposed to mean?

Jiang Cheng sent another message.

- I can see you

Gu Fei glanced at the people standing around him. When no one was watching, he turned back and smiled into the darkness.

It was probably the silliest thing he’d ever done.

 

***

 

“Very good,” Jiang Cheng said, crouching in the darkness. On the rooftop across the way, somebody had started a fire in one of the old oil barrels. The flames suddenly grew very bright. “What we just saw was a smile from Moron Number One, which means visibility is optimal at the moment… Looks like they’re about to begin. It’s starting.”

With one leg bent and the other kneeling on the concrete, he picked up a walnut and drew back his sling.

The people on the rooftop parted to either side. Gu Fei and Monkey stood together at one edge of the rooftop, their runway as long as the width of the roof itself.

Jiang Cheng frowned. “Fuck.”

Several empty glass bottles had been kicked to the middle from both sides, leaving at least three bottles in Gu Fei’s path, along with a few bricks and some strips of wood. More of the same kind of debris littered the next rooftop over, the landing place of their first jump. Somebody had even thrown a whole case of beer down the middle. 

Jiang Cheng clenched his teeth. “Fucking morons.”

Somebody walked to the middle and stood facing Monkey and Gu Fei, holding a hand up in the air.

There was no way for Jiang Cheng to calculate Gu Fei’s strides, and therefore no way for him to clear Gu Fei’s path with his walnuts ahead of time. All he could do was follow Gu Fei’s movements after the race started; after the jump, he’d need to estimate Gu Fei’s landing spot and get in there before…

The man in the middle brought his hand down firmly. Gu Fei and Monkey bolted forward at the same time.

Gu Fei didn’t look down at his feet at all as he ran in long strides. He dashed out with the wind whipping around him, looking as if he might take off into the air.

Jiang Cheng kept his eyes locked on him.

Gu Fei’s total commitment was obvious from his first step; he didn’t look down, only forward. He stepped onto the far edge of the roof—where moving one more inch forward would mean falling off the building—and then he pushed off and jumped. 

Jiang Cheng’s heart came to a grinding halt.

The way Gu Fei sprinted forward without a care, leaping through the air… His every movement embraced the wind, almost as if he were flying…

“What kind of person are you?” Jiang Cheng murmured as he drew the sling back. He let go and the walnut shot out, targeting an empty bottle near Gu Fei’s landing spot.
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Chapter 54

 

THE FIRST BUILDING was level with the second building, but they had the smallest gap between them. Gu Fei had never measured the exact distance, but when people jumped over it they mostly landed more than a yard from the edge on the other side. 

The people Liu Fan had brought with him were spread across the four rooftops. Setting up obstacles was its own challenge. People threw things into Gu Fei’s path and Monkey’s path alike. The rules were fair in this regard; nobody would be beaten up for throwing stuff.

And no matter who won or lost, the spectators would be thrilled. They wanted nothing more than to see someone trip or get hurt—or even better, fall off one of the buildings.

A cacophony of sounds filled Gu Fei’s ears: laughter, jeers, even shrill shrieks. For a split second, it sounded almost like the basketball game, but when he listened closely, all he could sense was darkness.

Gu Fei looked at the people around him. They stood around, stepping on all sorts of garbage scattered across the rooftop: wrappers, liquor bottles, bits of food. He even saw a used condom. 

Jiang Cheng had been right to call them brain-damaged. 

What drew more than a few glances from Gu Fei, though, were the inconspicuous pieces of shattered walnut on the ground. This type of garbage wasn’t at all out of place on these rooftops; if Jiang Cheng hadn’t shot one of them at his shoe earlier, he would never have noticed these remnants by his feet. 

But now he knew these smashed walnut shells had been left behind by Jiang Cheng. What was the overachiever planning?

Gu Fei wasn’t worried that Jiang Cheng would do anything too excessive, but he was a little anxious regardless. After all, whatever Jiang Cheng was planning, it was because of Gu Fei.

As stupid as it seemed, even a building-hopping contest required a judge—this was the man standing in the middle. Gu Fei knew this guy: a retired gang boss of some sort whom everyone referred to as “Hu-ge.” Having him call the start of the challenge gave it a greater appearance of fairness.

Despite his retirement, Hu-ge wasn’t actually that old; he wasn’t even thirty. Gu Fei had played basketball with him at the reform school. Back then, Hu-ge was already done with the streets. With the air of someone who’d been there and done that, he’d even advised Gu Fei to walk the right path. Was Gu Fei walking the right path now? He’d never wanted to get lost in the woods in the first place, but he was meant to carry around advice like “Walk the right path.” He found it pretty funny.

Gu Fei looked at the obstacles ahead of him, but he didn’t bother with measuring out his steps to calculate which foot should land further or with more care. This jump was something he had to do in order to leave certain things behind. He didn’t want to think about it too much. All he needed to do now was run, jump, and land back on the ground.

If he injured himself, then it would be over. If not, then they would continue. The only thing Gu Fei could control was to delay injury for as long as possible. If he got hurt on the first landing, the dissatisfied audience might demand that he continue in spite of his wounds.

Anyway, he’d already planned out where he was going to be injured and how it was going to happen.

When Hu-ge lifted his hand, the rooftops exploded with the overwhelming sounds of screaming and whistling. The next second, he brought his hand down.

Gu Fei didn’t care if Monkey had set off already or how he did it. He just kept his eyes locked on the far edge of the roof and dashed out. 

You say, ‘One, two, three,’ 

Breaking what’s gone by… 

Gu Fei’s right foot kicked off hard against the ledge of the rooftop, and his body sprang up, embraced by the rush of the air around him. There was only the darkness below him and the bright glow of the fire ahead, the edges where they met a shadow play of light dancing in the dark. 

The moment he was airborne, Gu Fei felt a sudden sense of release. He wanted to shout out loud, to laugh. A smile tugged at the corners of his mouth.

He could almost predict where he was going to land. With the momentum of his jump, he would skip over the old beer carton near the edge of the other rooftop. He’d miss the two drink bottles on the ground, too. Stepping on a bottle wouldn’t twist his ankle, but it would make him lose his balance. And if he lost his balance at this velocity, the result would be out of his control.

Just as he began his descent, a beer bottle unexpectedly rolled in from one side. Gu Fei’s heart sank as he saw the bottle head right for his landing spot. He had no way or time to manipulate his body now, and if he landed on the bottle…

Motherfucker.

Gu Fei shut his eyes for an instant. 

To hell with it.

 

***

 

The walnut struck the neck of the bottle. The rolling glass accelerated and slipped out from underneath Gu Fei’s feet at almost the exact moment he landed.

Gu Fei stuck the landing perfectly without any swaying, his legs steady and solid. He rolled forward on the ground once with the momentum of the jump, then stood up.

Jiang Cheng let out the breath he’d been holding and sat back on the ground, listening to the din of screams, whistles, and metal rods banging against oil drums around him. 

“Very good.” Jiang Cheng took a couple of seconds to collect himself, then pulled out two more walnuts. “You see, deep breathing really is useful for calming nervousness and fear… Shit.”

Jiang Cheng’s hands were shaking hard. He dropped the walnut twice as he tried to hold it against the leather pad. “This seems to be the first time Contestant Jiang Cheng has taken shots under such immense pressure. His hands are shaking so much that…that he can’t even hold onto the weapon… To be quite honest, even my legs are shaking.” 

Hunched over, Jiang Cheng crawled on his hands and knees to the side of the shed. From here, he was a little closer to the second building. With lighting this dim, even a difference of one yard made him feel more assured. He braced one knee against the concrete stump on the edge of the roof. “Ah… I really gotta pee.”

Gu Fei wasn’t hurt, and neither was Monkey. In comparison, Gu Fei had jumped farther and stuck a much better landing than his opponent. 

But this was only the first round.

Jiang Cheng peered out between the fork of the slingshot at the scene on rooftop number two. It looked like they were waiting for people from the first building to move over, everyone milling about. 

A few minutes later, he heard music coming from the other side.

“Obviously he’s dense, but full of self-confidence, dreaming of hot ladies who don’t have any sense…”5

It was a rich, tasteless earful that wouldn’t have been out of place in a townie hair salon.

“That’s so…” Jiang Cheng couldn’t help frowning on the song choice. “I have no words, actually…”

The bonehead hillbilly youth vibe left him speechless. It put him in mind of the kinds of dumbasses who thought they were the hottest shit in the galaxy just for hanging a couple of speakers from their motorcycles. 

Gu Fei spoke briefly with Li Yan, who had just come over from the first building. Then he stood at the edge of the roof, lit a cigarette, and held it between his lips, staring out into the night.

Jiang Cheng dug out a cigarette too, turning around for a moment and using his clothes to ward off the wind as he lit it, then took a drag.

Sitting there near the edge, he looked across at Gu Fei on the other side. In the time that had passed since Gu Fei’s first landing, Jiang Cheng’s erratic heartbeat had slowly calmed down. He was able to stare quietly at Gu Fei again.

Jiang Cheng didn’t see much emotion on Gu Fei’s face. He simply stood there with the cigarette in his mouth, either looking at something or just spacing out.

Jiang Cheng spaced out with him.

Gu Fei was different from anyone else. He wasn’t like those people who constantly chased thrills in all shapes and forms. Jiang Cheng had seen it in that first step Gu Fei took. He wasn’t after bragging rights or cheers and attention—he only wanted closure. Closure on the conflict with Monkey, and closure on the past he’d so calmly brought up in the studio the other day.

 

***

 

Nobody noticed the sudden acceleration of the bottle, and no one saw the walnut at his feet that had smashed to pieces where it hit the ground and the bottle. 

It happened way too fast. Gu Fei himself didn’t realize why he hadn’t stepped on that bottle until he braced his hands on the ground and felt the pieces of walnut shell. 

What he wanted more than anything at the moment was to send Jiang Cheng a message. He wanted to look across at that building beside them. But he didn’t dare. 

Right now, people would notice any reaction he made. If he looked in Jiang Cheng’s direction, it might lead someone into that building. Instead, he stared at the ground, at the walnut that had already been stomped into powder and scattered by the people walking around. Gu Fei couldn’t pinpoint what exactly he felt right now.

He didn’t want to drag Jiang Cheng into this mess, and yet Jiang Cheng had still inserted himself here as an “outsider.”

Cheng-ge is omnipresent.

The thought of those words practically bursting through his phone screen, so childishly conceited, so dorky, now overwhelmed Gu Fei’s heart with a surge of warmth.

What moved him was more than Jiang Cheng’s overachieving character. Buried beneath his ridiculously smug dorkiness and occasionally fiery temper was something crystalline, pure and clean. In his chaotic mess of a life, it tugged on Gu Fei’s heartstrings every time he spied it flickering out of the corner of his eye.

 

***

 

“The morons are starting to clear the field.” Jiang Cheng straightened up, still resting one knee on the ground. In fact, he could have even stood straight up, and nobody on the other buildings would notice. He’d be rewarded with a slightly better view, too. But here at the edge of a rooftop on a five-story building, in the dark and the wind, he truly could not bring himself to stand up again. He drew the sling taut. “Looks like the second round is about to begin… Fuck. I’ll stop talking—you can see for yourself.”

The third building was one story lower than the second building, and there was a wider gap between them than the first jump… Feeling the sweat on his palms, Jiang Cheng was glad that his slingshot featured an amazing anti-slip handle. If it had been a cheap prop like the one they’d used at the photoshoot, the whole thing might have flown right out of his hands.

The morons on the third rooftop began to throw things in Gu Fei and Monkey’s path again. Somebody even threw down a few wooden poles, ablaze with flames, which certainly improved visibility on the ground for Jiang Cheng.

He slowed down his breathing and took aim at a wooden dowel on the third roof. Apart from the bricks and liquor bottles, this piece of wood that lay parallel to Gu Fei’s trajectory was the most dangerous. If he stepped on it he’d almost certainly break his ankle. It would’ve been better if it lay perpendicular across his path; that way, if Gu Fei landed on it, his ankle wouldn’t roll to one side. 

Like before, a guy stood in the center of the rooftop, facing Gu Fei and Monkey with his arm raised. The next moment, he swung it back down.

The two raced out at once. Gu Fei maintained the same approach and speed, flying out from the edge of the roof.

The gap between buildings was wider this time, and Jiang Cheng saw Gu Fei’s legs move, taking a stride in midair to maintain his acceleration. If he hadn’t been so nervous right now, that crazy hot mid-flight move would have made Jiang Cheng cheer out loud. Such long legs, such a well-executed stride and jump…

Just then, a commotion rang out on the third rooftop. Something happened that Jiang Cheng hadn’t anticipated whatsoever. Wooden boards, rods, and various other items he couldn’t make out flew out of the air above the roof from both sides.

Fuck, fuck, fuckity fuck!

In this instant, Jiang Cheng felt more shock and fury than he’d ever experienced in his life. He almost wanted to get out the steel ball bearings and shoot them at the heads across the way—and if the projectiles tore a hole through to the other side, so be it! It’d ventilate these clearly oxygen-deprived brains!

But Jiang Cheng didn’t have time to think. He was grateful, even, to the people who’d thrown things so early in their excitement. If they’d waited until Gu Fei was coming down from his jump, Jiang Cheng would’ve had no time to react.

Faced with a choice between clearing the obstacles on the ground or the ones in the air, Jiang Cheng chose the latter. It was difficult for him to judge Gu Fei’s landing spot; the clutter of objects blocked his view. He held his breath. There was no time to think.

A slingshot wasn’t a gun, and walnuts weren’t bullets. Jiang Cheng couldn’t afford to wait for something to head toward Gu Fei before making a move. He only had a fraction of a second to identify the object that could hurt Gu Fei the most. This challenge was more difficult than anything he’d ever attempted. His jumbled brain buzzed with static, blending and harmonizing with the cacophony of sounds echoing across the alley. 

Just then, someone in the crowd picked up a chunk of broken brick. Jiang Cheng pulled hard on his sling as the guy flung it out. His timing wasn’t an issue, but he could only guess at the angle.

The brick was just inches from Gu Fei’s face when Jiang Cheng managed to knock it off course. It nearly swiped his cheek as it continued on its way, slamming into a wooden board that came flying in from the other side. The wooden board was also knocked off its course, just barely glancing off of Gu Fei’s face before bouncing away.

The whole time, Gu Fei didn’t so much as flinch. Amid all the chaos, he acted as if he couldn’t feel a thing. It was only when the board brushed past his face that Jiang Cheng saw him falter ever so slightly.

Fuck!

There must’ve been nails on that board.

Jiang Cheng didn’t have time to clear away the obstacles at Gu Fei’s feet. He could only watch as Gu Fei landed on the other roof, tumbling sideways into the heap of junk on the ground and rolling off to one side.

A moment later, all the objects in midair came crashing down.

Gu Fei guessed he had Jiang Cheng to thank for the fact that nothing heavy had smashed into his head. Even so, he still stepped on something as he landed. He felt his left foot roll violently outward.

This is it, then.

He clenched his teeth and kicked off hard with his right foot when that landed immediately after, using the momentum to roll away to the left side. 

The ground was covered in detritus. In the short seconds that followed, he felt no pain at all—there were probably injuries on his legs and arms, but he couldn’t tell exactly where. When he finally came to a stop, he reached out with his left hand to balance himself and inadvertently put his hand on an empty tin can beside him. This time, the feeling of the edge of the can cutting into his palm was sharp and clear. He pulled back some of the weight on his hand and fell to the other side. 

Liu Fan rushed over first. He lunged to Gu Fei’s side and shouted, “Where are you hurt?!”

“…Leg.” Gu Fei’s brow contorted as he hugged his left shin.

“Is it broken?” Li Yan kicked away the junk around them and reached out a hand to touch Gu Fei’s shin.

“Aaagh!” Gu Fei yelped. “Don’t touch it.”

The crowd gathered around them with excited expressions.

Monkey had taken a pretty bad fall himself. Gu Fei watched as the others helped him to his feet. Upon seeing that Monkey was able to stand, though, however unsteadily, Gu Fei suddenly let out a breath of relief and lay back down on the ground.

That’s it.

Finally.

It’s over.

Shaking off the hands that reached out to support him, Monkey slowly made his way through the path the others cleared. He stopped beside Gu Fei and leaned down. “How’re you doing?”

Gu Fei said nothing in reply.

“I think his leg’s broken,” somebody said from nearby.

“Really?” A smile immediately spread across Monkey’s face. He looked down at Gu Fei’s leg. “Is it this one? Looks like it’s all crooked.” Before anybody could respond, he gave Gu Fei’s leg a little kick. “Hurts pretty bad, huh?”

Gu Fei recoiled, shrinking back in pain and curling up into a ball.

“Let’s end it right here.” Liu Fan stood up and wedged himself in front of Monkey. “Da-Fei’s not a sore loser. He knows he’s lost this one.”

“That’s too bad.” Monkey folded his arms. Despite the blood trickling down from his temple, his eyes sparkled with glee. “I thought this kid would play all the way till the second floor with me.”

Liu Fan didn’t respond to his goading. He looked over to Xu-ge, who had just walked over from the next building.

“What’s the verdict, Hu-ge?” Xu-ge asked the “elder,” who had stayed quiet up until now. 

“Can he get back up?” somebody yelled.

The implication was obvious. As long as Gu Fei could still stand, this wasn’t over.

Hu-ge walked over to Gu Fei and crouched down beside him. He examined Gu Fei’s lower leg, which was visibly misshapen even through his pant leg. He reached out and grabbed at the location of the fracture, pressing his fingers down.

Gu Fei gasped sharply, unable to utter a sound. Hu-ge stared into Gu Fei’s eyes without a word. Eyebrows knitted, Gu Fei stared right back at him.

A few seconds later, Hu-ge let go and rose to his feet. “His leg’s broken.”

A round of disappointed protests sounded around them.

“Today’s challenge was a method that both of you chose of your own free will, to end things once and for all,” Hu-ge said. “You chose to bear the consequences. Everyone here is witness to it. Now all scores between you are settled. Any problem with that?”

Hu-ge looked at Monkey, and Monkey looked down at Gu Fei, still lying on the ground. “No problem,” he said.

“Any problem with that?” Hu-ge directed his gaze at Gu Fei.

“None,” said Gu Fei.

“Get to the hospital,” said Hu-ge, waving his hand. “After this, everyone sticks to their own path.”

 

***

 

Jiang Cheng leaned against the little rooftop shed. From here, he couldn’t tell how badly Gu Fei was injured, but he saw that he couldn’t stand up. And even from this distance, he could see the blood covering Gu Fei’s hand.

Jiang Cheng couldn’t make out what they were saying over there. He felt weak all over; his hands shook violently, and his back was drenched in cold sweat. The scene of Gu Fei’s crash landing and roll to the side played over and over in his mind. That fall had been solid and heavy—he could almost feel the pain himself.

Jiang Cheng didn’t dare look over again after Liu Fan pulled Gu Fei up onto his back. He lit a cigarette and held it in his mouth. No matter what, injury was unavoidable. A broken leg was the best-case scenario.

With a resigned, fearless, practically nonchalant mindset, Gu Fei had brought certain things to an end. Not many people would have seen such an urgent need to resolve the conflict with Monkey.

The instant he saw Gu Fei step forward without hesitation and fly into the air so recklessly, there was nothing else worth considering for Jiang Cheng. The fear, anxiety, and worry that Jiang Cheng endured in that single moment was nothing like he had ever felt before. No one else had ever made him feel such panic, a terror that seized him so violently it lifted him off the ground.

The people on the rooftops quickly dispersed. Only a few stragglers remained downstairs, belatedly hopping on their bikes and leaving after the rest.

Jiang Cheng sat by the shed, having already smoked through three cigarettes. After stubbing out the last one, he started to gather his stuff, planning to go downstairs after everyone left. Then, his phone chimed; he whipped it out so quickly his hand blurred.

It was a message from Gu Fei.

- I’m fine.

This utterly useless attempt at reassurance made Jiang Cheng want to curse. 

- where are you?

- At the store. Come over.

‘Come over’?! Are you shitting me?! Jiang Cheng didn’t have any words. His leg was like that, and Gu Fei didn’t even go to the hospital—he just went back to the store?! Or did he go to the community clinic to get it half-assedly taken care of?

Jiang Cheng didn’t return Gu Fei’s message. He grabbed his things and peered over the edge to confirm that no one else was still hanging around. However, this one glance overwhelmed him with dizziness. It could have been because his wound-up nerves had relaxed all at once, but his instinctive fear of the five-story drop crashed over him like a wave, even stronger than before.

His legs gave out and he plopped down by the edge of the roof. He took his sweet time to recover. 

“Fuck!” he cursed quietly. “Fuck.” 

He turned and crawled slowly on his hands and knees to the stairwell, dragging his backpack behind him. “A flock of five thousand flying fucks are flitting from building to building across Contestant Jiang Cheng’s mind. He must be very glad that nobody is here to witness him in this sorry state…” 

He made his way downstairs at last, but before exiting the building, Jiang Cheng stopped and looked through the window again. He scanned his surroundings once more to make sure that everyone had left, then finally walked out.

There was much more junk littering the ground outside than before, most of it thrown down from the rooftops. It looked like a hurricane had swept through here. One of the oil drums lay on its side, the wood inside not yet burned through; it flickered with embers in the middle of the road.

Jiang Cheng slowly walked past the heaping mess of trash on the ground and kicked a few of the bigger pieces of flaming wood into a damp ditch on the side of the road.

There were only streetlamps in the area near the buildings; after he turned onto the dirt path, Jiang Cheng had to rely on the moon to light his way. He walked all the way out to the corner by the main road. When he saw his bike with its back seat smashed and bent, he finally started to feel some soreness in his legs.

He had just played in a basketball tournament, then proceeded to spend the rest of the day kneeling on a rooftop. However, it paled in comparison to what Moron Number One’s leg had gone through… Jiang Cheng frowned as he got onto his bike, and quickly pedaled away.

The whole way there, he felt the wind at his back and electricity thrumming through his veins. It was like the bicycle ride had turned into a Formula One race. When he saw the glow of Gu Fei’s store ahead of him, he abruptly squeezed the brakes, tossed his bike to the side of the road without bothering to lock it, and bolted toward the door. As soon as he lifted the curtain, he noticed the rolling shutters immediately behind it were halfway down, but his body couldn’t catch up with his mind in time. He slammed face-first into the shutters. 

“Hey!” came Gu Fei’s startled voice from inside. “Cheng-ge?”

“That’s Grandpa Jiang to you!” Jiang Cheng yelled, and ducked into the store. 

The first thing he saw was Gu Fei standing at the doorway of the back room, his left pant leg rolled up to the knee. His lower leg was splinted and wrapped in bandages. His hand was wrapped in thick bandages, too, and he had a patch of gauze adorning his cheek.

It took Jiang Cheng a long time to collect himself, standing there with his eyes fixed on Gu Fei. At long last, he spoke in a tender voice with a strong undertone of I do pity you people with peas for brains: “You’re still standing then, huh, mister? Why don’t you get down on the floor and do a little breakdance for me while you’re at it?”

Gu Fei stood in stunned silence for ten full seconds. Then he burst into laughter. He doubled over against the doorframe, unable to stop his hysterics.

“The fuck are you laughing about?!” Jiang Cheng pointed a finger at him, rage boiling inside him. “Keep laughing! You wanna bet I won’t beat you up right now, you dumbass motherfucker?!”

“Cheng-ge.” Gu Fei grabbed Jiang Cheng’s hand and pushed it down. “I’m fine, Cheng-ge.”

“It’d be way fucking better if you were far from fine, Moron Number One!” Jiang Cheng cursed at him.

“I really am fine.” Gu Fei lifted his left leg and banged it against the doorframe a couple of times. “I didn’t—”

“The fuck?” Jiang Cheng almost had to stretch a hand out to catch his eyeballs before they popped out of their sockets. “What’s the meaning of this?”

“I wasn’t hurt that badly.” Gu Fei lifted up his bandaged right hand. “It’s just my hand and some scrapes. My leg’s not injured.”

Jiang Cheng just stared at him, having trouble pulling his thoughts together. “Your leg is fine?”

“Mm.” Gu Fei went to pull the rolling shutter all the way down, then walked into the room at the back. “I—”

“Your leg is fine? Seriously?” Jiang Cheng watched as Gu Fei walked easily back and forth, not at all like someone whose leg was injured. He felt an indescribable sense of elation—as though he’d lost a thousand yuan and then found the money floating around in the washing machine.

“Really.” Gu Fei smiled.

“Shit, really?” Jiang Cheng walked over and knocked on his leg with a hand. “Fuck!”

“Really. Really, really, really,” Gu Fei said. “Quit worrying.”

“But I saw your leg…” Jiang Cheng gestured with his hands. “Do that!”

Gu Fei picked up a dented steel rod from where it was lying on the floor by the wall. “It was this. I was using it to stop my ankle from twisting, and—”

“Damn.” Jiang Cheng took the steel rod in his hands and looked it over. “Young man, you’ve got crazy acting skills, you know that?”

“I expected to break a bone somewhere. I didn’t think I was gonna still be okay even after that fall and the tumble,” Gu Fei said. “So I had no choice but to fake it.”

“Didn’t I see someone examine your injury?” Jiang Cheng studied the strip of steel, turning it over in his hands. “He didn’t realize that this bone of yours was outside of your body?”

“He must’ve noticed.” Gu Fei leaned back against the headboard on the cot. “But he didn’t say anything.”

“…I should go present him with a flag of distinction tomorrow. He’s a real Lei Feng.”6

“Thank you,” Gu Fei said.

Jiang Cheng looked at him. “Huh?”

Gu Fei chuckled. “Thank you for never missing a shot.” 

“…It’s nothing.” Jiang Cheng waved his hand. “You…you nearly scared me to death.” Gu Fei kept on laughing, and Jiang Cheng gave him a look. “Are you gonna giggle like an idiot again? We’re about to officially be legal adults. Can you—”

Keeping a hand pressed against the gauze on his face, Gu Fei laughed even harder. Jiang Cheng didn’t even manage to finish his sentence before he fell into a chair and cackled at the ground, falling victim to Gu Fei’s infectious giggles. His laughter was a celebration, catharsis; and most of all, his very real delight and relief that Gu Fei hadn’t actually broken his leg.

After this bout of wild laughter, neither of them spoke for a while.

Gu Fei leaned against the headboard and let out a soft sigh. Jiang Cheng put his head down and rubbed his face. 

Gu Fei turned to look at him, straightening up on the cot. “You’re not crying, are you?”

“Nah.” Jiang Cheng kept his head down and kneaded his hands together. After a long time, he lifted his head and inhaled deeply. “Gu Fei…”

“Hmm?” Gu Fei answered.

It took effort to speak, but Jiang Cheng continued without any pause or hesitation: 

“Have you considered getting a boyfriend?”


Chapter 55

 

GU FEI STARED at Jiang Cheng. For a second, he couldn’t do anything but feel shocked and disoriented. Answering this question was beyond his ability right now.

How many times had this happened—Jiang Cheng bombarding him out of nowhere like this, leaving him no room to think?

Gu Fei had called Jiang Cheng here just to ease his worry. He’d sent Jiang Cheng a message immediately after Liu Fan and Li Yan left, having wrapped up his leg with the unnecessary splint. Gu Fei didn’t know how Jiang Cheng was faring on the other building, but he knew that he would be anxious with worry after seeing him collapse. He’d simply wanted Jiang Cheng to come see for himself that he was all right—to put him at ease.

Never in a million years did he imagine that Jiang Cheng would spring this on him.

In that spark-filled fraction of a second, his mind rotated around itself thirteen thousand times, his racing thoughts vast enough to fill a basketball court.

Whether he meant to or not, Jiang Cheng had certainly left himself enough plausible deniability; he didn’t ask directly if Gu Fei wanted to date him. No matter how Gu Fei answered the question, Jiang Cheng would still have space to maneuver around it with his pride intact.

But Gu Fei knew without a doubt what kind of answer Jiang Cheng really wanted. It was a question that appeared accommodating on the surface, but could really only have one answer.

Yes. I have considered it. With you.

Gu Fei wanted very badly to give this response, but the words that should have blurted out freely from his mouth seemed to catch in his throat. 

He didn’t know what kind of boyfriend Jiang Cheng wanted. He had the feeling that even Jiang Cheng himself hadn’t thought about it. After all, it was normal for people their age: Any thought spared to that kind of thing was usually transient, and never extended very far into the future. 

Do I like him? Yes. I like him, for now, and I accept that, for now. So right now, I do want to be in a romantic relationship… What else did one need to consider? Nothing. Yet Gu Fei had considered it. Far too deeply.

Perhaps Jiang Cheng was acting impulsively—but maybe it was only the timing that made it seem impulsive. Either way, Gu Fei thought, there wasn’t enough time for him to determine how Jiang Cheng would answer—and how Gu Fei himself would answer—the questions: 

What kind of boyfriend are you looking for? 

What kind of relationship do you want? 

Any answer he gave under these circumstances would seem too casual. He figured that his only path forward at this moment was to stall, so that both of them could work out what the other was thinking.

“Ah. Isn’t that…against school rules?” Gu Fei managed to squeeze out before snapping his mouth shut.

“Did you hit your head just now?” Jiang Cheng gazed at him with a conflicted look in his eyes—the kind of pitying look reserved for slow-witted children. Gu Fei had really outdone himself this time. He’d reached new heights of ridiculousness, surpassing when he smiled idiotically at a dark building earlier this evening. 

“What I meant was—” Gu Fei groped for the right words to explain himself, but Jiang Cheng abruptly stood up.

Gu Fei instinctively mirrored him. He didn’t want Jiang Cheng to walk out in a moment like this. He didn’t want Jiang Cheng to think he’d hesitate to answer this question, especially after all the things they’d done that were…not typical deskmate behavior. 

But before Gu Fei could get another word out, Jiang Cheng frowned and made a retching sound.

Gu Fei was taken aback. Did my response disgust him that much?

“Bathroom?” Jiang Cheng asked through clenched teeth.

“Back there.” Gu Fei pointed. “Next to the kitchen…”

Jiang Cheng bolted off before Gu Fei even finished his sentence, dashing through the back door and into the courtyard. Gu Fei quickly grabbed a bottle of water from the shelves and followed him out. When he reached the bathroom, he found Jiang Cheng bent over, staring into the toilet with his hands on his knees. 

Gu Fei hesitated before asking, “What’s the matter?”

“I feel like I’m gonna puke,” Jiang Cheng said.

Gu Fei was almost speechless. “What did I say that had such…power?”

“Fuck off,” Jiang Cheng managed to get out before he retched again. Nothing came up. 

Gu Fei was a little worried now. “Are you sick? Did you catch a cold? There’s still someone on duty at the community clinic. Maybe we can go get you checked out.”

“It’s okay.” Jiang Cheng took a ragged breath and straightened up. “It’s just a side effect of my fear of heights.”

Gu Fei froze for almost ten whole seconds. “Fear of heights?” he asked at last.

“Yeah.” Jiang Cheng didn’t end up vomiting anything, so he went over to the sink and washed his face. “Is it that weird?”

Gu Fei didn’t reply.

Jiang Cheng dried off and turned to regard Gu Fei. “The bathroom isn’t really the best place for this conversation, but since I already brought it up, we shouldn’t put it off. I won’t be picky about the timing or location.”

“Mm-hmm,” Gu Fei answered.

“What I said just a moment ago—you should sleep on it,” Jiang Cheng said. “I’m gonna head back now. I’m feeling really drowsy all of a sudden. I need to sleep. Give me a call when you get up tomorrow.”

“All right,” Gu Fei said.

“Good night.” With a wave of his hand, Jiang Cheng turned back into the store and made his way to the front door.

Gu Fei wiped at the water droplets Jiang Cheng had inadvertently splattered onto his face and followed him.

Jiang Cheng seemed completely at ease in everything he said or did. He acted cool and poised right up until the moment he reached the front door, when his two failed efforts at pulling up the rolling shutters somewhat disrupted his air of nonchalance. 

“What the hell is wrong with your door?” Jiang Cheng peered at Gu Fei with a displeased look on his face, still bent over at the waist.

“Let me.” Gu Fei went over and yanked up the shutter for him.

Jiang Cheng ducked out before the shutters were fully up, then stopped outside and said again, “Good night.”

Gu Fei looked back at him, one hand on the shutters. “Good night.”

Jiang Cheng climbed onto his bike and rode off without a backward glance.

After he’d shut the door again, Gu Fei sank down onto the little stool on the side, lost in thought.

 

***

 

Jiang Cheng had wanted to go right to sleep once he got back, but considering that he’d spent the whole night crawling around on a rooftop covered in dirt and trash, he forced himself to take a shower first.

He then collapsed onto the bed, feeling like he fell asleep before his head even hit the pillow. His body felt leaden, but his heart was as light as a feather.

Maybe it was because everything was over. What needed to be done had been done. What needed to be considered had been considered, and what needed to be said had been said. All the stress weighing down his heart was gone.

Whatever tomorrow would bring, whatever happened, none of those old worries mattered anymore.

Ah. Feels good.

This feeling of ease was probably what Pan Zhi had meant when he said, “After getting beat on by my pops, I sleep so soundly it’s like I just got a massage.”

Face buried in his pillow, Jiang Cheng smiled.

 

***

 

When dawn broke the next day, for the first time ever, Jiang Cheng’s biological clock failed to pull him out of his heavy slumber. He could hear the sounds of birds chirping outside his window, grannies going outside to exercise, and excited kids screaming the whole way as their parents took them out to play…yet he still couldn’t wake up. It was a rather delightful feeling, being aware that he was asleep while still resting soundly and comfortably.

It wasn’t until his phone rang the second time that he reluctantly opened his eyes.

Second time?

Oh, right, it was the second time. It had rung once before, when the grannies were going about their exercise. He pulled his phone close, struggling to make his eyes focus on the too-bright screen. When he wasn’t seeing double anymore, he saw that it was Gu Fei calling.

Gu Fei?

…Gu Fei!

All of a sudden, Jiang Cheng was wide-awake. Even his vision became crystal clear.

Yesterday, he’d been completely indifferent to how Gu Fei would answer his question—he really only wanted to get a point across. I kinda like you a lot, and if we can be together, that would be pretty great. 

He’d just wanted to throw the idea out there to Gu Fei. Then, no matter what Gu Fei’s response was, it wouldn’t matter to Jiang Cheng anymore. Or rather, he’d never thought to imagine what Gu Fei’s response would be.

But now, considering that Gu Fei was very likely calling to give him an answer…
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He stared at Gu Fei’s name for a long time before remembering to accept the call. But before his outreached hand even touched the screen, the call ended. 

Good, very good. Great, even. It’s a good thing he hung up.

Tossing his phone to the side, Jiang Cheng sat up and glanced at the time: just past eight o’clock.

Gu Fei was up this early on a Sunday morning? Then the missed call from earlier… Jiang Cheng picked up his phone again to check who the first caller was. 

The phone chimed once with an incoming text message from Gu Fei.

- Not up yet?

Jiang Cheng didn’t reply, busy checking the missed call from earlier first: 6:45 a.m., Gu Fei.

“Huh?” Jiang Cheng was a little shaken. Gu Fei was up before seven?

It was nothing short of a miracle. Jiang Cheng couldn’t help but check the time again, confirming that it was indeed morning, and that the time stamp said 6:45, not 16:45.

He sent Gu Fei a reply.

- just woke up

Just as he got out of bed, his phone rang again. This time it wasn’t a text notification, but his ringtone.

Jiang Cheng picked up.

“Did you want to be with me, or did you want to be in a relationship with me?” Gu Fei opened with a question before he even said hello.

Jiang Cheng dragged his slippers over to the window and opened the curtains, the last bit of trepidation in his mind vanishing just as suddenly as it appeared. “What, you’re not concerned about whether it’s allowed anymore?”

Gu Fei was quiet.

“Is there a difference?” Jiang Cheng asked. “I just wanted to let you know that I thought about it and I…I like you. A lot. And if you—”

“Come downstairs,” Gu Fei interrupted him.

Jiang Cheng blinked. “What?” 

“I’m downstairs, outside your building,” Gu Fei said. “Come down for breakfast, boyfriend.”

Jiang Cheng froze; it took several seconds before he was able to evict the chaotic symphony of half-formed thoughts buzzing round his head. “I need to wash up and get dressed first.”

“Okay,” Gu Fei said. “Meet me at the same breakfast stalls as yesterday. I’ll go get us a seat.”

Jiang Cheng hung up the phone and stared blankly into space for a while longer. 

What the fuck?! What does this mean?!

Were a few sentences all it took for his relationship with Gu Fei to change?

What the fuck?

It was just a little bit unbelievable… 

Jiang Cheng tossed aside his phone and went to brush his teeth in a daze. Then, while washing his face, he stared at himself in the mirror for a while. 

I have a boyfriend now? I don’t look any different. Still so…handsome.

No, no, something was different. All his common sense was gone. 

When he finished washing up and opened the door to his closet, he suddenly didn’t know what to wear. Before he stepped out the door in the morning, he’d usually debate a few different outfits until he found the one that made him feel handsomest, but he couldn’t even pick out a backup option today.

“Fucking hell,” Jiang Cheng blurted out after standing in front of the closet for a few minutes. It was only Gu Fei, after all. Just a person who’d turned from his deskmate to his boyfriend, waiting for him so they could eat a fried pancake together at the breakfast stand downstairs. Was all this necessary? 

He picked out a pair of pants at random and pulled it on, then closed his eyes and yanked a T-shirt off the hanger. To finish, he grabbed a light jacket and walked out the door.

When he got downstairs, he spotted Gu Fei from a long distance away. Gu Fei usually stood out from the crowd on a normal day, but today, he was especially conspicuous. Jiang Cheng could have hit the splint on Gu Fei’s leg with a slingshot even if he’d been over twenty yards further from where he currently stood.

Jiang Cheng quickened his pace as he approached. It was past the prime time for breakfast at that point, and Gu Fei had gotten a table all to himself and piled it high with breakfast dishes. Jiang Cheng plopped his butt down onto the seat across from him.

Gu Fei glanced at him. “Took you long enough.”

“We overachievers like to put effort into getting ready,” Jiang Cheng said, looking back at him. “If I recall correctly, sir, you haven’t even changed your pants from yesterday.”

“Mm.” Gu Fei glanced down at the splint and said quietly, “This board was attached so professionally, I couldn’t get my pants off.”

“Damn.” Jiang Cheng couldn’t help but laugh. He lowered his own voice. “Take the splint off first, then.”

“I can’t be bothered to,” Gu Fei said. “I’ll do it tonight.”

Jiang Cheng didn’t say anything more. He put his head down and took a sip out of a bowl of soy milk.

Once the conversation came to a stop, the air between them quickly grew a little strange.

Drinking his soy milk, Jiang Cheng couldn’t figure out how to hold the bowl in a way that wasn’t awkward, even though he had been holding bowls this way for nearly two decades. He couldn’t even taste whether the soy milk was sweetened. He felt nervous, awkward, and a little flustered, but not uncomfortable. He snuck a glance at Gu Fei, who was chewing on a long fried dough fritter and watching him expressionlessly.

“Did I not wash my face properly?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“I’m just looking.” Gu Fei chuckled. “Don’t I look at you all the time anyway?”

“Oh. Please continue, then.” Jiang Cheng picked up a little soup dumpling with his chopsticks, suddenly finding this strange, slightly awkward atmosphere kind of nice.

What the hell is wrong with me?

“Oh, right.” Gu Fei finished the dough fritter and wiped his hands with a napkin. “I have a little…gift for you.”

“Hmm?” Jiang Cheng was taken aback.

Gu Fei looked around them, probably making sure there wasn’t anyone around who knew them, then pulled something out of his pocket and handed it to Jiang Cheng. “Let’s just call this a…May Day present.” 

“You might as well call it a Children’s Day present.” Jiang Cheng took it in his hands and looked down. It was a largeish, squishy bundle.

“It’s a little early for Children’s Day,”7 Gu Fei said. “I have to give Er-Miao something for the first of June, too, so you can each have one.”

“Fuck off.” Jiang Cheng recognized that he was holding a soft, squishy ball made of blue yarn, with a loose thread sticking out from the top. He held the yarn ball up by the loose string, a little stunned. “A teru teru bozu?”

“Mm-hmm. May all your days be sunny and bright,” said Gu Fei. “It’s supposed to be white, but I just remembered that skein of yarn you bought last time was never used for anything, so I knitted it…”

“What did you stuff it with?” Jiang Cheng gave it a squeeze—it was soft.

“Yarn scraps. I stuffed the leftover bits I had in there. There’s actually still some left over that I gave to Er-Miao to play with. It’s not enough to make anything else, anyway.”

Jiang Cheng was quiet as he stared down at this blue teru teru bozu. It had eyes. With it being made of yarn—blue yarn, at that—it probably would have been too difficult to draw eyes on it. In place of drawn eyes, Gu Fei had sewn on two tiny buttons.

Mr. Jiang Cheng! Please control your emotions! Do not cry at a breakfast stand where you have to eat bent over a wooden plank, please!

Crying would not only ruin the mood, but also make him look like a total dumbass!

“It wasn’t that you were too lazy to untie the splint and change clothes yesterday.” Jiang Cheng pressed the round head of the doll to his eyes for a second, then looked up at Gu Fei. “You didn’t even sleep, did you?”

Gu Fei didn’t say anything; he just smiled.

“Did you have to do that?” Jiang Cheng didn’t quite know what to say as he clutched the doll tightly in his hands. “You could’ve just grabbed a bag of snacks from the store…”

“So many things happened yesterday. I couldn’t really get to sleep,” Gu Fei said. “I just figured that if I came over with flowers…you’d probably stand at the front door and take the petals off with your slingshot before you even walked out, so I made this thing instead. It was pretty simple.”

“Oh.” Jiang Cheng looked down and squeezed the doll again, then held it by the string and gave it a gentle shake. This chubby teru teru bozu, at least three times larger than an ordinary one, reminded him of a penguin as it swayed in the air. It was adorable. “Then I have a present for you too.”

“Please, this isn’t a gift exchange or anything,” said Gu Fei.

Jiang Cheng looked at him. “Are you refusing it?”

“Nope,” Gu Fei replied right away.

Jiang Cheng grabbed his backpack and unzipped it.

“You really are an overachiever,” Gu Fei marveled. “Bringing your backpack out with you even on the weekend.”

“It’s not like I have any books in here,” Jiang Cheng said as he put the doll in the bag. “I just have a habit of carrying a bag with me. It gives me a sense of security. Besides, this way, I don’t end up with ugly bulging pockets full of stuff.” Pulling out his slingshot from his bag, he set it down in front of Gu Fei. “Here, you can have this—to commemorate the day you showcased your extraordinary acting skills.”

Laughing, Gu Fei picked up the slingshot and examined it, then pulled on the elastic. “Doesn’t that mean you won’t have one to play with anymore?”

“I have a feeling Pan Zhi will bring a new one for me,” Jiang Cheng said. “The last time he came to visit, he brought me a tin whistle. If he’s gonna bring me another little trinket this time, it has to be a slingshot.”

“When is he coming?” Gu Fei put the slingshot in his pocket.

“May first, for May Day week,” said Jiang Cheng. “Not too far away now. Do you have anything fun to do around here? He’ll probably be staying for three or four days. I can’t exactly take him shopping downtown every single day.”

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

Jiang Cheng looked back at him. “Hmm?”

“I’m thinking,” Gu Fei said.

“Preferably somewhere nearby,” Jiang Cheng added. “Not too far, otherwise it’ll be a long trip.”

“Hmm.” Gu Fei thought about it as he picked up a steamed dumpling and took a bite. After a while, he said, “There’s an amusement park on the newer side of the city. I hear the haunted house they opened last year is pretty fun. It even made the news. Apparently it’s really scary.”

“Is it big?” Jiang Cheng asked, with great interest.

“Pretty big; three levels in total, including the basement,” Gu Fei replied. “It covers a pretty big area. I’ve never been, though.”

“You can come with us, then,” Jiang Cheng said. “I didn’t expect this shithole town to have a haunted house.”

Instead of offering a response, Gu Fei just tutted a few times as he ate his steamed dumpling.

“You got something to say?” Jiang Cheng chuckled.

“Nope,” Gu Fei said. “To be honest, apart from the haunted house, I don’t even know what else to suggest. The only other thing is the mountain nearby, but once the snow melts, there’ll be nothing to see there.”

Gu Fei finished his breakfast, then stood up and stretched. “You’re not studying today, then?” he asked.

“Nah,” said Jiang Cheng. “Do you have any plans?”

“Nope.” Gu Fei thought about it. “Do you want to go…watch a movie?”

“How would we get there?” Jiang Cheng glanced at his leg and lowered his voice. “Do I have to pretend to help you?”

“No. I came here on my bike.”

“Shit. Aren’t you afraid Monkey’s guys will see you?!” Jiang Cheng became anxious immediately, grabbing Gu Fei’s wrist and pulling his arm across his own shoulders. He wrapped his arm around Gu Fei’s waist. “If someone sees you, it’d be a total waste of your award-winning performance yesterday!”

“…I pedaled here using one leg.” Gu Fei leaned his weight on Jiang Cheng. “It was super convincing.”

Jiang Cheng supported Gu Fei as they walked toward his bike. 

It was…a strange feeling. He had touched Gu Fei’s waist before; squeezed it, too. But this was the first time he so publicly and openly put his hand on Gu Fei’s waist, right out on the street. It was a well-toned torso, and he could feel the muscles shifting under his palm as Gu Fei hopped along on one leg. He couldn’t help giving it a squeeze or two.

“Hey!” Gu Fei stiffened and grabbed his hand. “I’m ticklish.”

“Let go!” Jiang Cheng quickly scanned their surroundings. Arm on shoulder, arm around waist—these were all perfectly normal gestures given Gu Fei’s current condition, but grabbing his hand like that was a little too much.

Gu Fei didn’t release him, he just shoved both their hands into his coat pocket. Jiang Cheng didn’t say anything else. Gu Fei was wearing an oversized jacket with large pockets; at a glance, nobody would see there were two hands inside. 

Besides, he didn’t really want to take his hand out. This vague sense of excitement from feeling not so different from normal but actually different in every single way—this feeling of the two of them, together—was very satisfying.

“What’s playing today?” Jiang Cheng asked, squeezing the tip of Gu Fei’s pinky finger inside the pocket.

“Dunno.” Gu Fei slipped a round piece of candy into Jiang Cheng’s palm. “Let’s just see what’s showing. Watching the movie isn’t our main objective, anyway.”

“…Shit.” Jiang Cheng gave him a look. “What are you planning to do? Don’t you know movie theaters all have infrared cameras?”

“I’ve never actually thought about that… Wait.” Gu Fei looked at him in surprise. Then, after a long pause, he started laughing. “Cheng-ge, don’t you think you’re getting ahead of yourself?”

“Fuck off!” Jiang Cheng said through clenched teeth.

“I was thinking of something a little simpler,” said Gu Fei.

“Shut up.” Jiang Cheng sighed.

“I wanted to find a dark corner where we can just hang out together.”

“…Why does it have to be a dark corner?” Jiang Cheng let go of him and withdrew his hand from Gu Fei’s pocket, taking the keys to the bike lock. “Should I pedal us there?”

Gu Fei nodded. “Sure.”

“So why does it have to be a dark corner?” Jiang Cheng repeated himself, unlocking the bike and hopping on.

“At breakfast just now,” Gu Fei said, “if I’d touched you, don’t tell me you wouldn’t have jumped clear up to the streetlamp.”

“Ah.” Jiang Cheng paused. “Fucking hell, you are thinking what I’m thinking!”

“Am I?” Gu Fei climbed onto the back seat. “I think you’re talking about bigger movements that can easily be captured on infrared cameras. If it’s just some hand-holding and leg groping, there’s no need to worry about whether the cameras are infrared or not.”

“Never mind. Let’s stop talking about it,” Jiang Cheng groused.

Jiang Cheng pedaled for several yards before suddenly stopping the bike again. He turned, looking into Gu Fei’s eyes. “There’s something I wanted to say formally—even though I think I’ve already told you,” he said.

“I really like you,” said Gu Fei. “And I’ll keep liking you until the day you don’t need me to anymore.”

Jiang Cheng’s jaw dropped. He stared at him, unable to say a thing. He could only hear a buzzing sound in his head.

I really like you. Coming from Gu Fei’s mouth, the words made him a little dizzy. 

“What were you going to say?” Gu Fei asked, rubbing Jiang Cheng’s back. 

“…I forgot.”

The corners of Gu Fei’s mouth twitched, but he didn’t say anything.

“Oh.” Jiang Cheng rubbed his nose. “I remember now… I really, really like you. A lot. I’ve never liked anyone this way before.”


Chapter 56

 

IF THEY WANTED TO GO to one of the better movie theaters, they’d have to go to the shopping mall downtown. Normally, Jiang Cheng would be rather reluctant to ride his bike all the way downtown with another person in tow. It was a long fucking way.

But today was different. The person sitting in the back seat with his forehead pressed against Jiang Cheng’s back and his hands in Jiang Cheng’s pockets—which pulled at his collar and choked him slightly—was Gu Fei, his boyfriend. Before eight o’clock that morning, this guy had still been just his deskmate, but now, he was his boyfriend. What an incredible turn of events.

Jiang Cheng had often imagined what dating would be like, not unlike the various fantasies anybody his age would have. But during the short time he was with Yu Xin, reality had never seemed to match his expectations, no matter how hard he tried. It made him wonder if he’d been asking for too much.

He’d never felt like he was actually dating, not until now—pedaling a bike to the movies with a bandage-wrapped Gu Fei sitting on the back seat.

It was a kind of relationship he had always been scared of, the kind he’d avoided and rejected. But now, a mountain of elation and happiness crushed all the fear and trepidation he’d carried with him ever since the time he’d realized there was something different about him.

At first, when Gu Fei had suggested they go see a movie, he didn’t quite understand. Why go hang out at such a crowded place? But now that they were on the way, riding down the street with the wind around them, he suddenly understood. It was the feeling of existing in a crowd with their own little secret. Look at all these people, and here we are. We came together; we’re leaving together. In the crowd, even under the gazes of strangers, there was a hidden sense of safety.

Behind him, Gu Fei’s head, which had been resting against his back, suddenly slid to the side. A second later, his body pitched sideways as well.

“Oh, shit.” Jiang Cheng quickly righted the handlebars and looked back. “Did you fall asleep?”

“Mm.” Gu Fei put his head back in position against Jiang Cheng’s back and readjusted the grip of his hands in Jiang Cheng’s pockets. “You keep going. I was just resting my eyes.”

“Do you even know what resting your eyes means? Are you an illiterati?” Jiang Cheng said. “You were resting your whole body back there.”

“I was resting my eyes, but it accidentally spread to the rest of my body.”

Jiang Cheng laughed, then paused for a moment. He sighed. “Maybe we shouldn’t go to the movies. Why don’t you go back home and sleep for a bit?”

“Nah,” Gu Fei said. “I wouldn’t be able to sleep properly at this time of morning, anyway. I just want to watch a movie with you.”

“What if you fall asleep in the movie theater?” 

“I won’t.” With his hands still in Jiang Cheng’s pockets, Gu Fei suddenly stroked Jiang Cheng’s thigh. “We can pick an exciting movie, and have a more exciting sort of viewing experience…” 

Jiang Cheng swerved and almost crashed into the electric scooter beside them. “Fucking watch it!” he exclaimed. 

“Okay. I’ll keep resting.” Gu Fei stopped moving. 

They arrived safely at the shopping mall downtown. Since they were unlikely to run into the Steelworks Morons here, Gu Fei made a beeline for the sporting goods store before Jiang Cheng even finished locking up the bike.

“You could at least slow down a little,” Jiang Cheng said as he followed after him. “If you keep racing along like this, you won’t even have time to fake it if we run into anyone we know.”

“The steelworks is way too far from here. I only come here a few times a year at most.” Gu Fei sauntered slowly down the aisles. “Those guys never go shopping, and even if they do, they mostly hang around the bridge area—that retail strip by Jiuri’s restaurant.”

“Really…” Jiang Cheng mulled it over for a moment. “No wonder they’re all dressed like that. You can’t buy that style here at the mall.”

“What style is that?” Gu Fei chuckled.

“They’re all skinny as toothpicks, but they wear such tight-fitting tops paired with tight-fitting cropped pants. You have to look really closely to even notice they have legs.” Jiang Cheng recalled the crowd from the night before and felt his ire spike once again. “I’m serious. From my vantage point on the other building, I could hit a strip of wood no problem, but I’d have trouble hitting one of those guys…”

Gu Fei picked up a baseball glove and couldn’t stop laughing. “They’re not all skinny. Some are buff.”

“Right, the flesh on their bellies is pretty buff,” Jiang Cheng said.

Gu Fei laughed, then sighed. “But aren’t there also people like me?”

“You’re not one of them.” Jiang Cheng gave him a look. “Even though you did look pretty flashy yesterday. How come you’re not wearing that leather motorcycle jacket today, huh?”

“I tore it when I fell…” Gu Fei thought about it for a second. “But when it comes to tight-fitting clothes, I did used to have—”

“If you wear tight clothes now, I promise that we won’t even be deskmates,” Jiang Cheng said.

“Ooh, scary.” Gu Fei put on the baseball glove and tossed a ball up and down in his gloved hand.

“You’re getting a baseball mitt?” Jiang Cheng said. “Steelworks guys won’t even play basketball without weapons, so what’s baseball like? Throwing grenades?”

“It’s for Er-Miao,” Gu Fei said. “She saw it on TV the other day and wanted one for herself.”

“Why not get a child-sized one? Isn’t that too big?” 

“It’s got to be adult-sized. These things don’t break that easily—when she gets older and the glove gets too small for her, she’ll throw a fit if I try to switch it out. And if I don’t change it, she’ll get mad that it doesn’t fit her hand anymore.”

“…All right.” Jiang Cheng sighed. He hadn’t realized how many problems Gu Fei had to consider every day as Gu Miao’s older brother.

After they bought the baseball glove and ball, Gu Fei crammed everything into Jiang Cheng’s backpack.

“I’m gonna stop carrying a backpack around with me from now on,” Jiang Cheng said.

“I’ll carry it,” said Gu Fei.

“Oh, please, when you’re injured like that? It’s not like I’m a girl.”

“I should’ve bought them later, when we’re on our way out.”

“Oh.” Jiang Cheng looked at him. “Right. Why’d you buy them so early?”

Gu Fei looked back at him. “Yeah, why?”

“I don’t want to laugh.” Jiang Cheng turned and briskly walked away. “Seriously, can we make a pact or something? From now on, no more idiotic giggling fits. It feels so stupid spending all our time laughing like this.”

“Mm.” Gu Fei followed him, an extremely solemn look on his face.

Jiang Cheng felt rather accomplished that he’d finally managed to kill the urge to giggle before it could burst out of his nose.

“Which floor is the theater on?” he asked as they stood on the escalator heading upstairs.

“Dunno.” Gu Fei looked around and pointed at a sign behind them. “Fifth floor.”

“You’ve never been here before?”

“Nope.” Gu Fei thought about it, then said quietly in Jiang Cheng’s ear, “I think the last time I watched a movie was at the reform school, when they made us all watch some documentary with interviews of prisoners.”

Jiang Cheng’s stomach dropped. “There’s no way that counts as a movie. What about before that?”

“When I was in elementary school, my mom took me to see some kind of cartoon movie, but I don’t remember what it was about.”

A pang shot through Jiang Cheng’s heart. “You’ve never just come here to watch a movie with someone?”

Gu Fei gave him a little smile. “Who would I see it with?” 

Jiang Cheng paused. In the end, he didn’t say anything else. Gu Fei had a point—who would see a movie with him? If Gu Fei’s usual demeanor was any indication, it couldn’t possibly be with anyone in their class. As for other friends… The Fresh Out of Jail quartet didn’t seem like the moviegoing type either. And family… Hearing that Gu Fei’s mom took him to see a movie even one time was already a surprise to Jiang Cheng.

Suddenly, he realized the reason Gu Fei wanted to watch a movie with him might not entirely be to find a spot in the crowd for two people to cozy up together—it might also be because he’d pretty much never watched a movie before.

At the theater, they looked up at the showtimes display in the foyer, but there wasn’t anything good playing right now. They sat down on a sofa together as Jiang Cheng pulled out his phone. “Let me check the promotions first.”

“Let me,” said Gu Fei. “I…”

“You’d have to download the app,” Jiang Cheng said. “Don’t fight me on this.”

“Go ahead, then.” Gu Fei leaned back on the sofa and laughed. “Don’t forget to buy snacks.”

Jiang Cheng scrolled around for a while on his phone, but he didn’t manage to find anything he wanted to watch. He turned to Gu Fei. “Does a domestic horror movie sound…exciting?”8 

“…Is there nothing else showing?” Gu Fei asked.

“Just art house films,” Jiang Cheng said.

Gu Fei nodded. “Domestic horror it is, then.”

Jiang Cheng ordered a combo with an extra-large popcorn and drink, then hesitated when it was time to pick the seats. This showing was still mostly empty, so at first he picked seats in the middle. After some pondering, though, he wondered if it might be too central. If they wanted to do anything… He canceled his seat selection and switched their seats to the very last row. But as he did this, he wondered if it might be a little too shameless—as if he was going in just to do something unsavory. He snuck a glance at Gu Fei sitting beside him; Gu Fei was looking down at his phone, playing that stupid Aixiaochu game.

Fine, he could split the difference. Jiang Cheng canceled the seats on the last row and picked two seats in the second to last row, then pressed confirm.

When he stood up to get the tickets from the machine, a theater employee approached them, pushing a wheelchair. “Sir, this cinema provides wheelchair assistance.”

Jiang Cheng froze. “Huh?”

“The theater hall is a bit of a walk,” the employee said. “This is more convenient.”

“Oh.” Jiang Cheng looked at the wheelchair. “Thank…thank you.”

“Just return it to customer service when you come back out after the movie.” The employee walked off, leaving them with the wheelchair.

Jiang Cheng turned and looked at Gu Fei, who was currently having a laughing fit on the sofa with his hand over his face.

Jiang Cheng looked at him. “Sir, do you need this?”

“Yes.” Gu Fei nodded. “Why don’t you wheel me in?”

“Damn.” Jiang Cheng was almost speechless. “If the producers knew we’re so desperate to watch their horror-free domestic horror movies that we’ll even go in a wheelchair, they’d probably cry tears of happiness.”

“Hurry up.” Gu Fei laughed as he glanced at the scrolling display of showtimes. “It starts in twenty minutes.”

After retrieving the tickets, Jiang Cheng pushed the wheelchair next to Gu Fei’s legs. “Come on then, Mr. Gu.”

Gu Fei struggled to stand up while supporting himself on the sofa armrest, hopped on one leg to turn around, then put his hands on the wheelchair arms and slowly lowered himself into it. “Ready.”

“Look at this acting,” Jiang Cheng said. “I doubt any actor in the movie we’re about to watch is going to surpass your performance.”

“You’re too kind.” Gu Fei set his feet on the footrest. “Ah. Feels good.”

Jiang Cheng pushed the wheelchair over to pick up their snacks. A large bucket of popcorn and a large drink were all placed onto Gu Fei’s lap, along with complimentary water and wet wipes. As he pushed Gu Fei to the theater, he could feel the somewhat surprised looks from the people around them.

Oooh, this guy in a wheelchair must be so bored that he’ll come watch a movie even when no blockbusters are playing.

Gu Fei cleaned his hands with a wet wipe. “Which theater are we in?” he asked, munching on popcorn. When Jiang Cheng didn’t answer, Gu Fei turned around. “Hmm?”

Jiang Cheng stared down at Gu Fei. “You’re really enjoying this, aren’t you?”

Gu Fei immediately picked up a piece of popcorn coated with a thick layer of caramel and held it near Jiang Cheng’s mouth. “Here.”

Jiang Cheng glanced around furtively. He didn’t see anyone nearby, so he quickly took the popcorn into his mouth.

“You bit my finger,” Gu Fei said.

“Shut up,” said Jiang Cheng.

Gu Fei munched on a few more pieces of popcorn, then picked out another couple well-coated ones and held them up. Jiang Cheng lowered his head again and ate them. Sure, it was a bit silly, but…even though being fed by hand made him feel like a stupid hamster, it still made him very happy.

As they rolled up to the theater, the ticket attendant at the door looked around in boredom. When she spotted the two of them, though, a look of shock appeared on her face, and she quickly approached to greet them. “There are steps inside. I’ll help you up.”

“Oh, no, it’s all right.” Gu Fei hurriedly waved her off. “I’ll just hop my way in.”

The attendant probably had nothing better to do, since there were hardly any people at this showing. She insisted on carrying their popcorn for them, then went back up and pushed the wheelchair to the bottom of the steps. Even as she walked away, each step was punctuated by an anxious turn of her head.

“Get a load of the customer service,” Jiang Cheng remarked with a sigh.

“Why didn’t you pick the last row?” Gu Fei asked as he sat down.

“…What are you planning to do?” said Jiang Cheng, giving him a look.

“Haven’t decided yet.” Gu Fei smiled and pointed at the seat farther away from the aisle. “You sit there.”

“Just go ahead and shift over,” Jiang Cheng said. “What’s the big deal?”

Without a word, Gu Fei lifted his bandaged right hand and waved it in front of Jiang Cheng’s face.

Understanding dawned on Jiang Cheng. He felt his heart rate increase and his cheeks burn, as if he were sitting right beside a radiator. He brushed ever so slightly against Gu Fei as he squeezed his way past and immediately felt his root of all evil start to rear its head.

“Sheesh,” he sighed quietly as he sat down, tugging on his pants. 

“Young people, huh?” Gu Fei sat down too and took a sip of his drink. Jiang Cheng turned to look at him. “I’m still calm as water right now.” Gu Fei looked at Jiang Cheng, then down at his own crotch. “See?”

“The hell I see!” Jiang Cheng felt the strong urge to give it a big slap.

Gu Fei sipped on his drink and looked straight ahead, grinning.

“Honestly,” Jiang Cheng said, “when we first met, I didn’t think you’d turn out to be this kind of guy.”

“I never imagined it either,” Gu Fei said as he lifted the armrest between the two seats and shifted a little closer to Jiang Cheng, pressing up against his side. “As the one feared by all in and around the steelworks, I—”

“All right, enough already.” Jiang Cheng cut him off, then chuckled again after a second. “Really, though, your sister is way cooler than you are.”

“Don’t get any ideas about my sister.” Gu Fei reached out and grabbed his hand. “Just focus your attention on me.”

“Uh-huh.” Jiang Cheng squeezed his hand back. Gu Fei’s hand was very warm. Even though the days were getting warmer and the theater was perhaps a little too hot, he still enjoyed the heat of Gu Fei’s hand.

Jiang Cheng looked behind them. There was nobody sitting in the last row, but the theater wasn’t as empty as he’d expected—in the last few minutes before the movie started, some twenty-odd people entered in pairs. It was obvious from a glance that they were all young couples coming here on dates. 

Jiang Cheng suddenly felt a little…peculiar. Sitting among this crowd of people whose intentions were far from subtle, he felt like his and Gu Fei’s intentions had become much more obvious too. Fortunately, the next group to enter was a family of four who seated themselves a few rows in front of them, and Jiang Cheng immediately breathed a sigh of relief. Why had he suddenly become such a wuss?

Stealing a glance at Gu Fei sitting beside him, he saw him slowly munching away at the popcorn on his lap, his expression calm as ever.

“Gu Fei,” Jiang Cheng said.

“Hmm?” Gu Fei turned. 

Jiang Cheng didn’t actually know what he wanted when he said Gu Fei’s name; he didn’t really have anything to say.

As Gu Fei turned to him, the lights in the theater dimmed. Gu Fei’s face immediately plunged into darkness, leaving only a slim outline backlit by the light from the big screen. Without even thinking, Jiang Cheng leaned over. The moment he moved, Gu Fei was already there, planting a gentle kiss on his lips.

The theater had just gone dark, so there were still people moving about around them, and others still chatting. It wasn’t the safest of environments—not yet, anyway. Jiang Cheng felt his breath catch. His heart was a little slower to react, but once it caught up a couple of seconds later it thundered so violently that it seemed like Gu Fei’s face was trembling along with it.

Gu Fei didn’t make any further advances, only kept his lips gently pressed against his. Neither of them moved. Compared to what they’d already done, this kiss really wasn’t that big a deal. They’d even jerked each other off a couple of times. But Jiang Cheng felt something in this moment that he had never experienced before—something that his overachieving brain somehow failed to put into words.

After they’d quietly pressed their lips against each other for a while, Jiang Cheng licked Gu Fei’s lips with the tip of his tongue.

They tasted sweet.

The movie had started playing, but Jiang Cheng didn’t feel the slightest urge to turn back to the screen. Gu Fei’s lips were still there, soft and tinged with a hint of popcorn, lingering on the tip of his tongue. In a moment like this, forget about the domestic horror movie—even if somebody he knew came and stood right next to them, it might have taken Jiang Cheng a few seconds to snap out of it…

But reality tended to slap you in the face.

It was obviously not a very scary movie, but unfortunately, the theater had an amazing sound system. A piercing scream suddenly reverberated from every single direction, drawing startled sounds out of the whole audience.

Jiang Cheng’s pounding heart—which was already in a bit of a hurry—almost cracked in two at this sudden noise. His whole body bounced a little in the seat. It seemed like Gu Fei was startled too; he bounced as well, almost in unison.

The two of them whipped around and glanced at the screen together, then turned back and stared at each other through the darkness. “Fuck,” Gu Fei said, after a long moment. “I think it retracted back inside me.”

Jiang Cheng paused for a long time, then when realization finally dawned, he couldn’t hold it in anymore. Bowing his head, he laughed through clenched teeth.

“Could you have a little sympathy, please?” Gu Fei whispered, with laughter in his voice.

“Oh,” Jiang Cheng answered as he turned to look at Gu Fei, trying to keep a straight face. “So, did it go down or no?”

“Nah,” Gu Fei said. “Do you want to—”

Jiang Cheng wondered if there was something in the theater’s air freshener, or the popcorn, or even on Gu Fei’s lips… In any case, with the symptoms he was feeling, he was sure he’d been drugged. He abruptly reached between Gu Fei’s legs, almost knocking the popcorn from his lap to the floor. The laughter that Gu Fei had been trying to hold back suddenly disappeared, his body stiffening ever so slightly.

Under his touch, Jiang Cheng could clearly feel that it hadn’t gone down. And the reason that it hadn’t was probably because of Gu Fei Junior’s impressive resilience, but…

The fuck? What are you doing, Jiang Cheng?!

Are you really that horny?! It hasn’t even been two minutes since the movie started! The supporting character’s only popped out and screamed once! She hasn’t even had time to die yet!

Suddenly, Jiang Cheng didn’t know what to do with his hand on Gu Fei’s crotch. He blanked out for a few seconds. When he finally made up his mind to overcome all adversity and take his hand back, Gu Fei tossed the popcorn to the seat beside them and grabbed Jiang Cheng’s hand. 

“Are there really infrared cameras in here?” he whispered in Jiang Cheng’s ear, pressing his hand down.

“I don’t know,” Jiang Cheng answered quietly. “Should we…hold back a little?”

Gu Fei didn’t answer. He slid down slightly in the seat as he let go of Jiang Cheng’s hand. Without any warning, he reached his hand directly into Jiang Cheng’s pants.

Scenes of movie theater pornos instantly filled Jiang Cheng’s head. Shifting down in his seat as well, he yanked Gu Fei’s waistband open.

The movie kept playing. Even though he and Gu Fei were pressed together side by side, for the sake of “holding back,” they kept facing forward with their eyes glued to the screen. Jiang Cheng still had no idea why the woman on screen was running up and down the house. The screen was a crisscrossed show of light and shadow, an entirely inexplicable and nonsensical movie, but it took on a certain peculiar aesthetic in his horny, hormone-addled mind. 

The only thing that bothered him was the screaming. The supporting character in charge of said screaming had already disappeared to fuck-knows-where, but the female lead picked up right where her friend had left off. Even though Jiang Cheng and Gu Fei were a little too immersed in their shameless activity to be truly startled, they felt each other’s grip tighten with each consecutive scream.

“We picked the wrong movie,” Jiang Cheng said after the third one, closing his eyes briefly.

“Cheng-ge,” Gu Fei said, turning to him.

Jiang Cheng turned as well, and Gu Fei leaned in to kiss him.


Chapter 57

 

DUE TO THEIR EXTREMELY improper viewing strategy, by the time they’d exhausted all ten of the wet wipes in the complimentary pack provided by the cinema, checked thoroughly that there was nothing on their clothing, and confirmed that their hands had been wiped clean, they had completely lost the plot of this horror movie that insisted on constant screaming.

“Why is that woman…” Gu Fei muttered, stuffing all sorts of crumpled-up paper waste into a small plastic bag. “Wait, is this the same woman from before?”

“…Which one?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“That one… How many are there?” Gu Fei looked at the screen.

“Three, I think.” Jiang Cheng made an educated guess. “This one must be the orphan the other guy mentioned earlier.” 

“Who said she was an orphan?” said Gu Fei.

“…Why don’t you play your stupid Aixiaochu for a while?” said Jiang Cheng, glancing over at him. “We’re at the back, so it won’t ruin it for anyone else.”

Gu Fei started laughing. “You’re judging me? Do you understand what’s going on?”

“Nope,” Jiang Cheng said. “But I wasn’t planning on asking you about it.”

Gu Fei took a sip of his drink, still laughing. “Are there really infrared cameras here?”

“I can’t say for sure.” Jiang Cheng glanced all around them, then said in a very quiet whisper, “I saw a thread online once where everyone was talking about the unspeakable things they did at the theater. Suddenly this one person pops into the replies and says, ‘I’m a projectionist and I’m warning you that we can see everything you’re doing from the back room, and the security cameras are all infrared.’ I think that comment left a deep impression in the hearts of everyone on that thread…including me.”

“Makes sense,” Gu Fei whispered close to Jiang Cheng’s ear. “See, with how dark this is, normal cameras wouldn’t be able to see anything.”

“Sit up,” Jiang Cheng said, sitting up straight.

“Sir, yes, sir.” Gu Fei sat up straight too.

Together, they sat there and continued watching the movie with the runaway plot, and they even stuck it out all the way to the end.

When the lights came back on, Jiang Cheng quickly glanced down to check if there were any unseemly traces left on their clothes, then looked on the floor for any bits of paper they’d missed before he finally stood up.

For some reason, as he watched the young couples walking away in pairs with arms locked around each other, Jiang Cheng seemed to read an unsatiated longing for more written on all their faces.

As the Jade Emperor once said, a guilty person sees guilt in everyone else…probably.

Still nervous, Jiang Cheng turned his back toward Gu Fei. “Check the back of my pants. Is there anything there?”

“Wha—” Gu Fei sighed. “The back of your pants? How the hell would you angle your shot to reach all the way there?”

“Shut up!” Jiang Cheng turned around, his temper flaring. He yanked Gu Fei up by the arm. “Let’s go, Hopscotch!”

Gu Fei took a few steps toward the exit before switching to a one-legged hop.

“Oh, shit.” Jiang Cheng glanced ahead and found the attendant from before waiting at the bottom of the steps with the wheelchair. “Again with the service.”

“I’ll let you borrow this whole getup next time,” said Gu Fei. “You too can experience this luxury.”

Jiang Cheng chuckled. “You call this luxury? If we’re talking luxury service, I’d rather have you carry me on piggyback up that mountain you talked about.” 

“Sure, we’ll go there someday,” Gu Fei said. “I’ll carry you up the mountain.”

 

***

 

Neither of them was sure what kind of activities a romantic date typically entailed, but when they came out of the theater, they decided to find a place to eat next. It was still a little early for a meal though, so they sat down by the edge of the square. It was bustling with people attending a real estate presale event; there was singing, dancing, and even a catwalk.

“Those photos you shared in your Moments…” Jiang Cheng gazed out at the festivities. “Were some of them taken here? Like that one with the two aunties fighting over a fan.”

Gu Fei laughed and swiped through his phone, then held it up to Jiang Cheng’s face. “This one?”

“Yeah.” Jiang Cheng nodded. “When did you take it?”

“Must’ve been last summer. Right here, at this spot,” Gu Fei said. “They ended up fighting each other for real, too.”

“Shit. How did it end?” 

“An old man came and broke the fan in two, then gave each auntie one half.”

Jiang Cheng couldn’t stop laughing. After some thought, he let out a sigh. “It’s just a fan. What’s there to fight about?”

“There are all sorts of people here.” Gu Fei took out a cigarette and lit it. “If you sit here for a whole day, you’ll see all different kinds.”

Jiang Cheng watched the people passing by in front of them. “And you do that a lot?”

“Mm-hmm. And the people look even more different through a camera lens.” Gu Fei held his left hand in front of Jiang Cheng and made half a frame with his thumb and index finger. “Here, try it.”

Jiang Cheng paused and looked around. No one was paying special attention to them, so he reached out his right hand and put his own thumb and index finger up against Gu Fei’s, completing the frame.

“Without as many visual distractions, you see a different side of people.” Gu Fei slowly guided Jiang Cheng’s hand to move the frame. When they stopped, their fingers happened to outline a girl spacing out in the direction of the stage. “A passerby? A fan? Or maybe she’s just daydreaming?”

Jiang Cheng didn’t reply.

“Who’s looking at me when I’m looking at you?” Gu Fei sang quietly. “In our gazes brushing past, unafraid of missing out…”

“What song is that?” Jiang Cheng asked. He didn’t recognize the melody, but he liked how light and upbeat it was.

“It’s not anything.” Gu Fei smiled. “I was just improvising.”
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Taken aback, Jiang Cheng turned to look at him. “And the lyrics?”

“Made them up,” Gu Fei said. “They’re crappy lyrics, but I can put together five hundred more words on the spot.”

Jiang Cheng smiled and sat silently as he followed Gu Fei’s fingers, watching the people slowly drift through the frame. This was a side of himself that Gu Fei kept well hidden. Jiang Cheng often forgot that he was actually a sensitive, meticulous person with artistic affinities.

Since Gu Fei was a man with a broken leg now—albeit one who walked like the wind down the street—they didn’t wander far from their spectator seats for lunch. They ate at one of the small shops that lined the street by the square. Maybe it was the sensory overload from what they’d been doing at the movie theater to christen their new relationship, but they didn’t eat nearly as much at lunch as they had at breakfast.

“I’ll get some takeout from the deep-fried rice cake place when we go back,” Gu Fei said. “We’ll get hungry in the afternoon for sure.”

Remembering the taste of the fried rice cakes from the other day, Jiang Cheng suddenly felt a craving for them. “Or we could just go eat in at the deep-fried rice cake place later,” he said.

“Sure, why not?” Gu Fei thought for a second. “Actually…”

“Actually, we didn’t have to eat here at all.” Jiang Cheng looked at him. “Right?”

“Right.” Gu Fei started laughing. “Geez, our brains are about to catch up to Jiuri’s.”

As he chauffeured Gu Fei back on the bike, Jiang Cheng continued to ponder their plans. They’d soon be back in the steelworks neighborhood. Once they got back, they’d head straight to the deep-fried rice cake place. To eat rice cakes. 

And then what? Head back to our own respective homes?

Or…invite Gu Fei over to his place?

Invite him over to do what?

Once he reached this particular thought, a sudden wave of embarrassment washed over him. It wasn’t as if he had to do something with Gu Fei. However, if they really did end up doing something, it would be totally normal—it wasn’t as if they’d never done anything before. But the point was that his primary motive for inviting Gu Fei over wasn’t to do something. Not to mention they’d already done a little something in the movie theater just now…

He couldn’t help thinking that the words “come hang out at my place for a while” would inevitably come with an undeniably suspicious subtext.

…What is all this stupid bullshit?! Why am I being so scrupulous?!

“Wanna come over to my place after the rice cakes?” Jiang Cheng asked, turning his head.

“Sure.” Gu Fei nodded, his forehead still pressed against Jiang Cheng’s back. “And I can borrow your homework to copy.”

Jiang Cheng was almost at a loss for words. “Is it that you can’t do your homework, or do you just not want to? You didn’t seem completely lost during the midterm, and there I was expecting you to rank near the very bottom of the list.”

“Can’t be bothered to.” Gu Fei gave a little smile.

Jiang Cheng was about to say something else, but when he thought about it a little more, he held his tongue.

Gu Fei’s stoic response made Jiang Cheng feel like anything else he said would be redundant. He didn’t want to go on and on like Lao-Xu, but more importantly—and perhaps he was overly sensitive to this—he couldn’t shake off the feeling that there was a note of resignation to Gu Fei’s voice, the kind of calm that indicated he didn’t want to talk about it.

“Let’s go back to the store first,” Gu Fei added. “There’s a shipment today, and I’m not sure if my mom has it all figured out.”

“All right.”

Jiang Cheng stopped the bike outside the store, leaning his weight on one leg. Now that they were back in the steelworks neighborhood, Gu Fei had switched on his big act again. It took him at least five whole seconds to get off the back seat of the bike.

Jiang Cheng turned to give him a look. “Aren’t you overdoing it a little?” 

Gu Fei knitted his brows together. “It hurts.” 

“Shit.” Jiang Cheng suppressed a giggle. “You’re making me cry.”

“Hurry up and park the bike so you can come give me a hand,” said Gu Fei, completely immersed in his role.

Jiang Cheng leaned the bike against a wall, then came and helped him into the store. The moment he lifted the curtains, he heard a familiar voice yell out, “What happened to you, Gu Fei?”

Jiang Cheng and Gu Fei froze in the doorway, both staring at Lao-Xu, who stood in front of the counter.

“Whoa!” yelled Gu Fei’s mom, from behind the counter. “Did you fall, or is this from a fight?”

“I fell,” said Gu Fei.

“Did you break any bones?” Lao-Xu walked over. “Is it serious?”

“No, it’s not.” Gu Fei gave Lao-Xu a look. “What are you doing here, sir?”

“Mr. Xu is here for a home visit.” Gu Fei’s mom brought over a chair. “Hurry up and sit down. An injury like this, and you didn’t even tell me, running around everywhere.”

Gu Fei sat down and kept quiet.

With Lao-Xu standing there, Jiang Cheng had the feeling they wouldn’t be eating deep-fried rice cakes anytime soon. And considering the fact that Li Baoguo had gone to talk to Lao-Xu the other day… He decided to make himself scarce before Lao-Xu could notice him and remember.

But just as he lifted the curtains to leave, Lao-Xu called out for him. “Jiang Cheng! I was just about to look for you, too!”

“Ah.” Jiang Cheng didn’t say anything more than that, still stubbornly holding up the curtain at the door.

“Wait for me,” said Lao-Xu. “We can have a little chat after I finish with Gu Fei’s mom.”

Jiang Cheng didn’t answer.

“Wait for me,” Lao-Xu insisted. “I won’t be long.”

Jiang Cheng sighed. Lao-Xu’s pleading tone made it hard for him to walk away, and so, somewhat grumpily, he agreed. Lao-Xu and Gu Fei’s mom went to talk in the courtyard, so he pulled up a stool and plopped down beside Gu Fei.

Just as he took his seat, Lao-Xu walked back into the store. “Gu Fei, tell me later what happened to this leg of yours.”

“I fell,” Gu Fei said. “Went too fast on the motorcycle and crashed.”

“Is it bad?” Lao-Xu asked, walking in front of him and crouching down to examine it.

“It’s all right.” Gu Fei drew his leg back, a little uncomfortable.

“No, don’t move.” Lao-Xu lifted his hands, then straightened up. “Why don’t you take a few days off? Get some rest.”

“…Oh.” Gu Fei nodded. “Okay.” Lao-Xu sighed, then went back out.

“What’s he doing here?” Jiang Cheng whispered.

“He pretty much does the rounds with each family once a month,” Gu Fei said. “Main focus is my place, Wang Xu, and the other guys.”

“He really doesn’t get tired, huh?” Jiang Cheng furrowed his brows. Lao-Xu really was one of the more dedicated teachers. “I think he’s going to talk to me about Li Baoguo again.”

Gu Fei smiled. “Probably. There’s nothing else about you that’d worry him.” 

“Li Baoguo went to the school a while ago. God knows what he said to Lao-Xu at the gate.” Jiang Cheng stuck his leg out in restless irritation. “What the hell does he want?!”

Gu Fei didn’t answer at first, just reached out and patted his leg. “See what Lao-Xu says. Don’t stress about it. When it comes down to it, it’s only a question of whose home you’re going back to, and whose son you are.”

“Yeah.” Jiang Cheng stole a glance toward the courtyard, then gave Gu Fei’s hand a squeeze.

“Let me know when you’re done chatting with Lao-Xu,” Gu Fei added. “We’ll go get some rice cakes after.”

“I can’t eat anymore. My appetite’s gone.”

“Then you can watch me eat,” said Gu Fei. “I’ve got an appetite.”

“Shit.” Jiang Cheng laughed.

 

***

 

Lao-Xu chatted with Gu Fei’s mom in the courtyard for almost twenty minutes.

“Here, Mr. Xu, have a case of milk to take home.” Gu Fei’s mom brought him a big cardboard box of milk. “For all your trouble.”

“Oh, no. No, no, no…” Lao-Xu waved his hand frantically. “It’s all part of the job. There’s no need for this. I’m just happy as long as parents are willing to cooperate with me.”

“Yes, yes, of course I’ll cooperate,” Gu Fei’s mom said as she tried to shove the big box of milk into Lao-Xu’s hands. “Mr. Xu, sir…”

“Mom.” Gu Fei stood up and stopped her. “I’ll bring it over to Mr. Xu’s place tomorrow.”

She nodded. “Okay. All right, then.” 

“It’s not necessary, really.” Lao-Xu beckoned to Jiang Cheng as he walked out the door. “Come on, Jiang Cheng. Let’s go and find somewhere to sit down.”

Jiang Cheng stood up and gave Gu Fei a look. Gu Fei smiled and made a phone call gesture with his hand. Jiang Cheng nodded back at him, and turned to follow Lao-Xu outside.

Lao-Xu walked ahead of him; Jiang Cheng followed behind without quickening his pace to catch up.

Like Gu Fei said, this wasn’t a big deal, even if they were going to talk about Li Baoguo. At the end of the day, it was just about Jiang Cheng not wanting to go back to Li Baoguo’s place. Still, the good mood that had buoyed him all morning was now completely ruined. If it hadn’t been for the smile Gu Fei had given him just now, he would have immediately turned around and shaken Lao-Xu off without another word.

“Let’s go and drink some tea—just ahead,” Lao-Xu said, turning back to him.

“Tea?” Jiang Cheng was rather shocked. He had been on this street more than a few times by now, and though he’d never looked very closely at the bleak and grungy little shops, he was pretty sure there wasn’t anything as leisurely as a teahouse here.

“You don’t like tea?” Lao-Xu smiled. “Oh, of course, you young people, huh? The first time Gu Fei took me here for tea, I was pretty surprised myself. Who would’ve thought that kid drinks tea!”

“Ah.” Jiang Cheng was shocked once again. He only knew that Gu Fei liked to put lemon in his water; he’d been completely unaware that Gu Fei liked to drink tea. He felt a little displeased. Lao-Xu knew that, and he didn’t? If Lao-Xu knew, then did Fresh Out of Jail and Li Yan also know? Did Ding Zhuxin know, did Wang Xu know…?

Jiang Cheng tutted quietly to himself.

Tsk tsk.

 

***

 

The so-called tea place was indeed a bleak and grungy shop that Jiang Cheng had passed by more than once but simply never noticed before. It wasn’t an actual teahouse, just a place that sold tea with one little table set up by the window. If someone wanted to drink tea, they could buy some and brew it there.

Lao-Xu asked for a pot of green tea before they sat down. Jiang Cheng was quiet, his mind wandering. It was only when Lao-Xu poured him a cup that he collected his thoughts, a little embarrassed. “Thanks, Xu-zong.”

“Are you happy with your midterm test scores?” Lao-Xu asked.

“They’re all right,” Jiang Cheng said.

“By Fourth High standards, they’re very good,” Lao-Xu said as he opened his bag. “But I had a look through your tests—aside from the three subjects where you got full marks, you got quite a few points deducted, and that’s not including the presentation marks you lost for your ugly handwriting…”

“That’s what you wanted to talk to me about?” Jiang Cheng said. “If the final exams are the same difficulty as the midterms, then I can lead ahead of second place by at least a hundred points.” 

“Kid…” Laughing, Lao-Xu pulled a file folder from his bag and set it down in front of Jiang Cheng. “These are some tests I got through a friend from the city where you used to live. I don’t know anyone at Affiliated High, so these tests are from Third High, but they’re both key high schools, so the difficulty level should be about the same…”

Jiang Cheng blinked at him.

“You can time yourself doing them sometime,” Lao-Xu said. “I’ll ask the other teachers to mark them for you when you’re done. What do you think?”

Jiang Cheng had never imagined that Lao-Xu would go to such lengths for him. He opened the folder and looked at the contents. Sure enough, inside was a whole stack of test papers for all the various subjects.

“Xu-zong, you…” He stared at the papers, not sure what to say.

“It’s nothing,” Lao-Xu told him. “In all the years I’ve taught at Fourth High, it’s the first time I’ve met someone like you—someone with such potential. Of course I have to do my best.”

“Thank you.” Jiang Cheng closed the folder.

“There’s also something else I wanted to say, which you’ve probably already guessed,” Lao-Xu said. “I know you don’t want to talk about this family situation of yours, and I won’t ask too many questions, but I’m just worried it will affect your studies. So I still hope that you will—”

Jiang Cheng lifted his eyes and looked at Lao-Xu. “What did Li Baoguo say to you?”

“Nothing much, really, just that you’re not going home anymore.” Lao-Xu sighed. “And that he’s sick… Oh, Jiang Cheng, I understand why you don’t want to go home, but I’m still hoping that you’ll have a chat with him. Otherwise…”

“I understand,” Jiang Cheng said.

Lao-Xu paused for a moment. He let out another sigh. “I never imagined Li Baoguo could have a son like you.”

Jiang Cheng gave him another look.

“Li Hui, his eldest son,” Lao-Xu said as he gestured with his hand, “used to be my student too. Ay… He was beyond help.”

Jiang Cheng gave a little smile. He didn’t want to ask at all, but he opened his mouth anyway. “What’s he sick with?”

“Some lung problem. He didn’t say what exactly.”

“Oh.” Jiang Cheng frowned. Li Baoguo lived on a steady diet of cigarettes and alcohol every day and coughed nonstop from morning until night; Jiang Cheng wouldn’t be at all surprised if there really was something wrong with his lungs.

But what exactly was this “lung problem”?

Lao-Xu wasn’t quite as talkative as usual. When he’d said his piece and finished two cups of tea, he let Jiang Cheng go.

“I’m going to stay and finish this pot,” Lao-Xu said. “You go on. And about your dad—Li Baoguo, I mean…see if you can reach out to him.”

“Mm-hm.” Jiang Cheng stood up, grabbed the file folder, and bowed to Lao-Xu. “Thank you, Xu-zong.”

“Oh!” Lao-Xu had probably never encountered a student who showed him such a grand gesture before. He quickly stood up and returned the bow. “Go on, then, go.”

Jiang Cheng turned and walked out of the teahouse—no, tea shop. As he made his way slowly back to the convenience store, he took out his phone and called Gu Fei.

“All done?” Gu Fei answered.

“Yup,” said Jiang Cheng. “Can you leave yet?”

“Rice cakes?” 

“But of course.”

“Come and help me walk, then.”

Jiang Cheng helped Old Lame Gu out of the store, biked him over to the deep-fried rice cake place, then helped him into the shop and into the chair.

“What amazing service.” Gu Fei smiled. “Every other time I’ve broken a bone or something, I had to just lie in bed on my own and put up with it. No one brought me out to eat.”

“That’s because you don’t actually have a broken bone right now, okay?” Jiang Cheng looked down at the menu, about to order some cold dishes. After a few seconds, he raised his head again abruptly. “Did you break your bones a lot?”

“Not a lot,” Gu Fei said. “Maybe three or four times max. It was never that serious. I just wanted to bring it up to make your heart ache for me.”

“What the hell.” Jiang Cheng glared at him for a few seconds, then suddenly pressed one hand to his chest and braced his other hand on the wall beside them. “It…it hurts…so much.” With knitted brows and a pained expression, he struggled to get the words out. “I m-might not…last…”

Gu Fei was so startled at first that he almost jumped up from his seat. “I… Fuck.” After realization hit him, he laughed so hard he almost dropped his cup of tea. “Now that was real impressive acting. I almost called the ambulance on you.”

“We honor students have a whole arsenal of talents up our sleeves. You don’t have to be so down on yourself.” Jiang Cheng put away the act and went back to looking through the menu. He didn’t dare tell Gu Fei that these convincing expressions of agony were the result of night after night of practicing in the mirror, almost every time he brushed his teeth; it was a well-honed skill at this point.

 

***

 

After all those rice cakes, Jiang Cheng was stuffed. The whole way back to his apartment with Gu Fei, he rubbed his stomach as he pedaled the bike.

When they arrived outside the building, Gu Fei got off the bike first and waited for Jiang Cheng to help him. Jiang Cheng looked around. There wasn’t a single soul nearby, so he walked straight into the corridor. “Getting used to my impeccable service, are we?”

Gu Fei laughed and followed him in.

As soon as Jiang Cheng opened the door to the apartment, Gu Fei came up and hugged him from behind, nuzzling against his ear. “I just had deep-fried rice cakes, so I won’t kiss you.”

“Uh-huh.” Jiang Cheng laughed. “Well, I had fermented cabbage…”

“We can just cuddle, then.” Gu Fei hooked the door with his foot and closed it. Then, with his arms still around Jiang Cheng, he started pushing him toward the bedroom. He kept rubbing his head against Jiang Cheng’s neck as they walked. “You really stink of rice cakes.”

“Geez.” Jiang Cheng poked him with an elbow. “Hurry up and get lost, then.”

“It’s all right, I can make do.” Gu Fei’s hands started wandering.

When Jiang Cheng turned around, he stumbled on the frame of the bed beside them, and Gu Fei took the chance to push him back. The two of them fell onto the bed together.

“Shit. The bed’s made of wooden planks!” Jiang Cheng knocked on it with his hand. “If you’d pushed any harder, we’d both crash right through it to the floor.”

Gu Fei smiled in reply. He bent down and kissed the side of Jiang Cheng’s neck, then lay on top of him and buried his face into Jiang Cheng’s shoulder.

Neither of them did anything else. They just lay there like that, without moving.

 

***

 

Gu Fei could hear Jiang Cheng’s breathing, and feel his pulse beating in his neck.

The real miracle was that even though the two of them were alone together in this room, wrapped in such a tight embrace, his mind didn’t wander anywhere sexual.

He felt only comfort. Whether just to daydream or even to fall asleep, he wanted to stay like this forever.

“Hey.” Jiang Cheng’s hand reached into Gu Fei’s shirt and stroked his side. “I just realized that you’re a lot heavier than you look.”

“Having trouble breathing?” Gu Fei asked.

“I can hold on for another minute.”

Gu Fei laughed and rolled over to lie by Jiang Cheng’s side.

Jiang Cheng turned his face to look at him. “Are you going to copy my homework later?” 

Gu Fei turned too. “Yup. What about you?”

“I’m going to work through a set of test questions,” Jiang Cheng said. “Lao-Xu actually found a bunch of tests for me from Third High in my old city.”

“…Shit.” Gu Fei was a little shocked. “Lao-Xu really is…”

“I mean, Pan Zhi already got me some tests, and I did those already,” said Jiang Cheng. “But I really should do this set from Lao-Xu, too.”

“Mm-hm.” Gu Fei sat up.

“Keep an eye on the time for me.” Jiang Cheng got out of bed and sat down at the desk beside it. “You can sit…”

“I’ll copy your homework after you’re done with the test.” Gu Fei leaned back against the headboard and looked at him. “Go ahead and start.”

“What are you going to do?” Jiang Cheng reached out and touched the tip of Gu Fei’s nose.

“I’ll supervise,” said Gu Fei.

Jiang Cheng didn’t say anything else. He took out a test and started to read through it.

Gu Fei glanced at the time and made a mental note of it for Jiang Cheng, then cocked his head and watched him quietly. Jiang Cheng had a talent that Gu Fei really admired: It only took him one second to focus his mind. The moment he looked down at the page, it was as though everything else around him disappeared. Gu Fei had never met anyone else with this superpower—not even Yi Jing.

Jiang Cheng really was special. He was unlike anyone else.

Unlike anyone else.

Gu Fei closed one eye and, with the other, looked at Jiang Cheng’s profile through a circle formed with his fingers. 

The moment Jiang Cheng’s pencil hit paper, an unconsciously captivating aura surrounded him. It was overflowing with pride—the kind of pride that made Gu Fei proud in turn.


Chapter 58

 

WHAT’S IT LIKE having an overachiever for a boyfriend?

 It’s finding that in a moment when you’re both filled

 with passion, affection, and tenderness, he suddenly wants to work on a set of test questions. All you can do is watch the clock and supervise him. 

This goes double if he’s a super intense overachiever, because once he goes into a trance and starts scribbling away, he’s able to turn the extremely boring act of answering test questions into an almost holy endeavor. The sanctity that springs forth so unexpectedly will make you struggle to get hard, even when presented with someone you have so much affection for. And if you do get a hard-on, you’ll feel extremely guilty.

And by the time he finally finishes his test, it’ll already be dinnertime. You’re just about to suggest getting something to eat, but he’ll suddenly remind you that you still have homework to copy.

And after you finish copying said homework, all the while looking at yourself in disdain, thinking, “Thank fuck it’s finally done,” you’ll get a notification on your phone and…

Gu Fei picked up his phone and glanced at it. On the screen was a very short, simple, and to-the-point message from Gu Miao.

- return

He didn’t go home for dinner yesterday, or rather he simply hadn’t returned since he left for the final tournament yesterday morning. Gu Miao must’ve been missing him.

He sent a message back to Gu Miao.

- ok

He peered at Jiang Cheng after sending the message. “What are you eating tonight?”

Jiang Cheng thought about it for a second. “…Deep-fried rice cakes?”

“Shit.” Gu Fei laughed. “You’re not sick of them yet?”

“Or I’ll order takeout,” Jiang Cheng said, rubbing his belly. “The rice cakes were pretty filling. I’m still not hungry yet… Who was that?”

“Er-Miao,” Gu Fei said, “telling me to go home.”

“Then you should go. You’re done copying the homework anyway.” Jiang Cheng grabbed his notebook and looked through it. “You could at least change some of the answers. They’re exactly the same as mine…”

“Not like it’s a test,” said Gu Fei. “With the kind assistance of my genius deskmate, I got all the homework questions right—what’s the problem with that?”

“Your genius deskmate just wants to sigh.” Jiang Cheng gathered up the test questions he’d finished. “Will you be on bedrest tomorrow?”

“Nah.” Gu Fei shook his head. “Will you come pick me up in the morning?”

“Can you get up that early? Why are you so eager all of a sudden?” Jiang Cheng leaned back in the chair and raised his arms up in a stretch. 

Gu Fei grinned. “Why do you think?” 

Jiang Cheng insisted on going through the whole motion of his stretch, then stood up and wrapped his arms around Gu Fei. Gu Fei held him tight and shut his eyes for a moment.

 

***

 

The test that Jiang Cheng took that afternoon was for Chinese, and he felt like he’d done all right. After walking Gu Fei to the entrance of his building, he decided to grab a bite before working on the English test that evening.

“Can you get upstairs on your own?” Jiang Cheng looked at Gu Fei, who seemed to have gone full Method with his limp.

“Yep. I’ll be able to run like the wind once I’m inside the building.” Gu Fei hopped up and down on one leg. “You can ride my bike home. You have to come get me tomorrow anyway.”

“I’ll call you before I leave. Make sure you’re ready, I don’t want to be late,” Jiang Cheng said. “After all, Lao-Xu… Gotta show him some goodwill.”

“Ah, don’t worry.” Gu Fei smiled.

“Well, you should…head upstairs.” Jiang Cheng looked left and right; with quite a few people walking around outside at this time, there was no chance for him to do anything else. “I’ll get going.”

Gu Fei quickly reached out and stroked Jiang Cheng’s hand on the handlebar.

“You just had to, huh?” Jiang Cheng touched Gu Fei’s hand briefly as well, then turned his bike around, looking back at him. “I’ll leave after you head up.”

“Message me after you’re done with your test tonight.” Gu Fei hopped a couple of times in the doorway to the corridor.

Jiang Cheng nodded. “Mm-hm.”

Jiang Cheng watched Gu Fei bounce into the corridor and run up the stairs three steps at a time. Then he finally rode away on the bike.

 

***

 

What is it like having a fake invalid for a boyfriend?

It’s getting up twenty minutes earlier than usual in the morning, giving him a wake-up call, then riding to his place on a bike, watching as he continues the invalid act until he’s sitting on the back of your bike. Then you take him to breakfast, and after breakfast, you still have to shuttle him to school.

To make it all as convincing as possible, you have to get him drinks between classes and help him walk to the bathroom, and if he wants to have a smoke before the next class, you have to go for another walk with him.

You don’t get much time with him after school—you have to get him home on time, because his little sister gets very worried and waits at the school gates the minute class ends. 

But after three or more days of this, you get used to it. After all, this guy almost never comes to school on time. Being able to go to school together so early in the morning is a pretty great feeling.

 

***

 

The day before the May Day holiday, everyone was in high spirits, even though it was just three days off of school. They all excitedly discussed where to go, while also cursing the teachers for giving them a pile of homework to drag them down.

In truth, there wasn’t that much homework over the holiday. Compared to Jiang Cheng’s old school, this was next to nothing. At his old school, whenever they got three days off in a row, they’d get seven days’ worth of homework.

Back then, Pan Zhi had always copied off of him. He wondered where Pan Zhi would get his answers this year.

“I have to go to the community clinic later,” Gu Fei said.

Jiang Cheng paused. “What for?”

“To change my bandages and switch to a smaller splint—one that’s a little more mobile.”

“Wouldn’t that give you away?” Jiang Cheng looked at his leg; it was true that the splint was wrapped a little too extravagantly.

“I just have to buy it from them,” Gu Fei said. “Li Yan and the guys bought it the first time when they wrapped it up for me. I’ll get a smaller one this time.”

Jiang Cheng nodded. “All right. I’ll take you there later.” 

“It’s mostly to let all the grandpas and grandmas see that my leg really has been broken for a few days now,” Gu Fei added.

“Yeah.” Jiang Cheng thought about it and laughed. “How much longer until you can take it off?”

“A couple of weeks, probably. After that, I’ll just keep on limping for a little while.”

Jiang Cheng’s phone pinged; it was a message from Pan Zhi.

- We’re on our way!

Jiang Cheng blanked for a moment, then quickly replied.

- we?

- Relax. There’s no Yu Xin

- who else?

- Huckoo Feng and Da-Li, and 2 girls u probably don’t know

- who?

- I’ll introduce u when we get there

- both of them? very nice dude, good for you

- Shut up! Prepare some nighttime snacks for us

- where will you stay?

Jiang Cheng kept typing on his phone while he helped Gu Fei walk toward the school gate. He’d known Pan Zhi was going to come visit with other people, but he hadn’t been expecting girls—and to be all mysterious about it, too… Had he successfully poached his target so soon, or had he switched to a new one already?

“Was that Pan An?” asked Gu Fei.

“Mm-hm, they’re arriving this evening,” Jiang Cheng said. “I have to go pick up these brats.”

“You should come eat in the store later,” said Gu Fei. “You can pick them up after dinner.”

“Sure. You got groceries?” Jiang Cheng asked, turning to look at Gu Fei. Gu Fei’s arm was slung around his shoulder, so when he turned, he was practically within kissing distance of Gu Fei’s nose. He hurriedly turned his face away, in fear that he would forget himself and plant a kiss there.

Gu Fei smiled. “Yeah, my mom got some.” 

Pan Zhi’s reply came a little while later.

- I’ll crash with u. The others are staying in a hotel, don’t worry it’s already booked

- you’re not staying with one of the girls?

- I am telling u very seriously that I’m not that kind of guy

Jiang Cheng couldn’t stop laughing.

“What’s so funny?” asked Gu Fei.

“This idiot brought two girls along,” Jiang Cheng snickered. “I wonder what’s going on between them.”

“Where are they staying?” 

“Pan Zhi is staying with me, and the girls are staying in a hotel.”

“Ohhhh…” Gu Fei drawled.

“If I’d known, I would’ve bought two pillows. Oh well, he can make do with a rolled-up blanket.”

“Ohhhh,” Gu Fei said again.

“Huh, you…” Jiang Cheng paused. It suddenly dawned on him. “Wait, are you—”

“Can’t he sleep on the sofa?” Gu Fei interrupted him. “Does he have to sleep on your bed? Will he freeze to death if he sleeps on the sofa? It’s not even that cold anymore—”

“No, he won’t.” Jiang Cheng tried and failed to hold back his giggles. “The sofa! Let him sleep on the sofa!”

“But does he have to sleep on your sofa?” Gu Fei went on. “Can’t he stay in the hotel? Everyone else is, so why does he have to stay with you?”

“Uh-huh.” Jiang Cheng looked at him, a little speechless. “Right.”

Gu Fei turned and stared back at Jiang Cheng for a few moments, then laughed and said, “Right, what?”

“Damn,” Jiang Cheng said. “Are you jealous for real or just faking it?”

“Half real, half fake. I just think that under the circumstances, I’ve gotta show a little jealousy to remind you of my importance.”

“But you’re so important. You’re the most important—I’ve never waited hand and foot on a fake invalid like this, not once in my whole life.” Jiang Cheng chuckled. “I’ve helped you go everywhere except the bathroom.”

“Never mind the bathroom,” Gu Fei sighed. “Just helping me out on any regular day is enough…”

“Shut up.” Jiang Cheng had spotted Gu Miao standing at the gate, so he cut him off.

 

***

 

When it came to jealousy, it was actually a little hard to tell real from fake.

Gu Fei had never been jealous of anyone in his entire life, not that he had much opportunity to be. He didn’t know what jealousy felt like, though it probably felt something like this: mildly, subtly vexed at this Pan Zhi who liked to call himself “Pan An,” who really wasn’t bad-looking at all. 

He knew full well that there was no possibility of anything between Jiang Cheng and Mr. Pan An, who’d brought two mysterious girls with him on this trip. Rather, this “jealousy” was more about the distance between himself and Jiang Cheng’s past—the environment Jiang Cheng had grown up in, the friends he’d had, all the people and things that were alien to Gu Fei.

But Jiang Cheng was in a very good mood, so Gu Fei was more than willing to overlook these feelings and allow himself to share in the happiness.

When they arrived back in the neighborhood, Jiang Cheng continued to help him walk, and the two of them stepped into the community clinic with somber expressions. They bought a lighter, more mobile splint, as well as some bandages and ointment.

The doctor knew Gu Fei well; he’d suffered his share of injuries over the years, after all. They didn’t even get asked any questions when they made their purchases, not even why they didn’t just change the splint and bandages right there in the clinic.

Gu Fei took the supplies and went back to the back room of the convenience store to change his bandages on his own. Jiang Cheng leaned against the door outside, standing guard in case anyone suddenly entered the store and saw him.

Gu Miao stood in front of Gu Fei, watching with her skateboard clutched to her chest and an impassive expression on her face. She knew that Gu Fei’s injury was fake, but the splint-tying process filled her with curious wonder. After Gu Fei strapped on the new splint, Gu Miao stuck her leg in front of Gu Fei, pulled up her pant leg, and stared at him.

“…Oh, all right.” Gu Fei sighed and grabbed a length of bandage on the side. He bent down and wrapped it a few times around Gu Miao’s leg, then secured it with medical tape.

Gu Miao made her satisfaction clear. The spring in her step seemed to stir a slight breeze as she squeezed by Jiang Cheng’s side with her skateboard in her arms.

Jiang Cheng watched her walk to the courtyard, then turned back to Gu Fei with a smile. “Sit. Just tell me what to do with these ingredients.”

“Dump them all in one pot and boil…” Before Gu Fei finished his sentence, Gu Miao came running back again, coming to a stop beside Jiang Cheng.

“What’s the matter?” Jiang Cheng asked her, and Gu Miao bent down and tugged on Jiang Cheng’s pant leg. “I’m fine,” he said. “My leg is great. There’s nothing wrong with your brother’s leg, either…”

“Come here.” Laughing, Gu Fei grabbed another roll of bandages. “She wants to share the fun new thing with you.”

“Wh—huh?” Jiang Cheng blinked, took another glance at Gu Miao, then walked over hesitantly. “I have to have one too?”

Gu Fei nodded. “Yup.” 

Surrendering himself to Gu Miao’s demands, Jiang Cheng pulled up a stool, sat down in front of Gu Fei, and rolled up his pant leg. “All right, then.”

Gu Fei took Jiang Cheng’s leg and rested it on top of his own, then wrapped the bandage around it once. Jiang Cheng’s leg was very straight and very…well shaped. Firm, too. 

It looks…and feels… Gu Fei cleared his throat and stole a glance at Gu Miao, who was staring fixedly at his hands.

He had no choice but to focus on the bandaging. Once around—his fingertip brushed lightly against Jiang Cheng’s skin; twice around—his fingertip brushed lightly against Jiang Cheng’s skin; three times around—his fingertip brushed lightly against…

“Screw you,” said Jiang Cheng suddenly.

“Hmm?” Gu Fei raised his eyes to look at Jiang Cheng.

The expression on Jiang Cheng’s face was a little peculiar. “Do you know how to do this or not? Should I go next door and ask the doctor?”

“Yeah, I do.” Gu Fei suppressed a laugh, put his head down, and quickly wrapped the bandage around another two times before securing it with tape. “Done.”

Jiang Cheng rolled his pant leg down, stood up, and stomped his foot a couple of times. He turned and pointed a finger at Gu Fei before following Gu Miao out of the back room. “I’m finally seeing you for what you really are, Gu Fei.”

Gu Fei chuckled and looked at him. “And what am I?”

“You just keep playing,” Jiang Cheng said. “Speak of flirts in the present day, and one must look to Gu Feifei.”

Gu Fei laughed until he collapsed onto the cot. He kept on laughing for several minutes straight. Jiang Cheng glared at him silently for a while without laughing. Eventually, he glanced toward the courtyard, and then he suddenly walked over and jumped on him, planting a firm kiss on Gu Fei’s lips and reaching a hand into his pants.

“What the—” Gu Fei jumped in surprise. As a young man with a healthy body and mind, he was in the springtime of his life; for him, spring had sprung, as it were, and it was mating season. Even if he was startled, he still had an immediate response to such straightforward teasing.

But just as Gu Fei’s nether region rose to the challenge, Jiang Cheng stood up. “Enjoy this moment, young man,” he said, turning to walk out.

“Fuck.” Gu Fei sat there for a long while, dumbfounded, then fell back on the cot and continued laughing.

Compared to his academic competence, Jiang Cheng’s culinary skills really were much closer to a slacker’s—with a capital S, even. Sitting behind the cash register, Gu Fei could see him busy at work in the kitchen, chopping vegetables in a flurry of chaos under Gu Miao’s instructions and then throwing them all in the pot. He was just about to pull out his phone to record a video and commemorate the occasion when a few figures walked through the door. 

Gu Fei swept his eyes over them quickly, then set his phone down on the counter. “Ma-ge.” Monkey’s surname was Ma—like the word for “horse.” Having now officially lost to this guy, Gu Fei had decided to call him Ma-ge to allow himself some more thorough satisfaction.

Monkey grabbed a pack of cigarettes from the shelves behind him and lit one up. “How’s the leg?”

“Just changed the splint today,” Gu Fei said. “Might have to keep it on for another week.”

“Get some rest.” Monkey glanced behind him, and one of the guys who’d followed him in walked up and set a case of milk on the counter. Monkey patted the box. “This is for you.”

“Thanks for your concern, Ma-ge,” said Gu Fei.

Monkey didn’t answer. He turned and ambled down the aisles, occasionally tossing things to the guys following behind him.

Monkey was the only familiar face among these people. The others were likely new recruits of his. He’d probably brought his new lackeys here to show them that he had the power to screw somebody up, but also the grace to forgive and forget.

Gu Fei didn’t mind playing weak. He was more worried that Monkey might be pissed to see Jiang Cheng here. After all, Jiang Cheng was supposed to be Gu Fei’s lackey. Making dinner for him when he’d fallen to a low point required a higher level of devotion than simply giving him a ride to school.

But when Gu Fei glanced toward the courtyard, he discovered that Jiang Cheng was no longer in the kitchen. Gu Miao was standing on her own in front of the stove, quietly guarding the pot of soup.

Now that’s unspoken understanding for you.

Gu Fei had the absurd impulse to laugh. Jiang Cheng really was smart, and with quick reflexes to boot. It only took him a second to go into hiding.

Monkey finished his tour around the store with his bounty of snacks, then led his guys away without another word to Gu Fei.

Gu Fei waited a few more minutes before standing up and hopping into the courtyard on one leg. “Cheng-ge?” he called out.

“Yeah.” Jiang Cheng walked out of the washroom, pulling up the waist of his pants. “They’re gone?”

“Yup.” Gu Fei glanced at him. “Still acting, huh?” 

“Look who’s talking.” Jiang Cheng threw a glance at Gu Fei’s leg, still curled up off the ground.

Gu Fei put his foot down and grinned. The soup had come to a boil, so Jiang Cheng went into the kitchen and turned the heat down to low. “Monkey’s surname is Ma?”

Gu Fei nodded. “Mm-hm.”

“How does he stand having a nickname like Monkey?” Jiang Cheng wondered. “Isn’t he worried about people calling him a big horse monkey behind his back?”9

Gu Fei started laughing again.

 

***

 

Putting a bunch of vegetables and meat in a pot together was a surefire way to make something taste good. It was the one cooking method that best made up for a lack of culinary skills. 

The three of them managed to polish off the huge pot of soup between them. Gu Miao even ate two bowls of rice with it.

After they cleared the table, Jiang Cheng and Gu Fei sat in the store and messed around on their phones while Gu Miao slumped over a little table doing her homework. Even after she’d left school, Gu Fei still made sure she read her school textbooks on her own every day and finished the homework he assigned her. The little girl wrote very diligently, but almost all the answers were wrong.

Since Gu Miao was there, the only flirting Jiang Cheng and Gu Fei could do was bumping legs or touching hands, but they found delight in those activities nonetheless—in harsh conditions, the human mind really could adapt its requirements for happiness…

When it was almost nine o’clock, Jiang Cheng glanced at the phone. “Will I get there on time if I leave here half an hour before they arrive?” 

“Mm-hm.” Gu Fei nodded. “You can probably leave now. Are you calling a cab or taking the bus?”

“The bus,” Jiang Cheng said. “I’ll get a cab after.”

“Then you have to leave now.”

“I’ll give you a call after I pick them up. We can all get some food together.”

Gu Fei hesitated. “It’s all right. They’re friends from your old school… I probably shouldn’t tag along to eat.”

“The point isn’t to eat.” Jiang Cheng glanced at him. “It’s… Don’t you want to meet my old classmates? Never mind the others, but Pan Zhi at least—he was the only friend I was really close to.”

“Okay.” Gu Fei nodded. “I’ll wait for your call, then.”

 

***

 

Standing once again at the exit gate of the train station, Jiang Cheng surveyed his surroundings. The jumble of the crowd, the little run-down shops—none of it had changed from when he first arrived in this town.

It was strange indeed. Jiang Cheng lit a cigarette and held it in his mouth. He got the feeling that any second now, he might turn around and see Gu Miao with her old messy mop of hair. 

Over the last few months, he’d gone from feeling angry, hurt, and lost, to standing here calmly. He even felt a little excited as he waited for Pan Zhi and the others. These old classmates brought with them traces of his old life and past memories, but the thought didn’t upset him as much as it would have all those months ago.

Marveling at his excellent ability to adapt, Jiang Cheng gave himself a thumbs-up with a hand inside his pocket.

Attaboy.

A train arrived at the station. Jiang Cheng wasn’t paying attention to the number, and he couldn’t be bothered to scan the sea of people for familiar faces, so he climbed onto one of the stone posts on the side and waited for Pan Zhi to find him. 

He only had to wait a few minutes.

“Cheng-er!” came Pan Zhi’s enthusiastic roar from off to his left.

Jiang Cheng turned to see Pan Zhi race up, dragging a suitcase behind him. Laughing, he jumped off the stone post. “Grandson!” he yelled back.

“Grandpa!” Pan Zhi hollered as he ran up to him, then gave him a hug. “How long have you been waiting?!”

“Just got here.” Looking behind Pan Zhi, he spotted Hu Feng, Li Song, and the two girls behind them. He didn’t know them, but he still recognized that they were in the same class as Huang Hui, the girl Pan Zhi had been obsessed with. He immediately leaned close to Pan Zhi and whispered, “You got your sight locked on chicks from Huang Hui’s class or something? Are there no girls in other classes?”

“Grandpa, be reasonable,” Pan Zhi replied in a hushed voice. “Li Yuqing is the one who has her eyes on me. She’s the one with the bowl cut. The other one’s called Xu Meng.”

Jiang Cheng took another look. The two girls had similar hairstyles, one shorter and the other longer. He tutted. “The one with long hair or short hair?”

“Short,” Pan Zhi replied. “Would you seriously call long hair a bowl cut?” He turned to shout at the others. “Come on!” 

When Hu Feng and Li Song came over and joined in the yelling, it felt to Jiang Cheng as if a long time had passed. It had been only a few months—and he’d already gotten used to his current situation—but an indescribable emotion still welled up in him at seeing his old classmates.

Jiang Cheng turned to Hu Feng. “How come you’ve gained weight again, Huckoo?” 

“No, no, I didn’t,” Hu Feng protested. “Da-Li’s wasting away every day—I only look fat in comparison.”

“I look all right, I think.” Li Song took a step back and looked Jiang Cheng up and down. “You’re the one who hasn’t changed, Jiang Cheng—as handsome as ever.”

“No shit,” Pan Zhi said. “School Hottie isn’t just a nickname. After he left, no one could find anyone else even lukewarm.”

The two girls stayed quiet the whole time, standing off to the side and laughing as they watched them.

“Shut up,” Jiang Cheng said to Pan Zhi. “Let’s go—we’ll take a cab. Which hotel are you guys staying at? Let’s go put your stuff down first, then we’ll get something to eat.”

“We booked the Home Inn. It’s probably not far from your new place,” said Pan Zhi. “Didn’t you say you didn’t move very far away?” 

“Yep, that is pretty close.” Jiang Cheng nodded. “After we put your stuff down, we’ll go get my…friend and eat together.”

Jiang Cheng had been about to say “classmate,” but in the end he settled on “friend.” While he couldn’t come out directly and say “boyfriend,” he’d still rather say friend than something like classmate. Classmate was too polite; friend was more intimate.

They called for two cabs between them and headed straight for the Home Inn.

Today was a whole journey of remembrance. Jiang Cheng had reminisced at the train station, at the exit, and now he was standing at the entrance of the Home Inn drowning in memory once again. When he turned around and saw the Zhou Inn across the street, he almost started to feel a little disoriented.

He thought he’d forgotten some things as time passed, but when his classmates appeared in front of him again, he realized with a start that it had only been a few months since he and Gu Fei brawled like idiots in a pile of snow on the side of the street.

He smiled. Yeah, only a few months, and that idiot was already his boyfriend.

 

***

 

After they’d set down their luggage in their rooms, the group went out again. Li Yuqing and Xu Meng stood outside the hotel, looking left and right. “Where are we going to get food?”

“It’s not too far,” Jiang Cheng said as he dialed Gu Fei’s number. “We can get there on foot.”

“Let’s eat something you can only get here,” said Hu Feng. “What’s a local delicacy around these parts?” 

“Not sure. I’ll ask.” As Jiang Cheng led them toward the next street, Gu Fei answered the phone. It had been less than an hour, but when he heard Gu Fei’s voice, he suddenly realized he missed Gu Fei very much. He wondered what the hell was wrong with him.

“You got them?” Gu Fei asked.

“Yeah. Checked in at the Home Inn. We’re heading over now,” Jiang Cheng told him. “Is Gu Miao there? Bring her too.”

“She went home to sleep,” said Gu Fei. “I’ll wait for you outside the store.” 

“All right.” Jiang Cheng hung up.

When they arrived at the convenience store, Gu Fei had already finished locking up. He was leaning against a lamppost on the sidewalk with a cigarette in his mouth.

“Huh?” Pan Zhi blinked at the sight. “This guy?”

“Yeah,” Jiang Cheng answered. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing, I just didn’t expect it,” Pan Zhi said quietly. “I didn’t think you two could get along without killing each other.”

“What kind of description is that?” Jiang Cheng laughed out loud. Pan Zhi really was his best friend.

Hearing their voices approaching, Gu Fei turned to them and stubbed his cigarette out on the garbage can nearby.

“My friend…” Jiang Cheng turned back and introduced him to the others following behind. “Gu Fei.”

This was the second time he’d referred to Gu Fei as his friend. As the words left his mouth, Jiang Cheng was seized by nerves, worried he would suddenly blurt out “my boyfriend, Gu Fei” instead.

“Ah!” Xu Meng exclaimed quietly from the back, grabbing Li Yuqing’s arm and swinging it. “He’s so handsome!”

Li Yuqing moved quickly. “Jiang Cheng, is your friend single?” she said, laughing. “Maybe you can introduce him to Mengmeng.”

In Jiang Cheng’s head, the words In your dreams! were written large in bullet comments he was hurling at Xu Meng’s head—but he simply looked at the two of them in silence, flashing a fake smile.


Chapter 59

 

NONE OF THE GUYS among Jiang Cheng’s old schoolmates were particularly handsome, and none of the girls were particularly pretty. But just like the first time Gu Fei laid eyes on Jiang Cheng, it was clear from a single glance that these people didn’t belong here. Students from regular high schools in big cities just had some inherent air about them that marked them as clearly separate from this run-down town.

“You’ve met Pan Zhi already, I don’t know if you remember.” Jiang Cheng walked up to Gu Fei and introduced everyone to him. “Shall we find a place to eat?”

“Yep.” Gu Fei nodded. “Let’s have deep-fried rice cakes.”

Jiang Cheng’s eyes widened. He was about to say Not more of those damn fried rice cakes, that’s all we’ve been eating for days, but before he could open his mouth, Pan Zhi piped up from behind him. “Hey, that sounds good. I haven’t had those in ages.”

“That sounds good,” Li Yuqing agreed immediately. “Rice cakes in syrup are really good, too.”

“Come on, then.” Gu Fei grabbed his bike from where it was leaning nearby and hopped on, resting his bandaged leg on the pedal as he pushed lightly against the ground with his other foot. “It’s not far.”

“Will your leg be all right?” asked Pan Zhi.

“Yep,” Gu Fei said.

“Let’s go,” Jiang Cheng called out. He walked up and quickly rubbed his hand over Gu Fei’s, pretending to steady the handlebars. Gu Fei stuck out his thumb and ran it across Jiang Cheng’s palm just as he took his hand away.

As the rest of them caught up, Gu Fei moved to the side of the path and listened to their conversations. Jiang Cheng didn’t say very much; Pan Zhi and the others did most of the talking, mainly reporting on the assorted schoolyard gossip that had accumulated since the start of the semester. 

When the conversation turned to their homeroom teacher, Pan Zhi pulled out a brown envelope from his pocket. “By the way, Cheng-er, here’s the letter he wrote you. Almost forgot.”

“Mm.” Jiang Cheng took it and stuffed it in his pocket.

As Gu Fei slowly pushed forward on the bike, he thought, This homeroom teacher must also be one of the really good ones, maybe even comparable to Lao-Xu… Hey, wait—Cheng-er?10

Gu Fei’s head swiveled around just as Jiang Cheng happened to turn to look at him. Gu Fei narrowed his eyes. Jiang Cheng cocked his head at him in confusion, so Gu Fei cocked his head too and silently mouthed his complaint:

WTF.jpg

Once Jiang Cheng realized with a jolt what Gu Fei’s focus was, he felt a brief wave of embarrassment, which soon gave way to an urge to laugh. Pan Zhi only ever addressed him in one of two ways: Cheng-er or Grandpa. 

“Grandpa” was usually reserved for their private conversations, or when he was speaking with particular excitement, whereas Cheng-er was more of an everyday name… It wasn’t a big deal, really, but if Gu Fei pursued it the way he did with “Why would he sleep on the bed and not the sofa? Why does he have to sleep on your sofa and not at the hotel?” then Jiang Cheng wouldn’t know how to refute him. He could imagine Gu Fei saying, Why does he call you Cheng-er when you call him Pan Zhi? He glanced over once more at Gu Fei, who was lighting a cigarette with his head down. Sensing Jiang Cheng’s gaze, he turned toward him and mouthed again in English: WTF?

Jiang Cheng couldn’t help bursting out in laughter.

“Right?!” Pan Zhi said beside him. “I almost died laughing. Almost got kicked out halfway through class, too…”

“Uh-huh,” Jiang Cheng answered. “Dumbass.” He had no idea what Pan Zhi was talking about, but this was a foolproof reply. 

“Oh, yeah, are there videos of your basketball tournament?” asked Pan Zhi. “Send them to me. It’s been so long since we played together—it’d be nice to watch you play again.”

“I don’t know.” Jiang Cheng turned to ask Gu Fei. “Are there?”

“Yeah,” Gu Fei said. “Wang Xu must have some.”

“Whose wang?” Pan Zhi asked, before his attention was diverted again: “Can you send me a copy?”

“You can add me.” Gu Fei tapped on his phone and turned the screen with the QR code toward Pan Zhi.

“Sure.” Pan Zhi quickly pulled out his phone and scanned Gu Fei’s screen, adding him as a contact. “This is you? Very…uh…cute.”

Jiang Cheng watched as the two of them added each other as contacts until Pan Zhi put his phone back in his pocket and got dragged to the side by Xu Meng.

“No, no way,” Pan Zhi said quietly. “I can’t… Go ask for it yourself.”

“The fuck?” Jiang Cheng suddenly found it hard to hold himself back. Sure, Pan Zhi wasn’t about to give Gu Fei’s contact information to Xu Meng now, but after they went back… Or what if Xu Meng came and asked for it herself before that? They probably wouldn’t have thought of it if Gu Fei hadn’t brought it up; now, if she came over and asked for it directly, he could hardly refuse to give her his WeChat handle.

Turning to glare at Gu Fei, he ground out, “What the fuck?”

“Cheng-er?” Gu Fei replied in the same hushed tone.

“Screw you, Gu Fei! What are you, five?” 

“Not yet.”

Already having trouble keeping a straight face as it was, Jiang Cheng laughed until snot nearly shot out of his nostril. He rubbed his nose. “Fuck.” 

 

***

 

There were quite a few little shops next to the fried rice cake place. After the group of them found a table, the two girls went out to have a look around. They returned with a bundle of barbecued meat and chicken wing skewers, as well as some drinks.

Gu Fei sat by the table with his head down and messed with his phone. He didn’t have very much in common with these old classmates of Jiang Cheng’s. They were like Jiang Cheng—clean. Even when the conversation turned to so-and-so getting together with what’s-her-name, it still sounded so innocent. Li Yan was right when he’d said, “There’s practically a generation gap between you and other people your age. You look at your peers as though you’re looking at your sons.”

Jiang Cheng was different, though. He was clearly more mature than Pan Zhi and the rest. There was no gap between the two of them, and even if there were, it wasn’t a matter of maturity.

Jiang Cheng still didn’t talk much; he mostly just sat back in his chair and watched everyone else talk. Gu Fei studied his face, which hardly displayed any kind of expression other than that hint of inherent haughtiness. This was the Jiang Cheng from when they’d first met.

If he weren’t watching this side of Jiang Cheng reemerge, it would’ve been almost impossible for Gu Fei to imagine that Jiang Cheng was in this town due to a reversed adoption after an irreconcilable breakdown in his relationship with his adoptive family.

Gu Fei extended his leg under the table and lightly stepped on Jiang Cheng’s shoe.

Jiang Cheng turned, a slight smile curving his eyes as he looked at Gu Fei, then turned back to watch the others as they laughed wildly and chattered away.

This was Jiang Cheng now—no, this was Jiang Cheng when he was with Gu Fei.

“Niu Xiaoyang really does act like a brand-Niu person these days, all shiny smiles,” Pan Zhi said as he gnawed on the barbecue wings. “Damn, once Jiang Cheng left, he finally managed to squeeze his way into the top three. That face of his practically glows. Every day it goes twinkle-twinkle.”

“Who cares,” Li Song said. “Even if he doesn’t twinkle-twinkle, it’s not like you’d have a chance to shine like that. Why bother getting worked up over it?”

“That’s different,” Pan Zhi said. “Just you wait. Once I get back, I’ll tell him he has to write a thank-you note to Cheng-er, a really sincere one, and throw in a whole strand of firecrackers to boot.”

Jiang Cheng smiled and lit a cigarette. “Whose tests are you copying from these days?” 

“I’m self-sustaining now,” Pan Zhi sighed. “After the midterm scores came out, my dad beat me so hard my own mother didn’t recognize me.”

They all laughed at that, then carried on talking about the most recent midterm exams.

Jiang Cheng stayed quiet. He’d always been like this. Aside from Pan Zhi, he didn’t have very much to talk about with his other classmates, even though they all got along well enough. Listening to these conversations now made him feel a little ill at ease. Over the last few months, discussions that centered around tests and rankings had become foreign to him. This sort of atmosphere didn’t exist at Fourth High. Here, the discussions they had regarding tests were mainly about cheating.

As he listened, Jiang Cheng felt a mounting panic.

Of the test papers Lao-Xu gave him, he had only finished two. He doubted he’d have any time for them during the short school break. Those tests would have to wait until Pan Zhi and the others left…

 

***

 

The train journey, combined with two hours of excited chatting, tired the group out at last. Pan Zhi went to pay the bill, then yelled about going back to get some sleep.

“I might not be able to get up early tomorrow.” Pan Zhi glanced at his phone, and then at Gu Fei. “If we get up just before ten, would it be too late to go exploring?”

Gu Fei glanced at him, resisting the temptation to blurt out, Maybe you should get up at three in the morning. “Sounds reasonable,” he said instead. “Depends where you want to go. It’s a little late for hiking up the mountain.”

“Let’s go to the haunted house first,” Li Yuqing said. “I’ve always wanted to visit one.”

“If you’re going to the haunted house, then ten a.m. wouldn’t be too late,” Gu Fei said. “We can check out the park too. There’s some sort of ancient pagoda… We used to visit every semester in elementary school and write essays about it.” 

“Perfect,” said Pan Zhi, laughing. “Especially since I haven’t written my weekly journal homework yet…”

They left the restaurant, and Gu Fei slowly nudged forward on his bike like before. Their intersection was about forty yards ahead. From there, if they turned left and went another forty yards, they’d arrive at the street he’d take to go home.

Tsk.

Gu Fei stole a glance at Jiang Cheng just as Jiang Cheng looked his way. When their eyes met, Jiang Cheng walked to his side. “Message me later when you get home.”

“You message me,” said Gu Fei.

“Okay,” Jiang Cheng agreed. “But you still have to message.”

“Yeah.” Gu Fei looked at the others. “So you’re going home with Pan Zhi later, huh?”

Jiang Cheng gave him a side-eye. “How am I supposed to answer that?” 

Gu Fei laughed. “Remember—he sleeps on the sofa.”

“I’ll remember,” Jiang Cheng said. “And you remember not to give out your WeChat to anyone.”

“No prob.” Gu Fei rang the bell on the handlebars and everyone turned to look at him. He waved at them, then pointed at the intersection up ahead. “I’m going that way.”

“We’ll see you tomorrow, then!” Pan Zhi said. “We’ll come pick you up after we get a cab.”

“Mm,” Gu Fei answered, then added quietly, “Good night.”

“Good night,” Jiang Cheng murmured in reply.

 

***

 

Pan Zhi had brought his change of clothes with him instead of leaving it at the hotel, so they headed straight for Jiang Cheng’s apartment. The others left for the hotel once they’d agreed on a meeting time for the next day.

“Will your friend be able to go tomorrow?” Pan Zhi asked as they walked. “Doesn’t seem right to make him hang out with us when his leg’s like that.”

“His leg will be fine once we leave this neighborhood,” said Jiang Cheng.

Pan Zhi stared blankly at Jiang Cheng. “Huh?”

Jiang Cheng’s phone sounded once, so he pulled it out and took a look—it was a message from Gu Fei.

- Walk on bravely, Chengcheng-o, don’t look back—trudge on and go11

Jiang Cheng stared at the message. The fuck?

While Pan Zhi fumbled with his backpack straps, Jiang Cheng stole a swift glance over his shoulder. The figure of Gu Fei on his bike with one foot on the ground was already indistinct under the distant streetlamps, but Jiang Cheng still spotted him right away.

He sent a reply to Gu Fei.

- mwah mwah mwah

Gu Fei quickly sent back another reply.

- Want a hug~

- *hugs*

- Want a kiss

- i already did

- Oh. Right

Jiang Cheng held back his laughter as he put his phone back in his pocket.

“That Gu Fei…” Pan Zhi said after he finished adjusting the straps on his bag. “Did he get into some kind of trouble?”

“Not technically. More like fixed the trouble,” Jiang Cheng answered. He often called Pan Zhi a dumbass, but Pan Zhi wasn’t stupid; he could immediately tell when something was off from just one sentence.

“Cheng-er…” Pan Zhi hesitated for a moment. “You should watch out for yourself. Don’t get caught up in the wrong crowd.”

“I know what I’m doing,” said Jiang Cheng.

Pan Zhi tried to explain further: “I’m not saying that your friend is—” 

“It’s okay.” Jiang Cheng interrupted him and patted him on the shoulder. “I know what you mean.”

“I have just one more thing,” said Pan Zhi.

“So persistent.” Jiang Cheng sighed. “Fine, shoot.”

“We’re bros,” Pan Zhi said. “Always will be. Don’t you forget about me.”

“I won’t.” Jiang Cheng looked at him. “You’ll always be my bratty little grandson.”

“On second thought, I’ve decided to take back what I just said.”

Jiang Cheng laughed. “Dumbass.”

 

***

 

Pan Zhi didn’t have any objections to being set up on the couch with a rolled-up towel as a pillow, even when there was clearly a double bed available. This was a big part of why he and Jiang Cheng were so close: Pan Zhi was oblivious and lazy. When it came to things like this, he didn’t even think to inquire further, and if it did occur to him, he couldn’t be bothered with it.

Jiang Cheng kept his bedroom door open. After they both lay down, they chatted back and forth from their respective sleeping arrangements for another half an hour while Jiang Cheng kept on messaging Gu Fei. 

Their main topic of discussion was Li Yuqing, who had written four whole love letters to Pan Zhi within the span of a month.

“Are you going to concede?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“Nope. I’ll see how it goes just being friends,” said Pan Zhi. “I don’t like that bowl cut of hers. I’ll think about it again after she grows her hair longer.”

“What, you’re just going by hairstyle?” Jiang Cheng laughed.

“Not just hairstyle,” Pan Zhi said seriously. “I’m also looking at her face and figure. We’re all shallow at this age—she’s into me for my face, too.”

Jiang Cheng didn’t answer. He thought of Gu Fei. If he were honest, the thing about Gu Fei that had attracted him at first glance was also his face…and legs.

Pan Zhi blabbed on some more, but he gradually went quiet—Jiang Cheng figured he’d fallen asleep. Putting down his phone, he pulled out Lao-Yuan’s letter from his jacket nearby.

“Hello, my dear student Jiang Cheng.”

He almost laughed out loud at the first sentence but managed to check his snort.

“Almost half a year has passed since our parting, and this teacher of yours continues to think of you fondly.”

The second sentence squeezed it out of him anyway. He needed a moment to compose himself before he read the rest of the letter. It wasn’t particularly long; the main gist of it was consolation and encouragement, not unlike his usual tone. But for some reason, as he read the letter, Jiang Cheng felt like crying.

“‘Gold will shine wherever it is’ is an old cliche, but gold really does shine brightly. So in that respect, half of this saying applies to you now—remember not to bury yourself away.” 

“You must work on your temper and learn to control it. On this point, I think a change of environment is actually a good thing for you; at least your temper will not be completely uninhibited. The foreignness of your surroundings will teach you to exercise restraint and control.”

“Pan Zhi showed me the tests you finished. The knowledge that you have not regressed so far is a pleasant surprise. It tells me that you possess extraordinary adaptability and self-discipline (perhaps my choice of the word ‘extraordinary’ might be going a little heavy on the praise). You are indeed a nugget of gold.”

“Do not think that you have been abandoned. It’s only when you abandon yourself that you have truly lost. As long as you hold on and don’t let go, then nothing will have changed.”

The letter was signed, “Always, your homeroom teacher, Lao-Yuan.”

Smiling, Jiang Cheng folded the letter and put it back into the envelope, then stashed it under his pillow and closed his eyes.

 

***

 

The next morning, Jiang Cheng was woken up by the sound of Pan Zhi talking on the phone. He glanced at the time on his own phone—it was before nine o’clock, a little far from the agreed-upon ten o’clock.

“Down the stairs and to the right?” came Pan Zhi’s voice from the living room. “That’s the direction we came from yesterday, walking from your store, right?”

Jiang Cheng was still a little groggy from sleep, but when he heard this, he was immediately wide awake. Was Pan Zhi on the phone with Gu Fei?

“Yep, I got it now,” Pan Zhi said. “Why don’t you come by and eat with us? Jiang Cheng’s not up yet… I wouldn’t wake him up. This guy’s morning temper could kill a man. I’ve learned my lesson—I’m never gonna try it again…”

Gu Fei said something on the other end that made Pan Zhi break into delighted laughter.

Jiang Cheng lay on the bed and listened to them talk for a while before getting up. Everything else notwithstanding, Pan Zhi’s ability to strike up a conversation with just about anyone was simply unparalleled; no other person on this earth could compare.

Pan Zhi glanced up and noticed him. “Oh, hey, he’s up. Oh… All right. Cheng-er, Gu Fei wants to talk to you.”

Jiang Cheng accepted the phone Pan Zhi handed him and walked into the bathroom. “Hello?”

“This bro of yours sure talks a lot,” said Gu Fei. “I didn’t even know how to end the conversation…”

“Did you call him?” Jiang Cheng chuckled. “He’s not usually that talkative. Must be the excitement from traveling.”

“I think he woke up too early and got bored. He asked me if I was up yet and where he should get breakfast, then asked for my number when he got confused with the directions and gave me a call,” Gu Fei said. “That was almost twenty minutes ago.”

“Hold off on your breakfast,” Jiang Cheng said with a laugh. “We’ll head over in a bit and eat together.”

“Okay.”

 

***

 

The three of them finished their breakfast, then waited another twenty minutes at the breakfast stand before the others finally showed up, yawning the whole way. They must’ve stayed up all night talking.

“Ah, it smells so good,” said Xu Meng. “I was fine a moment ago, but now that I can smell it, I’m so hungry.”

“Hurry up and eat, then we’ll head out,” said Pan Zhi. “There’s bound to be a crowd if we get there later in the day. Then we’ll have to line up.”

The others all sat down at the table. When Xu Meng seated herself beside Gu Fei, Jiang Cheng suddenly regretted situating himself between Gu Fei and Pan Zhi.

Xu Meng tried to make small talk with Gu Fei. “It’s pretty chilly here in the morning.” 

“It’s already May,” said Gu Fei.

Xu Meng covered her mouth and giggled, a little embarrassed. Gu Fei took out his phone and started scrolling on it.

When they’d all finished eating and were ready to go, Gu Fei was the first to stand up, forgetting about his limp for a moment. Jiang Cheng had to poke him on the leg for him to remember to reach out and support himself on a tree trunk nearby.

There weren’t many taxis around at this hour. When they managed to hail two rides, Gu Fei lunged for the car with the speed of an old man fighting for a seat on the bus and plopped himself in the front passenger seat. Jiang Cheng stifled his laughter and got in the back, with Pan Zhi and Li Yuqing sitting beside him. Xu Meng, Hu Feng, and Li Song rode together in the second car.

“Did Mengmeng scare you, Gu Fei?” said Li Yuqing, laughing, as soon as the taxi started moving.

“Nah.” After giving the driver directions, Gu Fei put his head down and continued to scroll on his phone.

Li Yuqing laughed again. “She’s all right. A little dorky, but really cute.”

“Mm,” Gu Fei answered.

“So you’re not interested in her at all?” Li Yuqing asked.

“Maybe you should get a fake mole,” Pan Zhi chimed in.

She looked at him. “What are you talking about?” 

“Right…here.” Pan Zhi pointed at the corner of his own mouth. “Put one right here.”

Li Yuqing looked at him in confusion for a long while before she made the connection. “Hey, what’s wrong with you?! Who are you calling a matchmaker?!”12

They all broke into laughter; even the driver joined in for a while. Jiang Cheng turned to look out the window. When Li Yuqing tried to promote Xu Meng to Gu Fei, he didn’t get jealous exactly; instead, he felt a little nervous. It was a conflicting feeling.

On one hand, he was afraid of what Gu Fei might say if they pushed him hard enough. There was no way Gu Fei would admit to having a boyfriend, but he didn’t want to hear Gu Fei say he had a girlfriend, either… But on the other hand, it would bother him if he didn’t say anything at all. 

“She’s not my type,” Gu Fei said as he looked at his phone. “She’s really, really not my type.”

“Oh? Really?” Li Yuqing sighed. After a second of consideration, she said quietly, “Sorry about that.”

Gu Fei turned and gave her a smile. “It’s all right.” He turned his head to look at the back seat, his gaze sweeping over Jiang Cheng.

The corner of Jiang Cheng’s mouth quirked up. Pan Zhi was sitting right beside him; with his rock-solid pal here who understood him all too well, he didn’t dare make any overt gestures. Though Pan Zhi knew about his orientation, Jiang Cheng had never actually gotten with another guy before, and he had no plans of telling Pan Zhi about it right now. 

Gu Fei’s reply settled his nerves, but something still tugged at his mind, something he couldn’t quite put his finger on. He was afraid that Gu Fei would be able to sense the unease in his heart.

Jiang Cheng had been the one to take the first step, and the second step, and each of the steps thereafter. But he was also the one who was scared, the one who fidgeted and jumped at his own shadow.

He suddenly remembered the question Gu Fei had asked him earlier: “Did you want to be with me, or did you want to be in a relationship with me?”

He furrowed his brow. His thoughts had been so stricken by the word “boyfriend” that he was only now realizing that he’d never paused to consider the implication behind Gu Fei’s question. 


Chapter 60

 

THERE WASN’T TOO MUCH TIME to think in the car. With MC Pan Zhi talking, Jiang Cheng couldn’t ponder life’s deep questions and hold a conversation at the same time. Whenever he said a few words in response to Pan Zhi, he would lose his train of thought.

Never mind that for now. Jiang Cheng stared at the back of Gu Fei’s head. It wasn’t every day that they went out together, and dwelling on something like this would affect his mood. His own mood was whatever, but Gu Fei was so perceptive—he’d be influenced for sure.

When they arrived, Jiang Cheng got out his wallet to pay for the taxi fare, but Pan Zhi held his hand down and pulled out his own wallet. “I asked my mom for a load of money before I came. No need to play host.”

Jiang Cheng struggled to pull his hand free from Pan Zhi’s grip. “But I’m still your grandpa…”

“I know.” Pan Zhi kept on holding his hand away. “Please just let me fulfill my filial duties, Gramps.” 

While the two of them struggled, Gu Fei took out some cash and paid the driver, then got out of the car.

“What the hell!” Pan Zhi yelped, then hastily rushed Li Yuqing out of the car ahead of him. “How can we let Gu Fei pay?!”

“Have mercy on the driver, please,” Gu Fei said. “The man has to pick up his next fare.”

Pan Zhi took out his money and forced it into Gu Fei’s pocket before turning and running like the wind toward the second cab. “We’re here! Come on, get off!”

“Why did you pay?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“You two were all up in each other’s business. If I hadn’t rained down some bills, you’d probably be making out by now.” Gu Fei glanced at him. “Kind of inappropriate for a public space…”

“Oh, fuck off.” Jiang Cheng laughed and glanced toward the ticket gate of the park. “I’ll go see how much an entry ticket is. Maybe they have special deals.”

“I have a resident’s discount.” Gu Fei pulled out a card from his pocket. “I’ll take you guys inside.”

“How?” Jiang Cheng asked. “We don’t have that discount.”

“I know people.” Gu Fei smirked. “Things aren’t so strict in small cities like ours. Just tell them to be quiet and follow me with their IDs.”

Once everyone was there, Gu Fei led them in toward a side gate. If he hadn’t had Gu Fei leading the way, Jiang Cheng would never have noticed a path there as a regular visitor—not to mention the gate at the end of the path.

“We’re coming now. You’re here, right?” Gu Fei said into his phone as they walked in.

“Is his leg all right now?” Li Song asked from the back. “I thought it couldn’t take his weight yesterday.”

“It’s probably almost healed,” Pan Zhi said. “Remember last semester, when I had my arm in a sling? Whether or not I could move it depended on my mood for the day.”

“That’s… Wow,” said Li Song. “Good job.”

They all giggled. 

Jiang Cheng sighed. “You guys can giggle all you want when we get to the ticket booth, just don’t say anything.”

“Okay,” Hu Feng replied immediately.

They all shut their mouths and held in their laughter for a while before bursting out in giggles again. Gu Fei turned and gave them a look, then peered at Jiang Cheng. 

Jiang Cheng came up and walked by his side. “They all took the wrong meds this morning, huh?”

“Don’t you do that all the time?” said Gu Fei.

“Bullshit,” said Jiang Cheng, then remembered all the times he’d giggled like an idiot with Gu Fei over the last few months—it was indeed quite often. He felt like a dumbass just thinking about it. He sighed. “Well, I only act that stupid when I’m with you, probably—and you’re not much better yourself.”

“We are young, after all,” Gu Fei said.

The side gate was very small and unremarkable. There were only two people checking tickets there: a man and a woman. Gu Fei walked up to the man and handed him the card. The guy looked out behind Gu Fei, counting heads, then punched a few holes in the card. He glanced at each of their IDs before waving them in.

Once they were inside, Jiang Cheng paused for a moment, thinking. “Why does that guy look a little familiar?” he said.

Gu Fei grinned. “He’s Liu Fan’s older brother.” 

“Huh?” Jiang Cheng was surprised. “He looks way more serious than Liu Fan.”

“Liu Fan will be serious too, in a few years,” Gu Fei said. “That’s how people are around here. They fool around for a few years before they go back to the so-called proper path. Then they settle down and get ready for the next phase of their lives: dating, marriage, kids—uneventful and calm for the rest of their days.”

“Really…” Jiang Cheng gave him a look. Gu Fei had spoken calmly, but his words made Jiang Cheng feel a little empty and wistful.

“At least that’s what it looks like on the surface,” Gu Fei chuckled. “I don’t know what ideas they have in their heads. But who doesn’t have ideas? Even Wang Xu wants to move to some big city nearby and open up a meat pie restaurant.”

And you? Jiang Cheng desperately wanted to ask. What about you? Will you take this “proper path” like everyone around you and live out the rest of your days like that?

But he didn’t ask.

He remembered Gu Fei’s question again.

 

***

 

The haunted house was at the furthest end of the amusement park. It hadn’t always been part of the park; in the past couple of years, the park had gone through an expansion and absorbed the nearby spaces into its domain. The haunted house had previously been an old factory that took up quite a bit of land.

“This place used to be an abandoned burial mound,” Pan Zhi said, reading the placard outside the haunted house, “which contained only unclaimed corpses…”

“What? That sounds so scary,” said Li Yuqing.

“After the factory was built, strange things kept happening,” Pan Zhi read on. “The night shift workers would always hear singing coming from rooms with nobody inside…”

“Shit,” Jiang Cheng said quietly. “They say that like it’s real.”

“What if it is real?” said Gu Fei. “We have a lot of abandoned land around here, and lots of mass burial sites too. A lot of schools were actually built on top of graves.”

Jiang Cheng looked at him. “Shut up.”

“That technical college beside Fourth High, for example…” Gu Fei paused in mid-sentence and turned to meet his gaze. “You’re not scared, are you?”

Jiang Cheng didn’t answer.

Gu Fei went quiet for a moment, then laughed. “You’re scared of stuff like this? I never would’ve guessed.”

“I’m even scared of cockroaches,” said Jiang Cheng. “What, you got a problem with that?”

“Nope.” Gu Fei straightened up his expression and cleared his throat. “No. Honestly, I’m a little scared of cockroaches myself. And spiders, and…”

Jiang Cheng did enjoy watching ghost movies, horror movies, disaster movies, and sci-fi movies…but the reason he liked watching ghost movies in particular was precisely because they scared him. Nothing else fazed him—he was only scared of ghosts. He fully believed they didn’t exist, but he was also one hundred percent afraid of them. As a kid, whenever he entered the stairwell in his building on his way back from school, he’d always fixed his eyes on the corner of the stairs. He’d been convinced that once he reached that corner, there would be…

“LET ME!” Pan Zhi’s booming roar suddenly rang out from behind.

Fully immersed in his childhood memories of scaring himself with his own imagination, Jiang Cheng was so startled by Pan Zhi’s outburst that all the hair on his body practically shot right out of their follicles. Involuntarily, he yelled, “Ah, fuck!”

“What’s wrong?!” Pan Zhi asked, taken aback. It took him a moment to recover. “I already said before I came that I’d pay for the haunted house. This is the thing I was looking forward to the most!”  

“Right.” Jiang Cheng glared at him for a second, then waved his hand. “Go on then, get the tickets.”

“It’s probably pretty dark inside,” Gu Fei said quietly, still laughing.

“No shit. Would it still be a haunted house if it’s got a bunch of 200-watt lightbulbs on full blast?” Jiang Cheng retorted.

Gu Fei tutted. “What I’m saying is… If you get scared, no one will see if you hold onto me.”

“…Oh.” Jiang Cheng glanced at him sideways. “Or maybe I won’t need to hold onto you, sir. Don’t be so presumptuous.”

“If you don’t hold onto me,” Gu Fei said, peering behind Jiang Cheng, “someone else might…”

Jiang Cheng turned around to see Xu Meng hopping in place with Li Yuqing. The two girls gripped each other’s arms in anticipation as they jumped. He immediately whipped his head back around and glared at Gu Fei. “You better watch yourself.”

Gu Fei nodded as he laughed. “All right.”

Since it was the May Day holiday, there were more people than usual lined up at the haunted house. As they stood outside waiting to be let in, they could hear people screaming inside. 

“Is it that scary?” Pan Zhi whispered, turning back to Jiang Cheng. “The way they’re screaming…”

“No idea,” Jiang Cheng said. “Who knows how much these two girls will scream when it’s our turn.”

“I wanted to go by myself, too.” Pan Zhi clucked his tongue. “I asked just now, but they won’t let you do it solo.”

Jiang Cheng was about to say something when a group of people came racing out of the building; male and female alike looked terrified, and the girls had tearstained cheeks and disheveled hair.

“I’m never coming here again,” one of them said as she wiped her tears.

“Oh no.” Xu Meng tapped her foot nervously. “That group just went in when we were buying our tickets. I thought the whole thing was supposed to take forty minutes. They came out halfway through? Is it that scary?”

“Maybe they got lost,” said Jiang Cheng.

“We should make sure to stick together.” Xu Meng looked a little worried. “Hold onto me, Yuqing.”

“I will.” Li Yuqing nodded solemnly. “We’ll walk in the middle. The boys can go in the front and back.”

The group spent a while discussing the formation. By the time it was their turn to enter, they still hadn’t reached a consensus.

“Never mind.” Pan Zhi waved his hand. “Let’s just go!”

As soon as he walked in, the rest of the group, who still hadn’t made up their minds, all pushed and shoved their way through the door for fear of being left behind.

“Shit,” Jiang Cheng said quietly as he followed them through the little door. “Why do I get the feeling it might actually be a little sca—”

Outside there had been miles of clear blue sky, but once they entered through the little door, the sun vanished, leaving only the dark and narrow hallway in front of them. There wasn’t a single window to be seen.

Jiang Cheng immediately froze, his hand quickly reaching behind him. “Gu Fei?”

“Here.” Gu Fei patted his hand.

His mind a little more settled, Jiang Cheng looked back again to confirm Gu Fei was nearby. “Follow me closely.”

The corners of Gu Fei’s mouth tugged up. “Mm-hm.”

What a charming smile, Jiang Cheng thought despairingly. But at a time like this, not even Gu Fei’s smile could give him any wayward thoughts. 

Pan Zhi and the others were right up ahead, walking forward with their heads on a swivel. The hallway wasn’t even part of the haunted house proper, but it was already giving off an eerie vibe. Algae grew from waterlogged sections of the stripped wall. Jiang Cheng suspected it was fake, but he didn’t dare touch it to confirm.

Everyone in the group was scared to get too close to the sides, so they all squeezed together in the middle. As they approached the shadowy doorway, which was the official entrance to the haunted house, Jiang Cheng noticed bloody handprints on the wall.

“Oh my god. Look, you guys,” Li Yuqing said quietly.

“Don’tmakemelookdon’tmakemelook, I’m not looking at anything,” Xu Meng said with a slight tremor in her voice.

Jiang Cheng reached behind himself again. When he felt the hem of Gu Fei’s jacket, he clutched it tightly. Gu Fei sighed and grabbed his hand, then leaned over and said in a very low voice, “Turns out you’re not such a chicken after all. Aren’t you afraid of reaching back and grabbing something else?”

Turning back, Jiang Cheng forced his words through gritted teeth: “Shut. Up.”

As they passed through the door into the first room, they all fell quiet. Their eyes hadn’t yet grown accustomed to the dark; it was pitch-black and silent all around them.

“Are we all…here?” asked Hu Feng.

“Yep,” Pan Zhi said.

“Should we do a head count?” Hu Feng suggested.

“Weirdo,” Pan Zhi mocked. “One.”

“Two,” Hu Feng said. 

“Three,” Li Song chimed in.

Li Yuqing and Xu Meng spoke at almost the same time: “Four.” “Five.”

“Six, seven,” said Gu Fei.

“…Oh, I’m beside seven,” Jiang Cheng said.

They started laughing until a female voice echoed out of nowhere, mingling in with their laughter: “Eight…”

This airy voice immediately quieted everyone.

“Fucking hell!” yelled Pan Zhi, who had been laughing the loudest of them all. “Who’s there?!”

“Ahhh—!” Following Xu Meng and Li Yuqing’s lead, the group immediately devolved into a cluster of screams.

Jiang Cheng didn’t make a sound, but he held Gu Fei’s hand in a death grip.

WHAT IN THE EVER-LOVING FUCK?! There are actors in this haunted house?! A random haunted house in a shitty little city?! And why the hell is this actor so dedicated to her job?!

The noises they’d just made were much more bloodcurdling than the screams they’d heard from outside earlier. The people waiting in line right now probably thought they’d been abducted by ghosts. 

“There’s a light! There’s a light!” Pan Zhi yelled. In a single breath, he rattled out, “I see the switch on the wall, I’m gonna turn on the light…”

With a thwack, light flooded the room, flickering wildly.

Jiang Cheng was struck at once by two horrifying shocks. The first was the sight, thanks to the flickering lights, of the spine-chilling messages on the walls of the room: phrases like “HELP ME,” “SHE’S IN THERE,” and “DON’T GO INSIDE,” all written in blood. The second was that he didn’t have a chance to withdraw the hand that was still tightly interlocked with Gu Fei’s before everything became fully visible.

Then again, nobody had the presence of mind right now to notice that kind of detail. The two girls already had their arms around each other, and even Hu Feng was hugging Pan Zhi’s arm like a life preserver. He and Gu Fei could have been locked in an embrace right now and it wouldn’t have been weird in the slightest… 

But just as he was about to let go of Gu Fei’s hand, the door on the other side of the room swung open. Before anyone had time to react, a hanged figure dropped down from the other side of the door and swung from the doorframe.

“Oh, fuck!” Gu Fei, who happened to be facing that direction, witnessed the whole thing. He sprang up immediately and flung his arms around Jiang Cheng. Already in a state of terror, Jiang Cheng didn’t even look to see what was happening before he let out a yelp and threw his arms around Gu Fei.

Everyone became a tangle of screams again, each holding onto the person beside them. It took at least ten full seconds of screaming with their eyes shut before they finally managed to calm down.

“Goddamn it.” With one hand on the wall to support himself, Pan Zhi stared at the figure hanging from the door. “It’s a dummy!”

“No shit! Did you really think they would hang a real person here?” Jiang Cheng took in a couple of breaths. “I think we should try to calm down. We’ve been screaming for two minutes already and we haven’t even left the first room. The groups of three that came through before us didn’t scream this pitifully. We’re fucking disgraceful.”

The light kept flickering, but the trigger must’ve run its course—there were no more frightening incidents.

Pan Zhi nudged the hanging dummy, but it didn’t move again. He stuck his head through the door and looked around. “There’s light over there. Should we go that way?”

They slowly inched over to the doorway.

“I thought you had some fucking guts,” Jiang Cheng remarked as he rubbed his sore arm, where Gu Fei had held on with his vise grip. He gave Gu Fei a look. “If I were any shorter,” he said quietly, “would you have climbed straight up onto my head?”

“Hey, I didn’t say I wasn’t afraid…” Gu Fei looked at the dangling dummy again, reflected on it for a second, then laughed. “Shit, that really scared me half to death.”

After that first round of fright, they managed to adjust to the horror. When they reached the next room and heard the sound of low sobbing, none of them even screamed.

“It’s sound-controlled,” Pan Zhi said, pointing to a corner. “The detector must’ve gone off when we walked in.”

The room was quite big—spacious enough to serve as a small machine room in a factory. Two large electric sanding tables sat in the middle of the room, stained with blood, and the floor was littered with torn, bloody clothes.

“They made it pretty rea—” Pan Zhi leaned in for a closer look, but one of the rags on the floor suddenly shifted, exposing half of a hand. “AHHH——!”

Nobody else approached with him, so they didn’t get as visually intense an experience as Pan Zhi did. They all stepped back in fear, but Pan Zhi got such a good fright that he fell back onto the ground. Even so, he insisted on yelling out the rest of his sentence: “—REALISTIC! Fuck!”

Jiang Cheng couldn’t help but laugh.

Pan Zhi sighed. “Which door do we go through next?” 

“There’s only one, right?” Gu Fei looked at the two doors in front of them. “The one on the right is an emergency exit. It probably leads outside.”

“Oh.” Pan Zhi looked closer and saw a little light under the door on the right; it was indeed labeled “Exit.” “Left it is,” he said.

Li Yuqing followed immediately after him, clinging to the hem of his shirt.

Pan Zhi gave her a look. “Don’t pull on me when you get nervous. You almost yanked my pants down just now.” 

“Oh.” Li Yuqing blinked, and then burst into giggles.

Outside of the room was another corridor, with a wall on the right side and a row of rooms on the left. There was no exit up ahead; they had to find the way out through one of these doors.

Jiang Cheng felt his high-strung nerves start to slowly relax a little. He and Gu Fei were walking at the back of the group, which was the most common position for the first casualties in any horror movie, and yet… He cast a sideways glance at Gu Fei.

He didn’t feel like he’d get picked off anytime soon.

“Do you think there could be something behind us?” Gu Fei whispered.

“Holy shit, don’t scare me,” Pan Zhi said from the front of the line.

“You have the six of us behind you,” said Jiang Cheng. “What’s there for you to be scared of?”

“Who knows,” said Pan Zhi. “You’ve watched a ton of horror movies. Isn’t there always a person at the front who just walks and walks, then turns around and sees that he’s the last damned soul left?”

“This is a man-made haunted house,” Hu Feng reminded him. “Even if there are actors, it’s not very likely they can just drag someone away.”

“With an opponent like Jiang Cheng, they’d manage to get halfway before he turned them into a real ghost,” said Li Song.

In extremely nervous situations, laughter was like a switch easily stuck in the “on” position. Just this one sentence was enough to trigger an inexplicable round of hysterics from the whole group. Their eyes were wide with horror as they surveyed their surroundings, cackling the whole time.

“Ah…dumbasses,” Jiang Cheng said with a sigh.

He found himself noticing now more than ever that although the whole gang was crying with laughter, he hadn’t joined in. Even in the past, he remembered, he’d rarely joined others in bouts of senseless giggles. At most, when Pan Zhi laughed like an idiot, he’d snort a little to show that they were on the same side.

But when he was with Gu Fei… 

He turned and glanced at Gu Fei. He was to his right and slightly behind him. The room they’d just entered had dark-crimson lights that flashed at irregular intervals. The atmosphere was spooky, but when he saw Gu Fei flash his teeth at him, he still thought this guy was perfect from all 360 degrees on every axis—zero bad angles.

How devastatingly hot!

Much better-looking than the blood-soaked ghost drifting in through the door behind him…

Oh, FUCK!

“AHHH—fuck fuck FUCK!” As the sounds left his mouth, he thought it would’ve been much less embarrassing to be laughing along with the others instead; his voice almost cracked in the middle of his scream. Intellectually, it was very clear to him that this was just a paid extra wearing a crooked wig. All the same, he was so terrified that his heart practically jumped out from his throat and offered itself to Gu Fei.

When he heard him scream, Gu Fei—the very same Gu Fei who’d made fun of him when they entered the room—started yelling without even glancing back. As Jiang Cheng turned, grabbed Gu Fei’s hand, and dove into the cluster of people, he felt that any and all pride he had accumulated over the last near-eighteen years of his life would soon be left behind in this place.

It was a good thing his classmates in front were losing their dignity even more thoroughly. The girls simply collapsed onto the floor, while Hu Feng and Li Song darted off to the right, screaming at twice their usual decibels.

At the very front, Pan Zhi turned around, his eyes the widest they’d ever been, but he couldn’t even make a sound as he stumbled backward. It wasn’t clear if he was trying to get away from Jiang Cheng and Gu Fei or the ghost with the crooked wig behind them.

Only a few seconds passed from the moment the ghost entered the room till it turned, bumped into the doorframe, and ran away with its hands on its head, yet by that point, the roomful of lively teenagers had already exhausted themselves from all the screaming.

Jiang Cheng panted until he caught his breath. “Ah, this really is…a big production,” he sighed.

“Are there security cameras in here?” Pan Zhi asked.

“Yeah.” Gu Fei pointed to the top of the doorframe. “If we fall down like this a couple more times, the guards will probably come and forcibly remove us.”

“Okay, but—” Pan Zhi pointed at the two of them, laughing again after a moment. “Maybe you two should just continue the rest of the way with your eyes closed. I really wouldn’t have guessed that the two people who seemed the bravest would be so…” He paused as his gaze fell on their hands. “I almost busted my liver from shock when you guys ran at me.”

Jiang Cheng smiled, but didn’t say anything. The look in Pan Zhi’s eyes made him breathe a sigh of relief.

He’s figured it out.

Pan Zhi’s intellect was not entirely mismatched with his name—“Zhi” for “intelligence.” Their friendship was so close that it had probably only taken a glance for him to figure everything out. 

Jiang Cheng looked at Pan Zhi. Perhaps it wasn’t that he was reluctant to tell Pan Zhi about his relationship with Gu Fei, but rather that he didn’t know where to start. He stole another glance at Gu Fei, who turned to him and very discreetly turned up the corners of his mouth in a smile.

Jiang Cheng’s heart turned into a big fluffy ball of wool. He wanted more than anything to give Gu Fei a massive hug.

“Let’s go,” Pan Zhi beckoned the others. “Follow closely. Hold onto shirttails if you must, and hang onto each other if you need to…” He turned and gave Jiang Cheng a look. “And hand-holders, hurry up and grab on tight,” he said with a smile in his voice.

“Shit.” Jiang Cheng laughed and silently mouthed at Pan Zhi, Dumbass.

You two, Pan Zhi mouthed back at him.

Jiang Cheng reached over and grabbed Gu Fei’s hand, giving it a squeeze. Gu Fei squeezed his hand back very forcefully. Jiang Cheng immediately gripped his hand with increased strength. And again, Gu Fei retaliated…

Before they even reached the door, Jiang Cheng heard the sound of his own knuckles cracking. He turned and glared at Gu Fei.

Gu Fei quickly put both his hands together and gently cracked his own knuckles as well.

Jiang Cheng fought the urge to laugh. With a solemn expression, he caught up with the rest of the party. He suspected that if Pan Zhi knew how dumb his Gramps acted around Gu Fei, he might just call an end to their friendship.


Chapter 61

 

THERE WERE AT LEAST three levels to the haunted house. The intro outside had said the entire course should take about forty minutes, but this estimate probably didn’t take into account the time visitors spent standing in one spot and screaming their heads off. Either way, it seemed to Jiang Cheng that they’d been in here for twenty minutes already—time which they spent walking between rooms that suddenly went from dark to somehow darker and screaming in a way that could easily scare off a real ghost. And they’d done it all without managing to walk up a single flight of stairs.

“Should we be looking for a way to get upstairs?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“I’m looking,” Pan Zhi said from the front of the line. “Have we been in this room before?”

“No,” answered Gu Fei.

“We haven’t gone through that door either.” Pan Zhi pointed at a closed door ahead. “Maybe that one goes—”

Before he could finish, the sound of children’s giggles drifted past from behind them.

Even though Jiang Cheng could tell from the background noise of crackling static that the laughter must’ve been broadcast from a speaker hidden in a corner of the room, it didn’t stop goosebumps from erupting all over his body.

“Is there a ghost behind us?” Li Song asked.

“Hurryupcomeonlet’sgo!” Xu Meng tugged on the hem of Li Yuqing’s shirt and kept her head low, not daring to even look around. As she spoke, another round of childish giggles rang out.

“AHH!” Everyone screamed at the same time, squeezing past Pan Zhi and launching themselves at the door.

“Wait! Don’t freak out, don’t be sca—” Unsteady on his feet from the jostling, Pan Zhi rushed to pull open the door first. Immediately, he howled. “ARGHHH!”

Outside the door stood a “ghost” who must have been either waiting outside for a while or simply passing by. The pushing and shoving from behind landed Pan Zhi right in its arms. In all the chaotic screaming, even the ghost was pushed back against the wall, and it had no choice but to forcefully shove Pan Zhi away.

“AHH!” 

They turned and bolted away.

There was another door behind them. In their panic, the party didn’t give it so much as a glance before they charged at it like the world was ending. With one swift movement, they yanked open the door and stampeded right through. As they screeched and howled, the sharp glare of sunlight shone straight into their ending world. 

The group stood under the sun, their screams continuing for a few more bars before they finally stopped, faces full of confusion.

“What the—” Pan Zhi squinted, shocked. “How are we outside?”

“We came out before we even got upstairs?” Jiang Cheng turned back and looked at the little door. “Is that a fucking emergency exit?”

Standing at the very back of the group with his arms crossed, Gu Fei cleared his throat.

“Hm?” Jiang Cheng turned back and looked at him.

Gu Fei signaled to the side with his eyes. They all followed his direction, and suddenly felt an urge to sprint right back into the haunted house.

About thirty yards to their right was the line for the entrance. Dozens of people were standing in line, all looking in their direction. The expressions on their faces were hard to describe, but a few were already doubled over in laughter.

“What the fuck?! Who led us out this way?!” Pan Zhi cried, devastated.

“Huckoo?” Li Yuqing suggested.

“Not me,” Hu Feng protested immediately. “I followed Da-Li out!”

“Me?” Li Song blanked out for a while, flabbergasted. He even motioned for a moment with his hands. “I might have done a…door-opening action?”

“Idiot!” Pan Zhi jumped on him and gave him several consecutive thumps. Following his example, everyone else went up and gave Li Song a whack.

Now that they were outside, there was no way to get back in again. They could only straighten their faces and put on expressions that said, We simply went the wrong way, as the gazes from the people in line followed them away from the haunted house.

“Should we check out the pagoda tower?” Xu Meng suggested. “It’s a cultural attraction. Seems pretty interesting.”

“Mm,” Gu Fei hummed. He took out his phone and checked the time. “After we see the pagoda…it should be just about time to go eat something. There’s a place in the park that’s pretty good, I think. Let me just ask where it is.”

“Do you have no sense of direction either?” Li Yuqing asked, laughing. “Do you not remember where the food place is?”

“It’s not that,” Gu Fei said as he dialed a number. “The last time I was here was for a spring field trip in elementary school.”

“What?” Li Yuqing was baffled. “I saw rides earlier, and there’s even a zoo. If I lived here I’d probably come here several times a semester.”

“Which just goes to show that your mind is not yet fully developed,” Pan Zhi said.

“You’re not fully developed!” Li Yuqing retorted, glaring at him.

Gu Fei walked to the side, probably to call Liu Fan’s brother again to ask about the food place. Jiang Cheng stared at his silhouette against the light.

Whether it was going to the movie theater or the park, Gu Fei’s memories of doing things just for fun seemed to all be drawn from a long time ago. Even though Jiang Cheng didn’t really care about outings like this himself, he had still been on more than a few with classmates and friends. Even after his old school stopped organizing spring and fall field trips, they’d still gone to the park by themselves all the time.

Meanwhile, Gu Fei’s life had been limited to the steelworks. Except for the couple of times he bailed on school to venture out by himself, it seemed like he’d always stayed in or around the neighborhood. 

It had been the same for Jiang Cheng these past few months. If it hadn’t been for Gu Fei, the world around him would’ve seemed suspended in gelatin. Everybody walked along the same few streets under their feet, trapped in this tiny space, living dull, dead lives.

Jiang Cheng could bear a day or two of this existence. A month or two, he could perhaps endure with teeth clenched. But a year or two of this? He’d explode.  

Then again, as time went on, even if you were frustrated or resentful, you could get used to it. You’d eventually sink to the bottom.

Jiang Cheng walked to a nearby garbage can and lit up a cigarette to hold between his lips. 

 

***

 

The old pagoda tower was next to a small lake in the park. The lake water wasn’t exactly the cleanest, but the tower was very beautiful—and very tall. Standing on the top story, you could look down and see the cars zipping up and down the streets outside. Besides the traffic, there was also a clear view of the city. A city that looked dusty and desolate even under the sunlight.

“Let me just get the description down,” Pan Zhi said as he took photos of the explanatory plaque on the wall with his phone. “There are so many words, too. I can copy some of this when I get back, and my weekly journal will be done!”

“Not a bad idea.” Li Song started taking pictures as well.

“Guys...” Pan Zhi looked at the others as they got out their phones and started snapping away at the wall. “Don’t all go and copy the same things as me.”

“It’s fine,” Hu Feng said. “We’ll just quote it directly as a reference. If it’s a quote, it has to be the same.”

“It’s real sad if you think about it,” Pan Zhi sighed. “A weekly journal of only several hundred words, with probably only the last line written by us—‘The above quote was taken from the tourist illustration at the ancient tower.’”

They all doubled over in laughter.

“It’s been a long time since I’ve written a weekly journal,” Jiang Cheng said. He leaned back on the railing and stretched. “Lao-Xu never asks for these kinds of things.”

“Even if he did, nobody would do it,” Gu Fei said. “If you asked me to write one of these things every week, there’s no way I could do it.”

“Nah. I bet you can.” Jiang Cheng chuckled. “You could write a poem.”

Gu Fei laughed. “Oh, yeah.”

“Hey, by the way…” Jiang Cheng turned and leaned over the railing, peered over at Pan Zhi, then turned back. “My grandson has probably…figured it out,” he said quietly.

“Mm, I thought that he’d figured it out.” Gu Fei lowered his voice as well. “Will that be a problem?”

“No,” Jiang Cheng said. “I just hadn’t decided how to tell him, but if he’s figured it out on his own, that saves me the trouble of finding the words.”

“He’s always known that you like guys, right?” Gu Fei asked.

“Yeah.” Jiang Cheng nodded. “He’s the only one… Of course, you know too.”

Gu Fei laughed. “I’ve got leverage on youuu.”

Jiang Cheng gave him the side-eye. “And I’ve got leverage on youuu,” he mimicked. 

Gu Fei kept laughing.

Jiang Cheng was quiet for a while. “Although…for you, it’s not exactly leverage, is it, if you don’t care if people know. Right?”

“Is it for you?” Gu Fei threw the question back at him. 

“I don’t know. I guess.” Jiang Cheng furrowed his brow. “I’m not sure. I don’t like to be stared at. I don’t like being the topic of other people’s discussions. I especially don’t like to be…told off.” Gu Fei looked at him, and Jiang Cheng paused for a moment. “Being told ‘You shouldn’t be doing that, you’re doing that wrong, you need to fix this, you need to be better at that,’” he went on. “I hate having everything I do criticized constantly. I heard enough of that growing up. I’m just…really…”

“I know,” Gu Fei said. “I know what you mean.”

“I wasn’t planning on talking about this.” Jiang Cheng sighed softly and hunched over on the railing. “I don’t want you to think that I’m…a coward.”

“This isn’t about cowardice.” Gu Fei joined Jiang Cheng, hunching over the railing beside him. “Being brave doesn’t mean you have to broadcast it for the whole world to know. I don’t mind people knowing what kind of underwear I’m wearing, but it doesn’t mean I walk around everywhere in just my skivvies.”

Jiang Cheng cocked his head to look at Gu Fei for a moment, but he couldn’t hold in his laughter for long. “What kind of crappy analogy is that?”

“I tried my best,” Gu Fei said.

 

***

 

Pan Zhi didn’t talk to Jiang Cheng about Gu Fei after the haunted house. It stayed that way until the holiday was almost over and Pan Zhi was due to return on the evening train. 

Pan Zhi went back to Jiang Cheng’s apartment after they had lunch together. As he finished packing, he finally said, “You and that Gu Fei…”

Jiang Cheng sat back on the sofa. “Hm?”

“When did that start?” Pan Zhi asked.

“Not that long ago,” said Jiang Cheng. “Do you have any words of advice?”

“Nope.” Pan Zhi grinned. “What’s there to say? The rain’s gonna fall, and Gramps is gonna date. It’s totally normal. Why would I hold you back?”

Jiang Cheng laughed but didn’t say anything.

“But to be honest, I’m surprised,” Pan Zhi said. “I really didn’t expect you to find love here.”

Jiang Cheng looked at him. “Why?”

“What do you mean, why?” Pan Zhi sat down beside him. “I just figured you wouldn’t be in the mood, considering, you know, everything.”

“Mm.” Jiang Cheng lay back on the armrest and pillowed his head on his arms. “I wasn’t expecting it myself.”

“But it’s understandable.” Pan Zhi thought for a moment. “I was pretty worried about you before. Then, when I saw that you didn’t break down or anything… It’s gotta be better than bottling everything up by yourself.”

Jiang Cheng didn’t answer. He stared at the ceiling and spaced out for a long time, then turned to Pan Zhi. “Panpan.”

Pan Zhi shuddered and rubbed his arms. “Don’t call me that.” 

“Grandson,” Jiang Cheng said.

Pan Zhi turned to him. “What’s up, Gramps?” 

“Being with someone, and being in a relationship with someone,” Jiang Cheng said. “Do you think there’s a difference?”

“Is this a brainteaser?” 

“Tease your ass.”

“You’re asking me this?” Pan Zhi looked at him. “Doesn’t seem like your style.”

“I just want to hear what a person with relatively low IQ thinks.” Jiang Cheng pulled out a cigarette and put it between his lips. “We intelligent folks tend to overthink things.”

“The difference between overthinking it and not thinking at all, I guess? I think I want to be in a relationship,” Pan Zhi said. “So, for example, since I want to be in a relationship, I’d prefer to be with Huang Hui, but if not, then—”

“No.” Jiang Cheng cut him off. “Let’s put it another way. What about ‘want to be with me’ versus ‘want to be in a relationship with me’?”

“Damn,” Pan Zhi said, furrowing his brow. “So complicated. All right, they’re both about you. So no matter if it’s being with you or being in a relationship with you, it’s all gotta be with you.”

Jiang Cheng gave him a thumbs-up. Gu Fei’s perceptiveness and care with words sometimes surprised him. Both “being with” and “being in a relationship with” had to be followed by a “someone,” and whichever answer he chose, that someone was Gu Fei.

The corner of Jiang Cheng’s mouth curled up. At least on this point, Gu Fei understood him.

It wasn’t that Jiang Cheng felt so lonely, or so isolated, that he needed to find a random whoever in this place to begin a relationship with. It was only because it was Gu Fei. Whatever kind of relationship it was, the premise was that it had to be Gu Fei.

He had been mulling over this line for the last couple of days; after shaking it around and turning the words this way and that, he’d long since figured it out. He understood, too, what Gu Fei actually meant when he said, “I’ll keep liking you until you don’t need me to anymore.”

He had to admit that Gu Fei had thought it through much more thoroughly than he had. Although Jiang Cheng didn’t think of himself as a very impulsive person, the reason he made the first move was solely because he’d thought, I like you, and I want us to be together. And that was all.

I want to be with you, not just be in a relationship. With you—no one else.

That was the reason Gu Fei ended up waiting for him outside his building that day.

However, if there ever came a day when the road ran out from under them, Gu Fei would probably choose to end it there. But what would Jiang Cheng choose?

That was the question Gu Fei wanted him to answer.

Gu Fei must have been used to thinking of everything. Given the environment he grew up in, his family, his past experiences—it became a habit for him to think of all the possibilities and find a corresponding solution for each one. 

But Jiang Cheng was different. He hadn’t grown up in an environment that required him to think about every little thing. Even though he suddenly got thrown into a place like this, he still didn’t mull over his worries that much. He dealt with each problem as it came up.

I’m not their biological son. 

This is what my real mom and dad are like. 

My environment has changed from heaven to earth. 

He hadn’t probed very deeply into any one of these matters; he based all of his actions on what was directly in front of him: There’s a boulder over there; how do I get around it? Here’s a ditch; how do I cross it?

On this point, his and Gu Fei’s ways of thinking were entirely different, and yet those ways of thinking were similarly ingrained into their psyches. 

“Is that something he asked you?” Pan Zhi asked.

“I was the one who asked him.” Jiang Cheng picked up the ashtray on the coffee table and set it on the floor by the sofa, then flicked some ash into it.

“No way.” Pan Zhi looked at him. “I know you too well.”

“Then watch out that I don’t silence you for good one day for knowing too much,” said Jiang Cheng.

“So the feeling he gives me…” Pan Zhi also pulled out a cigarette from the pack on the side table and lit it. “It’s like… How do I say this—he makes me want to call him ‘ge.’”13

“He’s younger than you,” Jiang Cheng said.

“…It’s a vibe.” Pan Zhi clicked his tongue. “You’re younger than me, too, but I call you Grandpa. What I mean is, he seems like a guy…who’s shouldered a lot of things.”

“Really?” Jiang Cheng sighed softly. It was a very accurate assessment.

“Some people, well, you just know right off the bat. There’s this air around them. It’s something you can sense,” Pan Zhi said. “I mean, that haunted house aside… Whenever I see him, I feel the urge to call him Fei-ge. You know what I mean, right?”

“Yep,” Jiang Cheng said.

“But that’s not why I call you Gramps,” Pan Zhi added.

“You don’t have to clarify that,” Jiang Cheng said.

“Cheng-er.” Pan Zhi took a drag on the cigarette and pondered for a long while, his expression very solemn. “You were never with Yu Xin. Hell, you were barely in a relationship with her.”

“Uh-huh,” Jiang Cheng answered, gazing back at him with a similarly solemn expression. 

“So.” Pan Zhi was quiet again for a long time. “Gu Fei is your first love.”

“Fuck.” Jiang Cheng laughed out loud. “You spent so long brewing that, I thought you were gonna say something serious. If you’ve gotta fart, at least make it a loud one.”

“Wait, wait, I’m not done!” Pan Zhi looked at him grumpily. “Can you try not to jump straight into mocking me? Maybe at least slooowly saunter into it?!”

“I’ll saunter, I’ll saunter.” Jiang Cheng nodded. “Continue, please, sir.”

“You know, they say first loves tend to…hurt a little. After all, we’re still…young.” Holding the cigarette between his fingers, Pan Zhi grasped valiantly for the right words, although he was clearly struggling. “I-I’m just saying, don’t let yourself get hurt too badly, you know what I mean? Just…Gramps, looking at your…at my grandm…at my other grandpa, I guess, he seems like the kind of person who really knows how to protect himself. That’s all I’m trying to say.”

“Ah.” It took a while for Jiang Cheng to gather what Pan Zhi was trying to express from this chaotic tangle of terms he’d used for Gu Fei.

“Don’t hold it against me if you think I was…mm, out of line,” Pan Zhi said.

“Thank you.” Jiang Cheng stubbed out his cigarette, then got up and patted Pan Zhi on the shoulder. “I understand.”

“Mm-hm.” Pan Zhi nodded.

“Put your ash in here.” Jiang Cheng set the ashtray down in front of him. “If you flick it onto the table, I’ll make you lick it off.”

“Damn it!” Pan Zhi froze. “I’ve been putting it on a fucking napkin, okay?!”

“That’s why I’m not making you lick the table right now!” Jiang Cheng laughed as he fell back onto the sofa.

 

***

 

Gu Fei didn’t participate in their train station farewell. He hadn’t been there for every activity over the last few days, but Gu Miao still thought he wasn’t spending enough time at home, so Gu Fei was taking her out for some meat pies at Wang Xu’s place that evening.

Jiang Cheng saw Pan Zhi and the others to the train station. “All right, don’t go making any farewell speeches. I can’t take the cheesiness.”

“We won’t,” Hu Feng said. “Come back and visit during summer break. A bit of reciprocity, eh?”

“…I really can’t promise that.” All these months, it’d never crossed Jiang Cheng’s mind to go back for a visit. Going back, or what he would do if he went back—he hadn’t considered it at all.

“Or we can make plans to travel somewhere else,” said Li Song.

“We’ll work out the details when the time comes,” Pan Zhi said.

“Oh, right. Gu Fei’s been playing tour guide for the last few days, and we didn’t even get to say thanks,” Li Yuqing said, handing Jiang Cheng a bag. “He mentioned the other day that he has a little sister. We thought it might not be appropriate to buy something for him directly, so we got a doll…”

Jiang Cheng smiled and accepted it. “You really didn’t have to.”

If these people had met the little sister, he thought, none of them would think to buy her a doll.

After they went through the gate, Jiang Cheng made his way to the bus stop and very frugally took the bus back to his apartment. Once he was home, he took a picture of the doll and sent it to Gu Fei.

- my old schoolmates got this for Gu Miao

Gu Fei quickly sent a reply.

- Have they left?

- yeah, you guys still at Jiuri’s place?

- Yep. You coming?

- nah, i’m a little tired, gonna lie down for a bit and rest my old back

- Backmassage.jpg

Jiang Cheng laughed for a while. He walked around the apartment a few times to see if Pan Zhi had left anything behind, then he went back to the bedroom. It was still early, which meant there was enough time to…do another set of test questions.

Standing in front of his desk, Jiang Cheng felt a profound reverence for himself about the choice he’d just made.

Now this is the way of the overachiever. Kneel before me!

The phone chimed again. Gu Fei had sent over a picture of Gu Miao holding a meat pie with a confused expression on her face.

- I showed her the picture of the doll. This is her reaction.

- lmaooo great work older brothering. what kind of little girl makes that sort of face when she sees a doll

Jiang Cheng picked up the crumpled bundle of covers on the bed and shook them out. Sure, he was just going to do schoolwork, but his surroundings were important too. They had to be clean and organized… 

The corner of a black box peeking out from under his pillow caught his eye.

He picked it up. After a brief glance, he opened the lid, even though he’d already guessed what it was when he spotted the box.

Still, when he opened it and saw the flashy red fountain pen lying inside, he was nonetheless a little surprised that Pan Zhi had given him something so traditional.

There was a tiny slip of paper inside with a line of writing on it:

You’d mock me for sure if I gave this to you in person, so I’m leaving it here. I’m giving you a pen so you can always remember that you’re a genius overachiever.

Holding the pen, Jiang Cheng sat down in front of the desk and laughed at length.

He sighed in wonder. He was friends with Pan Zhi for a reason—the guy enjoyed getting the grandson treatment, but he also liked to fret just like a grandpa would. 

Grabbing a piece of paper, Jiang Cheng scribbled down a few words at random with the pen. The only problem was his handwriting—it was impossible for him to make the most of a nice pen, no matter how fancy it was. 

Jiang Cheng stared at the paper for a while. He took in a few deliberate breaths, and then he carefully wrote down a line of words:

May we both be as brave as each other.


Chapter 62

 

THE MAY DAY HOLIDAY was way too short—only a day longer than a normal weekend. By the time the students went back to school, it didn’t feel like they’d had a holiday at all.

Today marked the fourth consecutive day of Lao-Xu standing at the podium ranting about the upcoming finals. He also kept on bringing up the university entrance exams they were expecting to face only a year after these final exams were due to take place.

Jiang Cheng flopped over his desk and rested his head on a notebook. He kept his eyes half shut as he listened to Lao-Xu ramble on with heartfelt sincerity at the front of the classroom, while the hum of conversations continued around him.

Knowing the spirit of Fourth High, Jiang Cheng figured the only thing everyone was taking away from Lao-Xu’s anxious reminders of finals and university entrance exams was the imminent summer break between these two events. Third-years always began their school year earlier than everyone else, but half of a summer break was still miles better than the three-day holiday they’d just had. The students around Jiang Cheng were discussing their plans well in advance.

Gu Fei had his head down as he messed with his phone. Still slumped over the desk, Jiang Cheng tilted his head and asked him, “What do you usually do in the summer?” 

“Part-time jobs,” Gu Fei replied. “Sitting in the store listening to Li Yan and the guys yak. Eating out once in a while. And spending time with Er-Miao. If I have time in the summer, I take her for more structured rehabilitation exercises.”

Jiang Cheng paused—it sounded like a pretty boring and exhausting summer break. “…Oh.”

“Do you want to work some jobs together?” Gu Fei asked quietly. “Ding Zhuxin has a few gigs. For herself, but for her friends too.”

Jiang Cheng would never have expected the word “job” to appear in his summer plans. But with the combined weight of his expenses—the rent, water bill, power bill, phone bill, next year’s tuition, any unknown future costs—the bank card in his possession didn’t offer him much assurance.

It wasn’t until now that he realized how naïve it was to imagine all the ways he could relax this summer, with only some mock tests to get through. He spent a while lost in thought. “Are you going?” he asked at last.

“Mm-hm,” said Gu Fei. “I wouldn’t ask you if I wasn’t going.”

“Do you usually do modeling shoots?” 

“Not always. I take other work too. Product displays and stuff. It’s actually easier when there’s no human models involved.” Gu Fei smiled. “And if I have the time, I take some photos to submit to publications, but I haven’t had a chance this year.”

“Shit,” Jiang Cheng exclaimed quietly. “How cool is that?! Where’ve you submitted to in the past?”

“Just a few magazines,” said Gu Fei, putting his phone down. “Some photography ones and some travel ones. It’s not a lot of money or anything, but it gives me leverage when I’m negotiating rates for other jobs.”

Jiang Cheng nodded. “I see.” 

Gu Fei didn’t pay any attention to his studies or seem to care about his academic future, but he could certainly be impressive when he focused his attention on anything else. Maybe Gu Fei didn’t need the reinforcement of grades or the structure of school to sustain himself for the future. But since Jiang Cheng was already used to measuring himself with that yardstick, he couldn’t help but feel a little uneasy about how nonchalant Gu Fei was about it all.

Since he left, Pan Zhi had quickly gone through all the photos he took during their recent trip and made quite a few posts on his Moments. He’d even sent a separate curated package to Jiang Cheng.

“You know what I just realized?” Jiang Cheng said as he scrolled through the photos. “Pan Zhi really is a great creator of original meme content.”

“Yeah.” Gu Fei leaned over and looked for a while with him. “Not even your face is a match for his photography skills.”

“Am I supposed to flatter you back?” said Jiang Cheng.

“No need,” Gu Fei said. “I know how handsome I am.”

“Shit.” Jiang Cheng peered sideways at him. “Do your fangirls know what a narcissist you are?”

“I hide it well.” Gu Fei chuckled. “But I know what a narcissist you are.”

“Fuck off.”

He visited Lao-Xu’s office before the end of the day with all the test papers he’d completed over the past week. Lao-Xu perused the papers with a pleased look on his face. 

“I’ll go find some other teachers to grade these for you right away,” he said. “Don’t lose steam—you should keep working hard for the final exams.”

“Mm-hm,” said Jiang Cheng.

 

***

 

Gu Fei’s “injured” leg was faring much better now. He no longer required someone to support his arm while he hopped along; he only needed a little help to stand up, and then he could slowly walk by himself. According to “Dr. Gu,” in another week or so he’d be able to take off the splint.

When they walked out of the school gates together, Jiang Cheng spotted Gu Miao, whom he hadn’t seen for almost a week… And the doll hanging from Gu Miao’s back pocket.

“Oh…” Jiang Cheng was taken aback. He walked over and bent down to get a closer look. The doll wasn’t that large, but it was definitely bigger than even the most oversized keychain or bag charm. Yet here it was, with a string around its neck, hanging from the buttonhole of Gu Miao’s back pocket.

The visual impact was hard to describe.

“She asked for this specifically,” Gu Fei said. “It took me two days to teach her how to tie the string.”

“It takes her two days to learn how to tie a string?” Jiang Cheng knew that Gu Miao struggled with even basic arithmetic, but he figured that while she wasn’t good at mental calculations, maybe she was better at working with her hands. She was amazing on the skateboard, after all.

“Yeah.” Gu Fei looked at Gu Miao. “Sometimes, when I stop to think about it, I just feel…so tired. She doesn’t get it, no matter how much I try to teach her.”

Jiang Cheng didn’t answer as they walked their bikes out of the shed together. As soon as they hopped on and started riding, Gu Miao swiftly caught up on her skateboard.

The extraordinarily cool moves, the expression that seemed to look down on the whole of the mortal world, the wild, unruly hairstyle…

“Weren’t you gonna get Li Yan to give her a haircut? It’s been ages since you swindled that fifty yuan from me to get it done.” Jiang Cheng glanced over at Gu Fei, who was slowly pedaling along with one leg.

“I’ll call him over right now.” Gu Fei took out his phone. “Will you come eat at the store? Keep me company for a while.”

“Sure,” said Jiang Cheng.

They didn’t get to have much time together after the May Day holiday. Ever since classes started up again, Gu Fei’s mom had been squatting in the store for days on end. She clearly had something on her mind, so Gu Fei had been having to keep an eye on both Gu Miao and his own mother.

“Is your mom okay now?” asked Jiang Cheng.

“Who the hell knows?” Gu Fei said as he sent a text to Li Yan. “Probably found some guy again. I don’t know.”

“But why is she…” Jiang Cheng sighed. “…Like this?” 

“Whenever I tell her to go see a therapist, she freaks out at me,” said Gu Fei. “I don’t even bother anymore, but if she dares to bring a guy home, I’ll beat up every single one I see.”

“…Like the one from last time?” 

Gu Fei quirked a smile. “Yeah.”

“Maybe don’t go beating them up indiscriminately. What if it’s a decent guy next time?” Remembering the man Gu Fei had slammed against a tree, Jiang Cheng could almost dimly feel the pain all over his own body, from his nose to his ribs to his groin.

“The way she wears her heart on her sleeve like a silly teenager still dreaming of a fairy-tale romance?” said Gu Fei. “If she finds a decent guy in this hellhole, I’ll go streaking on the street.”

Jiang Cheng glanced at him, laughed…then sighed again.

 

***

 

Li Yan—the chief stylist pulling double duty as master chef—showed up with a bag of groceries. When he walked into the store and saw Gu Miao with the doll hanging from her back pocket, he froze. “Are we making a horror movie here?”

Gu Fei was sitting behind the cash register, reviewing inventory. “What horror movie?” 

“The Little Girl with the Doll on Her Back,” Jiang Cheng and Li Yan said in unison.14 

“Er-Miao,” Gu Fei called out to Gu Miao. “Come and kick Li Yan-gege out.”

Gu Miao rolled over on her skateboard and charged straight toward Li Yan’s leg. Li Yan backed away toward the door, jabbing his finger at Gu Fei. “Do you know what I really want to say about you right now?”

“That I prioritize hoes over bros?” Gu Fei said.

“That’s not nearly strong enough,” Li Yan said. “I’d say you used me and left me!”

“Keep yelling.” Gu Fei pointed to the street outside. “Yell a little louder. If any less than ten people hear you, I’ll let you break my legs.”

“Gu Er-Miao!” Li Yan hollered as he retreated to the doorway. “What happened to our years of friendship?!”

“Does Li Yan…” Jiang Cheng hesitated for a second, then walked to the counter and said quietly, “…know?”

“Not sure. I didn’t tell him.” Gu Fei gave him a look. “But he could probably figure it out himself. We don’t usually talk about this kind of thing… Do you want me to tell the group?”

“No, it’s okay.” Jiang Cheng shook his head. “It’s awkward if it’s too intentional.”

Gu Fei, Li Yan, and the other guys didn’t hang out together every day, but Jiang Cheng could tell that the solid bond between them wasn’t the kind of relationship they’d established in mere days. That was why he didn’t want Gu Fei to explain anything on purpose. Just the thought of potentially disrupting the dynamic of an existing friend group made him feel weird.

After bouncing around with Gu Miao outside for a while, Li Yan came back in with the bag of groceries. “Since it’s only the four of us, I’ll just whip something up quickly, okay?”

“Sure.” Gu Fei nodded.

Li Yan certainly didn’t look like a guy who could cook, but every time he was here at Gu Fei’s store and food was being made, he was always the one cooking—even if the taste was nothing to write home about. His real strength was in his speed. Jiang Cheng pulled out one of the review textbooks Pan Zhi shipped to him to read while he waited, but he only got a few pages in before the table was already filled with plates of food.

“Hurry up and eat,” said Li Yan, sitting down. “I’ll do Er-Miao’s hair right after. I got plans tonight.”

Gu Fei sat down too. “What plans?”

“Fun plans,” Li Yan replied.

“You haven’t gone home this whole time, have you?” said Gu Fei.

Li Yan scowled. “Why the fuck would I?” 

Jiang Cheng picked up a bowl and ate quietly on the side. Gu Fei had told him about Li Yan not wanting to go home… 

Before, Jiang Cheng had rejoiced in the fact that he didn’t have anyone to boss him around anymore. No matter what, at least he wouldn’t be having a big fight with his family over something like this. Still, he felt bummed out every time he thought about Li Baoguo—the man hadn’t contacted him for so long that he didn’t know whether to feel anxious or relieved. Jiang Cheng wasn’t sure what other changes lay in wait for him.

Gu Miao behaved herself throughout the entire haircutting process. She sat by the counter with a sheet of cloth wrapped around her neck and stayed very still, patiently letting Li Yan snip away at her hair. 

Jiang Cheng leaned back in the chair with a textbook, studying as he took occasional glances at Gu Miao’s progress. “Why don’t you give her a style that’ll look good after it grows out? She’s a little girl, after all.”

“I’ve always wanted to,” Li Yan sighed. “But it’s a no go. As soon as her hair gets longer, she starts chewing it off. Not to mention she’ll get mad if it takes too long to wash.”

“She can just wear wigs when she’s older,” said Gu Fei.

“Aren’t you afraid that she’ll eat the wig?” asked Li Yan.

“Who knows. Maybe she’ll develop a whole new quirk by then and stop chewing on her hair,” Gu Fei said as he raised his arms up in a stretch. He reached out a leg to give Gu Miao’s foot a little nudge. “Right?” Gu Miao looked at him blankly, and Gu Fei gave her foot another little kick. “You got any new quirks that you haven’t shown your big brother yet?” 

Gu Miao continued to give him nothing.

“Hurry and grow up, please.” Gu Fei leaned forward with his elbows on his knees, looking into her face. “Quit making me worry, okay?”

Li Yan gave Gu Miao a very adorable round cut that stopped just above the tips of her ears. It even made Gu Miao’s perpetually cool expression look much cuter.

“How about your hair?” Li Yan threw a glance at Gu Fei as he started cleaning up.

“Hm?” Gu Fei quickly shifted his eyes in Jiang Cheng’s direction. “Nah, not today. When it gets warmer, I’ll just shave the whole thing off.”

“The whole thing?” Li Yan paused for a moment, then laughed. “Sure, I get it.”

Jiang Cheng’s mind was still wandering, thinking about whether Gu Fei’s beauty was enough for him to get away with a bald look, when Li Yan turned to him and asked, “Do you want a haircut?”

“Oh, no, no.” Jiang Cheng instinctively leaned backward. “I…”

“Yeah, okay.” Li Yan laughed again. “You waiting to shave your head bald too?”

“No!” Jiang Cheng replied vehemently.

“I’m leaving, then.” Li Yan collected his tools into a box, which he kicked under the cash register. “I promised Liu Fan I wouldn’t tell you this, but I thought about it, and I’ve decided to tell you anyway.”

“Hm?” Gu Fei looked at him.

“He’s in the hospital,” said Li Yan. “He said…”

“What?” Gu Fei jumped to his feet. “He’s injured?”

“No.” Li Yan cleared his throat. “It’s, uh, hemorrhoids. His surgery is tomorrow. I was the one who drove him to the hospital the day before yesterday, but he wouldn’t let me tell anyone, and he’s not taking any visitors. But, you see, I figured…”

Gu Fei sighed in relief and sat back down. “We should go anyway,” he said. “No one should miss out on such a hilarious occasion.”

“Right.” Li Yan nodded. “So you’ll tell Luo Yu and the others? We can go see him tomorrow. I’ve already ordered a giant fruit basket.”

Gu Fei cackled. “Sure.” 

After Li Yan left, Jiang Cheng glanced at Gu Fei. “You guys are cruel.”

“Uh-huh.” Gu Fei laughed. “These guys have nothing better to do. They love these kinds of shenanigans. Wanna tag along tomorrow? We can pay our respects to Liu Fan’s butt together.”

“…I don’t think hemorrhoid surgery necessarily requires that you stay butt naked the whole time after.” Jiang Cheng thought about it and laughed as well. “I’m good staring at your…”

But he quickly stopped himself before he finished that sentence. Gu Miao was still nearby, concentrating all her energy on pulling at her newly shortened hair.

“Er-Miao,” Gu Fei said, taking her hand, “your new hairstyle looks very pretty.”

Gu Miao didn’t react. As soon as he let go, she immediately started pulling at her hair again. Gu Fei sighed, reaching out a hand to cover hers. He pulled on a tuft along with her before leaving her alone.

Jiang Cheng was a little worried. “Won’t she pull her hair out?”

“I was just testing her grip,” said Gu Fei. “She’s not pulling hard—just not used to the new length. She’ll be fine after a while.”

“…Oh.” Jiang Cheng watched Gu Miao. After a long time, he sighed. “If I knew haircuts affected her like this, I wouldn’t have pestered you about cutting her hair.”

“It had to be done sooner or later. If it got any longer, she’d chew on it.” Gu Fei gave a little smile. “Besides, it’s not like this every time.”

Jiang Cheng felt a little glum, looking down at the book in his hands. “I don’t even know her as well as Li Yan does.”

“Li Yan and I have known each other since we were kids,” Gu Fei said. “He watched Er-Miao grow up, so of course he knows. If anything, Li Yan should be the grumpy one—all these years and Er-Miao still hardly ever responds to him, but she’s much more open with you.”

Jiang Cheng chuckled. That was true.

Although… “I also didn’t know that you like tea?” Jiang Cheng still felt a little unsatisfied about that. 

“Hm?” Gu Fei was suddenly confused.

“Even Lao-Xu knows that you drink tea.” Jiang Cheng clicked his tongue. “I didn’t know you took Lao-Xu for tea. Wow, such elegant interests, young man.”

Gu Fei blinked, then burst out laughing. “Hey…”

“Hey what?” Jiang Cheng said. “I’m just a little sad. I feel like I don’t know anything about you. I don’t even know what you like to eat.”

“All my favorite foods are from the places I’ve taken you.” Gu Fei shifted close to Jiang Cheng, then stuck his hand between the chair and Jiang Cheng’s back. “And about the tea place—Lao-Xu’s the only one who knows about it. I don’t go that often. If you want, we can go right now.”

“It’s not that,” Jiang Cheng said, feeling kind of childish about it. “I just wanted to express my sadness about missing the first seventeen years of your life.”

“It’s a good thing you missed those years,” Gu Fei said, looking at him. “Really, I can tell you anything you want to know, but I’d rather you didn’t see it for yourself. If you had grown up here with me, there’s no way we’d have ended up together. Not to mention if you’d really lived here for seventeen years, I probably wouldn’t spare you a second glance—no matter how handsome you are.”

Jiang Cheng quirked a smile. “Shut up.”

It was true, though. If he’d really grown up here by the steelworks, in Li Baoguo’s home…

Gu Fei reached out a hand in front of Gu Miao’s head—which was slumped forward so much it almost touched her “homework” on the table—and pushed it back up. “And I didn’t even mention how miserable I was hanging with those old classmates of yours, listening to you talk about the things you did together before,” he ranted. “Where do I lodge my complaint?”

“Dang.” Jiang Cheng looked at him. “My past couldn’t be simpler. It was all just going to class, skipping class, competing for the top three test scores of the year…”

“Didn’t you have a girlfriend too?” Gu Fei said.

“She wasn’t really my girlfriend.” Jiang Cheng considered for a moment. “I just don’t know how to explain. I kind of joined in because that’s what everyone else was doing. People around us were cheering us on. She started bringing me breakfast, and sometimes we’d call each other or send a few messages back and forth. After that, it was all about her getting mad and me making nice with her, again and again and—”

“Oooh.” Gu Fei looked a little surprised. “You know how to make nice with people?”

“Reluctantly and against my own nature—yeah. What else was I supposed to do? She’s a girl. Anyway, it was annoying.” Jiang Cheng frowned. “I felt like a total dumbass. Didn’t do shit the whole time other than try to cheer her up.”

“Didn’t do anything?” Gu Fei asked, smirking.

“Nothing.” Jiang Cheng gave him a sideways glance. “Didn’t even hold hands.”

“So innocent.” Gu Fei glanced in Gu Miao’s direction, then leaned close and said quietly beside Jiang Cheng’s ear, “How come you’re not like that anymore?”

“The hell?” Jiang Cheng leaned in close to his ear, lowering his own voice too. “Am I not innocent now? I’m as handsome and innocent as ever.”

“Yeah, right,” Gu Fei whispered. “As innocent as me.”

“Hey.” Jiang Cheng glared at him. “Pull your thick skin back a little, it’s in my way!”

Gu Fei burst out laughing as he looked at Jiang Cheng. He couldn’t stop.

“What the hell are you laughing for?” Jiang Cheng sighed. “It was just a few handies,” he said, trying hard to keep his voice hushed. “Don’t laugh like we actually did something.”

“Do handjobs not count?” Gu Fei said through his laughter. “Then what do we have to do for it to count?”

Gu Fei probably hadn’t run that through his brain before he said it. Once the words landed, both of them sank into a tense silence that was simultaneously suggestive and awkward—like they both wanted to blush but were too embarrassed for even that.

Jiang Cheng expected countless shameless pictures to flash before his eyes, which would no doubt include images of Gu Fei’s body. Instead, the first thoughts that jumped into his mind were completely out of the box.

We’re not even eighteen yet!

Law on the Protection of Minors.

Establishing a view on the phenomenon of premarital sexual interactions: a study.

…What in all hell is this?!

By the time Jiang Cheng had stopped spacing out, Gu Fei was already leaning over to correct Gu Miao’s nose-to-paper writing posture again. 

He stared at Gu Fei’s back. All of a sudden, all sorts of indescribable scenes burst into his mind.

Fuck!

He felt like he could set Gu Fei’s clothes on fire with the will of his mind alone.

Fuck!

He didn’t realize he’d unwittingly consumed so much not-safe-for-work media!

Fuck! The internet really does corrupt your mind after all!


Chapter 63

 

ONCE THESE KINDS of dirty thoughts took root, they were as voracious and unstoppable as a dog at feeding time, devouring every last morsel until even the bowl was chewed into nothing. But right now Jiang Cheng had no way of getting at the food, let alone the rest of the bowl.

He fixed his eyes on Gu Fei for a long, long time. He could only settle for giving his lower back a grouchy slap. Then he pulled open the elastic of Gu Fei’s sweatpants and pinched his buttcheek.

“Hey!” Gu Fei jumped, glancing back at him. “What are you doing?”

“…Spanking you.” Jiang Cheng smoothed his pants back into place.

“There’s a room full of minors here,” Gu Fei laughed. “Will you please behave yourself?”

“It’s not like I did anything.” Jiang Cheng leaned back in his chair. “Can’t minors pinch…for fun?”

Gu Fei stared back at him for a while, then smirked, narrowing his eyes. “Were you thinking about something inappropriate?”

“Such as?” Jiang Cheng also narrowed his eyes.

Gu Fei didn’t answer. He turned to one side and propped his arm against the back of his chair. After looking at Jiang Cheng for a while, he cackled.

Jiang Cheng’s face was entirely serious. “What?”

Gu Fei didn’t say a word, just kept looking at him and snickering. His meaningful expression, that I know what you’re thinking look, made it hard for Jiang Cheng to keep up the serious facade.

“What?” Jiang Cheng got up and poured himself a cup of water before sitting back down. “A gentleman bares it all—just say what you want to say.”

“We certainly did our share of baring.” Gu Fei couldn’t stop laughing. “What are you thinking about?”

“What are you thinking about?” Jiang Cheng tutted.

“I know what you’re thinking,” Gu Fei said. He snatched the cup from him and took a sip, then put it back in his hand. “And you know that I know what you’re thinking.”

“Uh-huh.” Jiang Cheng thought about it for a moment, then chortled. “I was thinking some stupidly obscene stuff, but if you hadn’t mentioned it, I really never would’ve thought about it in detail.”

“I’ve never done that either,” Gu Fei said.

“Not sure if I should believe you.” Jiang Cheng stared at him. “You even said so yourself—you hide it well.”

“It’s not that I haven’t thought about it at all…” Gu Fei said, then lapsed back into laughter. It was a while before he managed to speak again. “Though I was remembering something I read once.”

“What?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“So there was a guy who got himself a boyfriend, and the two of them were getting along great,” Gu Fei said quietly, before stopping halfway to turn and glance at Gu Miao. He dragged his chair closer to Jiang Cheng and leaned in close to his ear. “And then they, you know…had sex.”

Jiang Cheng choked. He had to turn away to cough loudly for a while. “Shit. That’s all?”

“I’m not finished,” Gu Fei said. “Are you done coughing?”

“I’m done.” Jiang Cheng turned back and stuck his ear next to Gu Fei again. “Go on.”

“It was only then that they realized, that their, uh, roles…were the same.” Gu Fei struggled so hard to speak that when he reached the key word, his voice went so quiet it was as if he’d been censored. “And what’s more—both of them refused to compromise, so they could only…jerk each other off until the end of time…”

Jiang Cheng broke into a giggling fit before he even had a chance to blush at what Gu Fei said. After he finally got it together and stopped laughing, he turned to Gu Fei and said, “Holy shit. And you’re saying this because…?”

Gu Fei also put his smile away and answered with a serious face. “A post-meal joke.”

“The hell it’s post-meal. It’s been years since we finished eating.” Jiang Cheng paused and thought for half a minute. When he opened his mouth again, his voice was even further censored than Gu Fei’s had been—it was practically covered in black bars. “So you…are…? Huh?”

Gu Fei was baffled. “Huh?” 

“Shit.” Jiang Cheng peered in Gu Miao’s direction. She was probably having trouble answering questions—she’d started drawing circles on a piece of paper, over and over, seemingly engrossed in the activity. He raised his voice very slightly. “Will the two of us need to jerk each other off until the end of time?”

“Ah.” Gu Fei looked at him. He seemed unsure how to answer. “Huh.”

When two people who hadn’t done anything more intimate with each other than handjobs suddenly found themselves talking about sex—then promptly broached such a shameless and explicit topic as positions—the atmosphere in the room abruptly shifted.

suddenlyawkward.jpg

Neither of them could continue. They stared at each other.

Gu Miao broke the awkward silence in a very timely manner. After her prolonged difficulty solving arithmetic questions, she seemed to have trouble drawing round enough circles as well, so she repeatedly stabbed the paper with her pencil. By the time Gu Fei turned around to take the pencil from her, the tip was already broken—even its wooden shell had splintered from the impact.

Jiang Cheng stared, shocked. He understood now why Gu Fei didn’t buy her mechanical pencils. With strength like that, she’d break every mechanical pencil she had; at least wooden pencils could be fixed with some sharpening.

Even after Gu Fei confiscated Gu Miao’s pencil, she didn’t stop the motion of her hand, still rhythmically beating down on the tabletop. Her face was as calm as ever; there was no trace of anger. The only sign of her displeasure was the thump of her fist against the table.

“Er-Miao. Er-Miao. Look at me, Er-Miao.” Gu Fei didn’t stop her; he just crouched by the table, repeating himself. “Er-Miao, look at Gege. Er-Miao…”

All the exhilarated thoughts Jiang Cheng had been entertaining just moments ago dissipated with the sound of the thumps and Gu Fei’s voice, repeating her name over and over. He didn’t know what he could do to help, so he sat and watched in silence.

Gu Miao wasn’t like other kids; she wasn’t simply acting out right now. There was no other way to respond to it than patience.

Jiang Cheng watched Gu Fei. He couldn’t imagine what Gu Fei was feeling in this moment. He couldn’t imagine how much he himself would be willing to do if he were in the same position. This wasn’t a matter of one or two incidents, one or two days. Though a little short for her age, Gu Miao was already ten years old. He didn’t dare imagine how Gu Fei had persisted for so many years. He was slowly starting to see how Gu Fei had developed his unwavering composure.

Gu Miao’s tiny tantrum continued for ten more minutes. Gu Fei’s untiring repetition of her name finally made her look up at him and still her movements.

“You don’t have to answer the questions if you don’t know how,” Gu Fei said steadily, looking into her eyes. “No need to get mad. Do you understand?”

Gu Miao looked back at him, completely unaffected.

“Nod to let Gege know that you understand.”

She nodded.

“Cheng-ge is thirsty,” Gu Fei said, pointing at Jiang Cheng. “Will you pour him a cup of water?”

Jiang Cheng hadn’t been prepared for this. He immediately picked up his cup to chug down the rest of the water, but Gu Miao was faster. She nodded and walked to Jiang Cheng’s side, grabbing the cup from his hand.

“I…” Jiang Cheng wasn’t sure what to say.

Gu Miao looked down at the unfinished, half-full cup of water and dumped it all onto the ground in one smooth motion. She walked away to refill it, then returned and handed it to him.

“Thank you, sweetie.” Jiang Cheng accepted the cup and immediately gulped down half the contents. “I was dying from thirst.” It was a good thing Gu Miao didn’t have the same way of thinking as an ordinary kid—otherwise, she would’ve relegated Jiang Cheng to the Brainless Idiot category just from that sentence alone.

“How about Cheng-ge plays with you on the skateboard for half an hour?” Gu Fei suggested.

“Sure.” Jiang Cheng put down the cup right away and crouched in front of Gu Miao. “Wanna play?”

Eyes brightening, Gu Miao nodded. She kicked the edge of the skateboard up with her toes and caught it in her hands, then turned to go outside.

Gu Fei let out a breath of relief. “Thank you, Cheng-ge.”

“You can massage your Cheng-ge’s legs later,” Jiang Cheng said. He stood up and followed Gu Miao outside.

It was neither too cold nor too warm; perfectly pleasant weather for skateboarding. Jiang Cheng felt the wind gliding over his body as they rolled forward on the road. It was very enjoyable indeed. Sporting her new, adorably doll-like bob, Gu Miao coolly took turns with Jiang Cheng on her skateboard.

Every time she jumped on the board with seasoned familiarity and carried out all sorts of challenging maneuvers, Jiang Cheng thought how great it would be if time stopped there—if Gu Miao could stay in this frame of mind forever. She would be free of any troubles, and Gu Fei would no longer be burdened by the stress those troubles brought.

When Jiang Cheng rolled past the front door of the convenience store, he glanced at Gu Fei sitting on the stoop and watching him with a cigarette in his mouth. Jiang Cheng snapped his fingers at him. Gu Fei immediately returned a whistle, the sharp trill of it following Jiang Cheng for more than ten yards before it faded.

The conversation they’d been having had sent Jiang Cheng’s mind wandering in all sorts of inappropriate directions, but after half an hour working up a sweat on the skateboard with Gu Miao, the dirty thoughts were temporarily kept under control. He recalled an article he read back in middle school that touted exercise as a way to quit the vile habit of masturbation. At the time, he’d assumed it was a crock of bullshit. Thinking about it now, though, perhaps it had a point…

But when Gu Miao was back at the table again, gathering up her books, and Gu Fei walked into the back room and beckoned him over, Jiang Cheng was once again reminded why that article was a total crock of bullshit.

He dove into the room, pulled Gu Fei into his arms, and started nibbling. It wasn’t until Gu Fei suddenly bit down hard on his shoulder that he stopped with a sharp inhale.

“Ow! Why don’t you bite my face instead?” Jiang Cheng said in a low voice, rubbing his shoulder. He reached out and ran his hand over Gu Fei’s side again. “Are you secretly a vampire?!”

“The way you say that with a straight face, like you weren’t biting me at all.” Gu Fei tugged lightly on Jiang Cheng’s shoulder and pulled his shirt over to cover the teeth marks. “If you keep this up, we won’t be able to show ourselves in polite company.”

“I…” Jiang Cheng didn’t finish his sentence before he heard the sound of Gu Miao kicking away the table outside.

They bounced apart with divine speed. By the time Gu Miao walked to the doorway with her little backpack, there was at least a yard of distance between the two boys. Gu Fei stood by the window, while Jiang Cheng stood beside the bed; he even took out his phone as fast as lightning and pretended to scroll through it.

“All packed up?” Gu Fei asked.

Gu Miao nodded.

“Cheng-ge.” There was a hint of laughter in Gu Fei’s voice. “Nice acting.”

Jiang Cheng looked up and put the phone back in his pocket. “Shall we go?”

Gu Fei nodded. “Mm.”

Gu Miao had been especially clingy with Gu Fei lately, possibly because he hadn’t spent much time with her in the few days around the May Day break. If Gu Fei wasn’t home at night, she would sit spacing out on the bed and refuse to sleep.

“Do you mind?” Gu Fei asked quietly when they said goodbye at the intersection.

“Mind what?” said Jiang Cheng.

“I was actually planning to go over to your place tonight…” Gu Fei cleared his throat. “And hang out for a while. But now…”

Jiang Cheng looked at him. “…I’m not that horny.”

“I said hang out for a while, not do it for a while,” said Gu Fei. “Anyway, the way you were acting just now—I can’t say I’m convinced you aren’t…”

“Fuck off.” Jiang Cheng cut him off, wanting to laugh. “We live in a civilized society. Don’t be so lustful in public.”

“Wait for me at the breakfast stalls again tomorrow morning,” Gu Fei said. With his extraordinary determination and resolve, Gu Fei hadn’t been late to school once since his fake injury.

“I will,” Jiang Cheng answered. 

“Good night.” Gu Fei turned his handlebars and whistled to Gu Miao, who was busy skateboarding around on the sidewalk.

Jiang Cheng squeezed the back of Gu Fei’s hand. “Good night.”

Jiang Cheng returned to his apartment and went through his nightly routine, showering and changing. He checked the bite mark Gu Fei had left—not too bad. It wasn’t that obvious, though the two little indents his canines had left were deeper than the rest. If this mark had been any closer to his neck, he’d need to wear a button-up shirt tomorrow.

“Must be a werewolf or something!” he said to himself, grinding his teeth and staring at the mirror. 

He went back to his room, sat down at his desk, and started on his homework. Tonight’s homework was relatively easy, so he could take care of it while still leaving a good portion of his brain free to think about other things.

Things like sex positions.

The very thought made Jiang Cheng’s heart race and his ears heat up. He hadn’t carefully considered this question before—rather, every time they messed around in bed together and he heard Gu Fei panting in his ear, he never fantasized about any scenario other than him on top of Gu Fei…

But after Gu Fei told him that story, he was realizing that perhaps his own imagination had been a little simplistic. Perhaps it needed a little more enrichment.

Topping and bottoming… He stared at the tip of his pen. Since he didn’t have any practical experience, he didn’t know what either option felt like.

However.

For such a generous, dashing, handsome…man such as himself, it wasn’t entirely out of the question to make small concessions to his boyfriend. After all, Gu Fei was a month younger than him. So if Gu Fei… Well, he didn’t know for sure, but if… Then… So what? Tsk. Big fucking deal.

Compared to the yet-to-be-determined issue of topping versus bottoming, Jiang Cheng was more concerned with his lack of mental preparation for playing with live ammunition with Gu Fei. Likewise, Gu Fei hadn’t expressed any intention to take their physical relationship further. Their shameless handjob sessions had always left them both pretty satisfied, anyway.

Maybe the timing wasn’t right yet.

Jiang Cheng held the pen between his teeth, swinging it up and down. It was mortifying that his head kept swarming with dirty thoughts while he was doing homework.

 

***

 

Neither of them continued the sex position discussion. The next day, at the sight of Gu Fei’s silhouette at the end of the road, approaching the breakfast tables, Jiang Cheng only felt a sense of comfort wash over him.

What the hell, why obsess over this stuff? It was enough just to set eyes on him.

Jiang Cheng realized then that it wasn’t silly to fix your eyes on someone’s face. It all depended on who the person was.

For example, while he listened to lectures today, he kept his eyes on Gu Fei the whole time. As a result, even the droning of the teachers’ voices sounded much less like dull religious chanting than usual. 

The only class where he couldn’t stare to his heart’s content was Lao-Lu’s class. Lao-Lu was much too passionate in his teaching, and he also took immense joy in directing his pointer to the back of the classroom and saying, “Jiang Cheng, come and answer this question.”

During the self-study period, Jiang Cheng slumped over the desk, writing his homework, but his eyes still drifted over to Gu Fei’s face from time to time. Gu Fei glanced at him, smiled, then looked down and swiped a few times on his phone.

Jiang Cheng’s phone vibrated. He took it out and saw that it was a message from Good Little Bunny.

- Been staring at me more intensely than usual today, huh, boyfriend?

Jiang Cheng smiled and shot him a glance. Gu Fei’s head was still down, looking at his phone.

- why don’t you look at me

- I like the way you keep staring at me like this.

“Why?” Jiang Cheng asked quietly, still slumped over his desk.

“Makes me feel grounded.” Gu Fei turned and smiled, bumping his leg against Jiang Cheng’s under the desk.

- I want to run free without a care in your eyes. I want one look to last a lifetime

Jiang Cheng stared at the words Gu Fei had just sent him. He looked around to make sure that no one was paying attention, then reached out a hand and ran it over Gu Fei’s leg.

When they walked out of the school gates at the end of the day, they immediately spotted Li Yan sitting in the driver’s seat of Liu Fan’s crappy little sedan, parked by the side of the road.

“Come on, let’s go,” he beckoned them. “The others have already headed over. We’re meeting outside the hospital.”

Gu Fei got into the car. “Is the surgery done?”

“Yep, this morning. He’s probably lying ass-up on the hospital bed right now, savoring every flavor life has to offer firsthand.”

“Every flavor?” Jiang Cheng got in the back seat and looked at the giant fruit basket beside him. A card sat in it with the fruits. He read the words out loud: “‘Everyone lifts up the little daisy’… Once he reads those heartfelt words—I think the only flavor he’ll taste is sour.”15

“When he gets out, he’ll go after each one of you in turn,” Gu Fei said.

“I mean, he’ll get you, too,” said Li Yan.

Gu Fei tutted. “Ask him if he dares.”

 

***

 

After meeting up with Fresh, Of, and Jail at the door, the group made their way to the inpatient wing with the offensive fruit basket in tow. Liu Fan’s room wasn’t too bad. Only two of the three beds in the room were occupied. They walked in to find him sprawled belly-down on the bed, playing with his phone.

He turned around at the sound of the newcomers, and as soon as his eyes focused on them, he let out a full-throated roar: “Li Yan, one of these days I’ll fucking kill you!”

“Hey, we’re all bros here,” Li Yan said as he set the fruit basket down on the bedside table. “How could we let you languish in the hospital all alone?”

“You can go tell the doctor to give every one of you the snip, and we’ll all lie here together!” Liu Fan glared at each of them one at a time. “What the fuck, Jiang Cheng? I thought you were a normal person! What the hell are you doing here?!”

“Just passing by,” Jiang Cheng said.

“I’ll remember this.” Liu Fan clamped a hand over his fist at them in a martial salute. “Won’t forget this for the rest of my life!”

Luo Yu leaned over. “Fan-ge, how does it feel?”

“Like someone blasted open my asshole!” Liu Fan exclaimed, glaring at him. “Do you want to try?!”

Everyone broke out into hearty, booming laughter.

The family of the patient on the next cot frowned; they probably thought the boys were too noisy. In all truth, when this group of tough-looking guys stood together, they looked no different from gang members out to survey their domain. Don’t provoke me signs practically flashed on their faces. The family member of the other patient only stole a few glances in their direction and didn’t dare say anything.

“Keep it down,” Gu Fei said, leaning against the wall. The guys finally collected themselves and started consoling Liu Fan, still holding in their laughter.

Jiang Cheng leaned against the wall next to Gu Fei, though he wasn’t listening to what the others were saying. The only thing that stuck in his mind were the words “like a blasted-open asshole”—tsk tsk.

Even though Liu Fan was clearly being hyperbolic, he could pretty much imagine just how opposite of delightful a first-time experience would be… 

Tsk tsk.

Jiang Cheng peered at Gu Fei. He was leaning with the side of his head against the wall, the slope of his neck to his collarbone creating an inviting, sexy curve. If it hadn’t been for all the people around them, Jiang Cheng would have loved to walk up and give it a lick.

Tsk tsk.

With Gu Fei like this…how could he bear to do that to him?

 

***

 

They didn’t stay with Liu Fan very long before a nurse kicked them out for disrupting the patients’ rest.

“Where are you headed?” Li Yan asked in the elevator. “I have Liu Fan’s car. I can drive you.”

“You can take us back,” said Gu Fei.

“Let’s all go to Da-Fei’s place, then,” said Luo Yu. “It’s been a while since we drank together.”

“All right,” Gu Fei agreed.

The elevator stopped after going down two floors. They could hear a din of rowdy bellows outside before the doors even opened.

When the doors did open, the noise became even louder.

“You’re all just trying to get my money!” a man’s voice boomed. “What fucking surgery?! You just had to make me stay in the hospital! And now that I have, you want me to get fucking surgery?! Well, I ain’t doing no damned surgery! And that bullshit chemo and radiotherapy is all a fucking scam! First you cheat me out of my money, and now you’re saying it’s not enough? I’m going to fucking tear this place down!”

“Da-shu,16 your treatment plan can be discussed with your primary doctor. The medications we gave you are also itemized on the invoice…”

In the elevator, Jiang Cheng stiffened. As the doors opened, he glanced at the man outside, who was flailing his arms in his rage.

It was his dear father, Li Baoguo.

“I’m not looking at no invoice! I’ve decided I don’t want this treatment! Give me a refund!” Li Baoguo pushed and shoved at the doctors and nurses around him. “If I die, then I die! I’m not going to let you cheat me out of my money! If you don’t give back what I’ve paid, I’ll never let you rest!”

The people who had just entered the elevator looked out at the scene, whispering to one another. One of them was even standing in the doorway, not wanting to step in completely lest he miss the drama.

Jiang Cheng started to move, but Gu Fei grabbed his arm.

Li Yan was standing by the elevator door. After a glance back at them, he shoved the man in the doorway out with one decisive push and hit the close button. The guy turned around like he wanted to come back in, but he stopped in his tracks with one look at the group of guys standing inside.

No one else in the elevator said anything more. When they got to the ground floor, Gu Fei dragged Jiang Cheng out of the elevator by the arm.

“We’ll head out first. Should we wait for you at the store, or…?” Li Yan asked.

“At the store,” Gu Fei said. “My mom’s probably out again.”

“Sure.” Li Yan and the others turned and left.

Numbly, Jiang Cheng followed Gu Fei to a corner of the lobby.

“Cheng-ge?” Gu Fei called to him.

“Mm.”

“You…” Gu Fei hesitated for a moment. “You can’t get involved in that.”

Jiang Cheng glanced at him but didn’t say anything.

“You can’t do anything,” Gu Fei said, looking straight at him. “There’s nothing you can do. You can wait for him to go home and go talk to him then. But you can’t go over there right now. Do you know what I’m saying?”

Jiang Cheng closed his eyes and took in a deep breath, then slowly let it out. “I know.”

Of course he knew what Gu Fei was saying. 


Chapter 64

 

WALLOWING IN THE ROCK-BOTTOM PIT of your emotions wasn’t the worst thing. What was worse than that was riding high on a mountain peak of positive emotions, then crashing to rock bottom. The fall smashed Jiang Cheng’s good mood into a million little pieces and didn’t leave a single shred of it intact.

It had been a long time since Jiang Cheng had last felt such a giant lump in his throat. He sat with Gu Fei in the lobby for almost ten minutes and still couldn’t manage to snap out of it.

He had a pretty good idea now what Li Baoguo was suffering from. It had to be lung cancer. Li Baoguo’s lungs were in poor condition; he coughed all day long. And, of course, Jiang Cheng had just heard the words “chemo” and “radiotherapy.”

He stared down at his fingers. He felt like he was at the very bottom of a whirlpool. Chaos swirled all around him, but his ears were eerily silent.

He understood very well why Gu Fei wouldn’t let him go over.

There was only so much money on that card of his. It was enough for his tuition and daily expenses, but he had no streams of income. Before he could actually make a living to sustain himself, every single expense had to be taken out of the existing sum on the card.

He didn’t know if Li Baoguo still owed the hospital anything, but if he had gone over back then, he could imagine how that would’ve gone. This wasn’t like when Li Baoguo had been surrounded and beaten up. Back then, he’d been able to rush over and fight—partly to vent his anger, and partly to help Li Baoguo. But now?

A security guard stepped out of the elevator, jogged to the entrance of the inpatient wing, and greeted two police officers. Then he led the officers into the elevator.

Jiang Cheng rubbed his face hard a few times, then stood up. “Let’s go,” he said. He didn’t want to stick around to see the officers escort Li Baoguo out.

Gu Fei rose and walked out of the hospital with him. Once they were outside, Jiang Cheng headed straight for the bus stop, but Gu Fei held him back. “Let’s take a taxi.”

“Oh.” Jiang Cheng stopped. He stood by and watched Gu Fei flag down a taxi.

“Coming to eat at my place?” Gu Fei asked him once they were in the car.

Jiang Cheng’s head pounded. “Nah.” 

“Then should I go with you to get some food later?” Gu Fei tried again.

“I don’t really have an appetite right now.” Jiang Cheng closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose. “I’m going to go to Li Baoguo’s place, to wait for him. If he gets taken away by the cops, he’ll probably be back by evening.”

“Okay.” Gu Fei looked like he was going to say more. He took in a deep breath, but in the end he didn’t say anything else.

The car stopped at the intersection and let the two of them off.

Jiang Cheng glanced down the road that led to Li Baoguo’s home. He hadn’t been to this street since the day he’d picked up his stuff and moved to his new place. Looking down it now, the shabby little street seemed so calm. Warm yellow lights glowed inside the buildings on either side of the road, with what looked like a peaceful family unit behind each one. Yet underneath it all, no one knew what those people were like or what kind of home life they had.

“I’m going, then.” Jiang Cheng slung his backpack over his shoulder as if to cement his resolve. “Go back to the store. I’ll call you when I’m done.”

“All right,” said Gu Fei. Jiang Cheng turned to leave, but Gu Fei called out again hesitantly. “Cheng-ge?”

“Hm?” Jiang Cheng turned around to face him.

“I don’t know what you’re thinking,” Gu Fei said gently. “Maybe it isn’t my place, but I still want to remind you.”

Jiang Cheng gave him a little smile. “Go ahead.”

“Don’t hand over any money just yet,” Gu Fei told him. “There’s a really good chance Li Baoguo won’t use it for his medical bills. You might not have dealt with the kind of people who’d put a lot of other things ahead of their own lives, but he’s one of them.”

Jiang Cheng looked at him for a moment, and nodded.

“He has two other children,” Gu Fei added. “Before you do anything, see what your older brother and sister are planning to do. You…have to learn to leave yourself an out.”

“Right.” Jiang Cheng walked back to the car and stood in front of Gu Fei, looking back at him.

“Don’t think I’m heartless for saying this,” Gu Fei said. “I grew up here. I’ve seen these kinds of situations way too often, so I’m used to looking at it this way. You don’t have to be as extreme as me, but you can’t be too naïve about it either.”

This dispassionate warning from Gu Fei made him seem like a stranger, but Jiang Cheng was warmed by his concern nonetheless. He reached out and squeezed Gu Fei’s arm. “I got it.”

 

***

 

The other guys had finished preparing the food by the time Gu Fei returned to the store. Gu Miao had already eaten, and Li Yan had dispatched her to the smaller room to do her homework.

“What’s going on with Li Baoguo?” Luo Yu asked when he saw Gu Fei walk in.

“Dunno, probably lung cancer.” Gu Fei went out to wash his hands in the courtyard before going to sit with Gu Miao for a while. When he came back out and joined them at the table, he said, “Are we drinking?”

“Of course we’re drinking!” Chen Jie picked up two bottles from the floor and set them on the table. “We’ve just been waiting for you to come back before we start.”

“I’ve got alcohol here, don’t I?” Gu Fei said.

Zhao Yihui laughed. “Li Yan wouldn’t let us.” 

“You guys just mooch off of him every time,” said Li Yan.

“Go right ahead.” Gu Fei ladled out some soup for himself. “Never did pay you any salary for helping out around here.”

“That’s different.” Luo Yu opened a bottle and started pouring into each cup. “How come Jiang Cheng didn’t come along?”

“How could he?” Li Yan tutted. “What, come and listen to us discuss whether Li Baoguo is going to die?”

“Honestly, I never would’ve known,” said Chen Jie. “That man looks like that all the time. Even his face looks unwell—I came around last week and ran into him after he’d spent a whole night gambling and he looked awful. It’s like the tiles are more important than his life.”

“Has Li Hui or Li Qian been back?” asked Li Yan.

“Haven’t seen them,” Gu Fei said.

Other than his gambling career, which he devoted himself to despite his struggling health, it seemed there really was very little else Li Baoguo bothered to keep up with. 

After lunch, Gu Fei flipped through his logbook of the store’s outstanding tabs. Li Baoguo hadn’t been here since the last time he stopped by to get yogurt.

It certainly had been a while. His condition had to be serious this time. 

Gu Fei closed the notebook. If it really was lung cancer… He’d been coughing for such a long time—long enough that Gu Fei couldn’t remember what he was like when he didn’t cough. His voice had sounded hoarse through the better part of this past year. With the way he lived, if it was lung cancer, there was no way it was early stage.

Gu Fei took out his phone and opened up his chat with Jiang Cheng. There was still no news from him, though it had only been the span of one mealtime. Li Baoguo might not even be back yet… Gu Fei scrolled through their messages until he reached the very top.

There hadn’t been very many messages between them. They sat right beside each other all day, and in the evenings they usually switched to calling after a few texts back and forth. But for every text message in the chat, Gu Fei could remember exactly how he’d felt at the time.

Li Yan sat down beside him. “Jiang Cheng’s got some money on hand, right?”

“Yeah, some. His adoptive mother gave it to him before.”

“Tell him not to hand the money over to Li Baoguo for medical bills like an idiot,” said Li Yan. “No way would that guy put it to good use. He’d gamble it away for sure.”

“I already told him.” Gu Fei tossed his phone onto the counter. “It’s up to him now.”

“Why do I feel like it’s still a possibility?” Li Yan sighed. “The guy might look tough and full of himself, but he’s really just a sheltered kid from a big city. Even in his wildest dreams, he can’t imagine the kind of person who would come out of a place like this.”

“What are you so concerned for?” Gu Fei shot him a glance. “Even if he does end up wasting it, it’s not like it’s your money.”

“I’m just reflecting on life.” Li Yan grinned and raised his arms up in a stretch. “Just trying to share your burdens. You’re not even playing your game anymore, just sitting there zoning out.”

“Fuck off,” Gu Fei said.

“Can I say another thing before I fuck off?” 

Gu Fei didn’t respond.

“If he really wants to spend it on Li Baoguo, don’t try too hard to hold him back,” Li Yan said. “In case he thinks you’re too heartless. The way Li Baoguo is acting, he’s headed for certain death—no need for Jiang Cheng to end up regretting it.”

“Do you know why you’re so skinny?” Gu Fei said.

“I’m not skinny,” protested Li Yan, pinching his own side.

“If you didn’t strain yourself worrying so much about everything, you might grow some meat on those bones.”

Li Yan laughed. “Why the hell am I friends with someone like you? I never get a good word in return.”

Gu Fei smiled. “Thanks.” 

 

***

 

Jiang Cheng glanced at the time on his phone and noticed his battery was down to nine percent. He took out his portable power bank and connected it to his phone, then stuffed it back into his backpack.

He’d been sitting on the stone post under the tree outside Li Baoguo’s apartment for two hours now. Fortunately it was already past the evening rush, so there weren’t many neighbors walking around.

He could have made a trip back to his own apartment, where he still kept the key to Li Baoguo’s place. But frankly, he didn’t particularly like the idea of sitting by himself in that apartment that stank of mold, taking in the occasional waft of bizarre smells incubated in the corners of its long-unkempt rooms. It was a place that was clearly inhabited, but lacked any sign of the living. Just thinking about it made him uncomfortable, and if he stayed there long enough, he’d feel depressed through and through.

Another half hour later, when the cigarette in his hand had almost burned down to the filter, he finally saw Li Baoguo’s silhouette approaching from the main street.

He found it strange that he recognized Li Baoguo simply from his distant, backlit figure.

Li Baoguo was walking very slowly. When he passed by the building he frequented to play mahjong, he looked up and shouted a couple of times at the second floor. Somebody’s head popped out of the window, and the two of them exchanged a few more shouts. Jiang Cheng could only make out the words “I’ll be back soon,” after which Li Baoguo continued walking this way.

Jiang Cheng stubbed out his cigarette and stood up. Li Baoguo’s eyes never looked in his direction. It was only when he rose to his feet that Li Baoguo directed a startled glance toward him, then froze in place.

“Ah, it’s you. You’re…back,” Jiang Cheng said, unsure how to open the conversation.

“You? Who’s ‘you’?” Li Baoguo replied, swinging a bottle in his hand. His words were aggressive right out of the gate. “It’s you? Who the hell do you think you’re talking to?!”

Jiang Cheng didn’t answer. He could smell the stench of alcohol coming off Li Baoguo in waves.

Li Baoguo let out a torrent of gut-wrenching coughs in Jiang Cheng’s direction once he finished talking, punctuated by gurgles of phlegm stuck in his throat. Jiang Cheng didn’t back away. He waited quietly for Li Baoguo’s bout of coughing—whether intentional or involuntary—to run its course. 

“I wanted to speak with you,” he said at last.

“Speak with me, eh?” Li Baoguo smirked, then spat out a mouthful of phlegm at his feet. “How civilized. I don’t understand what you mean by speak with me.”

Jiang Cheng went quiet again. It wasn’t that he wanted to shut up, but he had no idea how he should begin again in the face of Li Baoguo’s attitude. What could he possibly say next?

Li Baoguo didn’t say anything else to him. After another coughing fit, he turned and walked into the building. Walking around the spot of phlegm on the ground, Jiang Cheng followed him inside the building, then into the apartment.

As soon as he entered and saw the gloomy mess all around, he felt a wave of discomfort wash over him. He walked over to the windows and opened all the ones that were shut.

“Having a good time flying since you left the nest, huh?” Li Baoguo said as he plopped down onto the sofa. “Happened to wing past here and decided to drop in and check if I’m dead yet?”

“What’s going on with your illness?” Jiang Cheng asked him directly.

“Aha!” Li Baoguo laughed abruptly, then coughed again. “So my youngest finally found out I’m sick.”

Under the lights, Jiang Cheng realized that Li Baoguo had lost quite a bit of weight, but his face and neck were swollen.

“Lung cancer, late stage,” Li Baoguo said. He got up to pour some water. The water came out of the hot water thermos, but not a hint of steam could be seen. “I’ve got a few months left at most. The stupid quack wanted me to have surgery earlier, but I didn’t agree. Surgery? What fucking good is surgery for cancer?! And now they’re saying my body won’t be able to stand the surgery, said I should do chemo or something. Bullshit! It’s all just fancy ways of trying to swindle me out of my money!”

Jiang Cheng was so stunned that he didn’t even know how to respond. He wondered how long Li Baoguo had dragged his feet on treating this illness—so long it had gone from being operable to the declining state of his health rendering surgery no longer an option…

“I did some research,” Jiang Cheng said as he picked up the kettle on the table and peered inside. Once he’d made sure there were no spiders, cockroaches, or anything else in there, he filled it with water to boil in the kitchen. “For lung cancer, if you do what the doctor tells you, your prognosis is—”

“Bull-fucking-shit!” Li Baoguo cut him off. “All that studying must’ve rotted your brain! Right now, your old man can’t even sit still at the mahjong table! My chest hurts like hell. I can’t even fall asleep! What fucking good is living any longer?! And you wanna give money to the hospital?! You’re nothing but a dumbass waiting for people to scam you out of your money! If you’re so rich, why didn’t you give any of your dough to your old man?”

Jiang Cheng braced himself against the table, closed his eyes, and took a deep breath. It took great effort to push his emotions back down. “Then what’s your plan?”

“Listen up!” Li Baoguo jabbed a finger at him. “I’ve always lived life my way. I get to cuss out whoever I damn well please and beat up anyone I want! My life is carefree!”

Jiang Cheng looked at him, unable to find the connection between these sentences and the current topic at hand.

“You don’t have to pretend to care and persuade me to get treatment,” Li Baoguo said, then began coughing again. After a while, he spat another mouthful of phlegm on the floor, then smudged it away with his shoes. “And I don’t have money for treatment, either. I have three kids, and not a single one of them has any conscience!”

The contents of Jiang Cheng’s stomach churned in a roiling storm. Even as he quickly averted his gaze, he still caught a glimpse of the speck of blood on the floor. “You have public health insurance, right?” he said.

“You think insurance means I don’t have to pay out of pocket?” Li Baoguo snarled, glaring at him. “There’s still a whole bunch of medications that aren’t covered! Doctors are all fucking blackhearted, they only prescribe you out-of-pocket meds!”

Jiang Cheng felt it was impossible to communicate with Li Baoguo. “Doctors are trying to help you get better, they’re not going to just—” 

“What did you come here to say today?” Li Baoguo cut him off. “Talking a bunch of nonsense. What’s your point?”

“I just wanted to ask about your health,” Jiang Cheng said.

“I thought you grew a conscience and came to give your dad some money for treatment,” Li Baoguo chortled. “Turns out you’re just here to find out how much longer I’ve got ’til I croak.”

Jiang Cheng closed his eyes and took a moment to ground himself.

After a minute, he opened his eyes again and looked at Li Baoguo. “Give Li Hui and Li Qian a call. Tell them to come back sometime so we can discuss—”

“You don’t get to give me fucking orders!” Li Baoguo bellowed, his voice hoarse with phlegm. “You’re not—”

“Shut up!” Jiang Cheng yelled, kicking over the table in front of him and pointing at Li Baoguo. “Shut your damned mouth!”

Li Baoguo froze and went quiet.

“If you still want to treat this, call them up. We can talk about what to do,” Jiang Cheng said, still pointing at him. “If you want to give up, that’s up to you! If I’m taking out any money, it’s going straight to the hospital. Don’t even think about getting a cent out of me to gamble!”

Li Baoguo looked at him with a hint of a smirk, as though he’d said something amusing.

Jiang Cheng went into the kitchen without looking at him again. After the water boiled, he poured it into the hot water thermos, then slammed the door behind him as he left. It wasn’t that he cared very much for Li Baoguo; he was only afraid that if he left before he turned off the stove, Li Baoguo might turn around and forget about the kettle completely as he rushed out the door to play mahjong. Then, either the kettle would dry up and set fire to the whole apartment, or the water would overflow and snuff out the fire, leading to some good old carbon monoxide poisoning.

Once outside, Jiang Cheng walked against the night breeze for a stretch toward Gu Fei’s store. Only then did the gloom that filled his head and heart finally begin to clear. He turned onto the side street, pulling out his phone as he walked.

A soft whistle sounded from a tree’s shadow on the left side of the road. He looked around to see Gu Fei leaning against a wall. 

Jiang Cheng walked over. “What are you doing here?” 

Gu Fei smiled. “Waiting for you.” 

Jiang Cheng instantly felt much lighter at the sight of Gu Fei’s smile. An array of complicated emotions he couldn’t quite place or explain rushed out all at once. He walked up and pulled Gu Fei into an embrace.

Gu Fei returned the hug and gently patted him a few times on the back. He pulled them both under the shadow of the tree, with his arms still around Jiang Cheng. “How did it go?”

“Dunno how to explain.” Jiang Cheng knocked his chin against Gu Fei’s shoulder a few times, hard, then tipped his head and bit Gu Fei on the neck. “You’ve been drinking, boyfriend?”

“Mm, I had one drink,” Gu Fei said, laughing. “I brushed my teeth before I came out. You can still smell it?”

“No shit. The smell is on your body.”

“Should I take my clothes off, then?” 

“Try to act civilized,” Jiang Cheng tutted. “I was just wondering, I’m not grossed out.”

“Are you going back to your apartment?” Gu Fei asked. “I’ll walk you there.”

Jiang Cheng let go of him and straightened his clothes. “Have Li Yan and the others left already?” 

“A while ago,” said Gu Fei. “They went out for karaoke. I already locked the store and took Er-Miao home, too.”
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“Maybe…” Jiang Cheng let out a soft sigh. “Maybe you can stay over at my place tonight. I don’t wanna be alone.”

Gu Fei nodded. “All right.” 

There was potential for tonight to be a very pleasant evening—an excellent opportunity for rolling around between the sheets, rubbing, nibbling, kissing, and caressing. But since Jiang Cheng’s mood was in a worse state than Li Baoguo’s apartment, they only rolled around the bed a couple of times before Jiang Cheng didn’t feel like moving anymore.

“I can help you,” Jiang Cheng said, sliding his hand inside Gu Fei’s pants. “I…”

“Hey.” Gu Fei chuckled and grabbed his hand. “Look at your face. Even if you got me off, I’d look at you and wonder if I didn’t pay you enough or something.”

“Oh, fuck off!” Jiang Cheng pulled his hand away and flopped backward on the bed. “Ugh! Come here and massage your Master Cheng’s legs.”

“Yes, sir!” Gu Fei sat up, placing one of Jiang Cheng’s legs on top of his own and gently kneading it a few times. “Master Cheng, sir, is this pressure okay?”

“Continue.” Eyes closed, Jiang Cheng gestured encouragingly. “There will be a bonus if you make me feel good.”

Smiling, Gu Fei didn’t say anything more as he continued kneading his leg.

Jiang Cheng lay still for a while with his eyes shut before finally saying quietly, “Li Baoguo has late-stage lung cancer. I looked up some information while I waited for him today. His case looks pretty bad; he’s coughing up blood, and his face and neck are both swollen.”

“Is he not planning to treat it?” Gu Fei asked.

“He’s not going to. Said he has no money for it.” Jiang Cheng knitted his brows. “He even promised someone a game of mahjong on his way back.”

“How did your conversation go?” Gu Fei asked.

“He still wants money. Sounds like he’s not going to spend it on the treatment, but I’m thinking…” Jiang Cheng opened his eyes, pillowed his arms under his head, and looked at Gu Fei. “Don’t tell me I’m an idiot, and don’t say I’m being a bleeding heart, either.”

Gu Fei nodded. “I won’t.”

“I’m thinking, if he wants to treat it…I can pitch in with Li Hui and Li Qian,” Jiang Cheng said. “He has public health insurance. Surgery is off the table now, but he can still do radiation or chemo to get it under control. It wouldn’t be that expensive…”

“How much are you planning to give?” Gu Fei asked.

“Ten thousand yuan,” Jiang Cheng said, “no matter how much Li Hui and Li Qian give.”

“Mm.” Gu Fei nodded. “You better be nice to me, so I can recommend you for more jobs that won’t take up any of your class time.”

Jiang Cheng laughed. “Why does that sound so wrong?”

“What if Li Hui and Li Qian don’t pitch in?” Gu Fei asked.

Jiang Cheng looked at him, his expression blank.

What if Li Hui and Li Qian don’t pitch in? He hadn’t considered this possibility. He was going to say it was unlikely they wouldn’t do something, that he was their father, after all… But after he thought about it some more, he figured it wasn’t entirely unfathomable.

“So do you think… If they don’t do it, then what should I do?” Jiang Cheng covered his eyes with his hand, sighing quietly. His brain was a mess. He couldn’t make sense of anything right now.

“First, tell me: Why are you giving him money?” Gu Fei asked.

“I don’t want him to accuse me of being heartless,” said Jiang Cheng. “I don’t want him to glare and go your old man this and your old man that… I told you, I really…hate it, being berated like that. Not to mention he’s my… I can’t pretend he’s a complete stranger…”

“Got it.” Gu Fei held his hand and gently kneaded his palm. “If it were up to me, Cheng-ge, I’d give the money to Li Baoguo and not worry about what Li Hui and Li Qian do.”

“Why, so he can gamble it away?” said Jiang Cheng.

Gu Fei looked at him. “If he really wants to treat it, and you give him the money, he’ll use it on his medical bills. If you forcibly pay for those bills when he was never going to treat it to begin with, he’s not going to thank you anyway.”

Jiang Cheng didn’t respond.

“This might sound bad,” Gu Fei said, “but he’s probably already given up and he’s just waiting to die. If you’re sure you want to give him money, then give it to him directly. Let him spend it however he wants, whether it’s on food, alcohol, or gambling—at least it’ll make him feel better. But don’t give it to him all at once. Split it into installments of two thousand at a time.”

Jiang Cheng released a long, dragged-out sigh.

“And you have to give it to him in front of Li Hui and Li Qian,” added Gu Fei. “Li Qian is fine, but I’m mostly worried about Li Hui.”

“All right,” Jiang Cheng said. He closed his eyes again. “Got it.”

Gu Fei didn’t say anything else, just continued to knead his leg. After a while, Jiang Cheng opened his eyes again. 

“Gu Fei?”

“Yeah?” Gu Fei looked at him.

“Hug me, please,” Jiang Cheng said. “For some reason, I feel a little scared.”

“Coming right up.” Gu Fei smiled and lay down beside him. He reached over to pull Jiang Cheng into a tight embrace, then tousled his hair. “Rub-a-dub-dub, li’l cub.” Jiang Cheng closed his eyes. Gu Fei picked up a tuft of his hair and smoothed it out. “Rock-rock-rock, li’l cock.”

“Shit.” Jiang Cheng giggled. “You’re so damn shameless.”


Chapter 65

 

THIS WAS THE FIRST TIME ever since Jiang Cheng had started school at Fourth High that he hadn’t finished his homework.

He wrote half of it during self-study yesterday, planning to finish the rest that evening. But the Li Baoguo problem had stressed him so badly it completely put him out of the homework mood. Besides, sitting here chatting idly on and off with Gu Fei, he didn’t feel like moving at all.

It wasn’t until he reached for his phone and saw that it was almost two o’clock in the morning that he reluctantly sat up. “How is it so late already?”

Gu Fei sat leaning against the headboard. “I won’t be able to get up tomorrow. Head to school on your own when you get up—no need to wake me.”

Jiang Cheng glanced at him. “You haven’t been late at all lately. It must’ve been really hard on you.”

“What can I do? It’s not my fault my boyfriend is an overachiever. Your baby had to suffer in silence, never a word of complaint.”

“Oh, shut up.” Jiang Cheng got out of bed and opened his closet. “Let’s sleep. You can wear my pajamas.”

“You only have the one lone pillow, right?” said Gu Fei.

“Mm-hm.” Jiang Cheng took out a set of pajamas and tossed it to him. “You can take a blanket and roll it up.”

“I’m not sleeping on that.”

“Then you sleep on the pillow, and I’ll sleep on the blanket.”

“Nope.”

Jiang Cheng looked at him. “Or maybe I can smack you?” 

“I want our pillows to be the same height,” insisted Gu Fei. “Can’t have one higher than the other.”

“What kind of bizarre rule is that?” Jiang Cheng threw the blanket on him. “Make it the same height yourself.”

“Okey dokey!” Gu Fei stood up.

When Jiang Cheng came back to the bedroom after washing up, he discovered his lone pillow had been moved to the desk. The spot at the head of the bed had been usurped by a blanket shaped into a long log.

Jiang Cheng blinked. “…What the shit?” 

“Now it’s the same height.” Gu Fei clapped his hands together. “A couple’s pillow… Do you have a toothbrush I can use?”

Jiang Cheng took out a toothbrush from the drawer and handed it to him, then looked at the bed again. If only he’d gone ahead and bought a couple’s pillow that day. At the end of the day, he was still too innocent; when he bought his bedding, it had never occurred to him to think of how many people would be sharing his bed.

“Why isn’t this toothbrush in its packaging?” Gu Fei waved the toothbrush in front of his face. “Did Pan Zhi use it?”

“It was a set of two. I opened it and…” Jiang Cheng stopped halfway through his sentence and narrowed his eyes at him. “Yeah, you’re right. Pan Zhi used it, and it was too dear to me to throw away.”

“That’s great,” Gu Fei said as he walked out the room. “Pan Zhi isn’t half bad-looking, and he has a better personality than you…”

Jiang Cheng didn’t answer. He watched Gu Fei go into the bathroom, then walked over and pulled the door shut.

“Trying to lock me in?” Gu Fei said from the other side, laughing. “Do you overachievers lack common sense or what? Bathroom doors lock from the inside.”

Jiang Cheng snickered. “You slackers really do have poor observation skills.”

The sole occupant of this apartment before him had been the middle-aged landlady. And perhaps for safety reasons… He reached out and drew the latch across the bathroom door, locking it from the outside.

Gu Fei suddenly stopped talking. Jiang Cheng immediately heard the sound of him jiggling the doorknob.

“The world is greater than you know,” he said, leaning by the door. “There is much for you to learn.”

“What the…?” Gu Fei knocked on the door and kept on jiggling the doorknob. “Come on, what are you doing? It’s the middle of the night!”

“An attack,” Jiang Cheng said. “Payback.”

“I was wrong,” Gu Fei said immediately.

“…What?” Jiang Cheng was amused. “Can you have a little more integrity, please? Don’t forget, you’re the young tyrant of the steelworks.”

“No, I can’t,” Gu Fei said. “I was wrong, Cheng-ge.”

“Come on, follow the script. At least act tough and threaten me a little before you beg for forgiveness.”

“Cheng-ge, I was wrong.” Gu Fei leaned on the door and tapped softly on it over and over. “Let me out, pleeeease. I was wrong.”

“…Grow a pair, will you?!”

“No,” Gu Fei continued in a pitiful tone. “I was wrong. I’ll never get needlessly jealous again. Let me out, Cheng-ge, please.”

“Wash up first. Stop wasting time!” Jiang Cheng said. “Do you know how late it is?!”

“M’kay,” Gu Fei answered. Then came the sounds of him washing his face and brushing his teeth. Meanwhile, Jiang Cheng returned to his room to retrieve his phone.

After the water sounds stopped, Gu Fei’s voice rang out from behind the door once more, still woefully pathetic. “Cheng-ge? Are you out there, Cheng-ge?”

Jiang Cheng pressed the audio record button, then pressed his phone to the door. “Say that again.”

“I was wrong, Cheng-ge.”

“Before that. The really pathetic one.”

“Are you out there, Cheng-ge?” Gu Fei cooperated fully, even scratching the door a few times for effect. “Let me out, pleeease.”

“A little more begging. And make it sincere,” Jiang Cheng instructed, holding in his laughter.

“I’m begging you, Cheng-ge,” Gu Fei said in a soft voice. “I’ll never do this again. I was wrong. Please let me out.”

“Tell me, who are you?” Jiang Cheng said.

“I’m the Good Little Bunny,” Gu Fei replied, his voice still small.

Normally, Gu Fei’s face held a cold and unattainable beauty. He was like a flower upon a high cliff, apt to give people chills when he froze them out. But the way he played cute like this was so natural, like he’d always been a delicate little flower after all…

Jiang Cheng had an urge to go touch Good Little Bunny’s head to see if there really was a little bud blooming from the top. After happily saving the recording to his phone, he opened the bathroom door. “By the way—”

He didn’t get to finish what he was going to say, though, because Gu Fei had yanked the door wide open. It was like a gust of wind had rushed out, and before Jiang Cheng had time to react, Gu Fei grabbed the phone out of his hand. With his arms around Jiang Cheng, Gu Fei bit down hard on his neck and demanded, “Did you record me?”

“I—” Jiang Cheng was a little stunned. What happened to the Good Little Bunny he was promised?!

“Enjoying yourself, are you?!” Gu Fei said fiercely. He bit him again, then pushed him roughly into the bedroom. “Cheng-ge!”

Jiang Cheng let out an amused giggle. “Shit, was I too careless?”

“Way too careless!” Gu Fei pushed again, shoving him straight onto the bed. Then he jumped onto Jiang Cheng, grabbed him, and peppered him with kisses. He reached a hand under Jiang Cheng’s clothes. “This little rabbit’s desperate for some meat.” 

“Get off!” Jiang Cheng felt for Gu Fei’s leg and pinched it. “Damn it, quit fooling around! It’s too late. By the time we finish and clean up, we won’t get any sleep!”

“Roger that.” Gu Fei instantly released him and got up. He picked up the pajamas and started changing out of his clothes. “See, I’m great at turning it on and off at will.”

Jiang Cheng lay on the bed, laughing uncontrollably…until suddenly he couldn’t laugh anymore. When Gu Fei stripped all the way down to his underwear, Jiang Cheng’s breath hitched.

But before he could get his fill of the view, Gu Fei was already pulling on his pajama pants. Jiang Cheng had to settle for staring at his waist and back—but he only got a few glimpses of those before Gu Fei put on the shirt too.

Jiang Cheng held out his hand to stop him. “Wait.”

“Hm?” Gu Fei looked back, paused in the middle of pulling his shirt down.

This exact position… Jiang Cheng could hardly hold himself back. He stared at Gu Fei’s lower back—the only strip of bare real estate still exposed to his view.

“Don’t move,” he said.

“What’s wrong?” Gu Fei asked, bewildered. 

Jiang Cheng quickly pulled his hand back and felt below his nose. Mercifully, his arousal hadn’t given him a nosebleed. Next, he sprang up from the bed and lunged at Gu Fei, biting down on the exposed skin of his waist.

“Aghhh—!” Gu Fei howled. He tried tugging on Jiang Cheng’s hair, but he couldn’t pull his head away, so he resorted to grabbing his shoulders and forcing him back. “Did you drink some fucking acid that corroded your brain or something?!”

Jiang Cheng ignored him and kept on biting. His hand slid down, yanked away Gu Fei’s pants, and grabbed hold of him.

“I…” Gu Fei’s body immediately stiffened, his grip on Jiang Cheng’s shoulder tightening. His other hand reached back and braced against the desk for balance. “Didn’t you just say it’s too late? And that after…we’d have to…” Gu Fei tilted his head back and gasped, failing to finish the rest of the sentence.

Jiang Cheng pulled him backward, and the two of them fell onto the bed with a pair of hard thumps.

Even in the midst of this shameless activity, Jiang Cheng took a second to reflect on the audible impact. He was sure this bed was bound to collapse sooner or later.

 

***

 

The hardworking citizens of this neighborhood were more industrious than the residents around Li Baoguo’s place. They rose earlier, and their voices were louder. Without special circumstances, Jiang Cheng rarely overslept.

But he did today. A bad-mood-induced late night conversation with his boyfriend followed by an enthusiastic and energetic handshake certainly counted as a very special circumstance, after all. When he opened his eyes and felt for his phone to check the time, he saw that it was almost the end of first period.

“Shit.” He tossed his phone aside and closed his eyes. He was late… Oh well. It would be a little time off for himself.

After another few minutes spent in a daze, he reached back behind himself with his hand and found Gu Fei’s ass.

Gu Fei didn’t move—probably still sound asleep.

But… Jiang Cheng propped himself up and glanced behind him. He remembered that when they fell asleep the night before, Gu Fei had been wrapped around him in the so-called popular spooning position. When he woke up in the morning, though, the guy had his back to him.

Tsk. Not sweet at all.

Jiang Cheng grabbed his shirt and haphazardly threw it on before getting out of bed. He leaned in again to examine Gu Fei up close. To be honest, he’d seen Gu Fei in a variety of states, but he never really had a chance to see Gu Fei when he was asleep like this.

Gu Fei was a pretty docile sleeper; even sleeping curled up on his side, it was all very tidy. Half of his face was buried beneath the covers, his eyelashes resting sweetly on his cheeks. Jiang Cheng watched for a while and couldn’t resist the urge to reach out and stroke those eyelashes.

Gu Fei’s eyelid quivered, and Jiang Cheng drew his hand back. A few seconds later, he reached over and touched it again.

“I’ll smack you,” Gu Fei said with his eyes closed, still buried under the covers. His voice was heavy with the dregs of sleep.

Jiang Cheng grinned. “Shit, you’re awake?”

“As if I even had a choice. You’re so handsy,” Gu Fei said as he opened his eyes. “Staring at me first thing in the morning… Have I got any eye gunk?”

“Nope.” Jiang Cheng thought about it for a second, then drew back abruptly and rubbed his eyes. “Do I have any?”

“Dunno,” Gu Fei said. “I didn’t get a chance to look.”

“Are you getting up? It’s almost the end of first period,” Jiang Cheng said as he pulled on his pants. “Why do you sleep with your back to me?”

“Well…” Gu Fei rolled over to lie on his back. “I was going to hold you, but you’re a real fucking eccentric sleeper. As soon as I reached over, you elbowed me right in the ribs. Almost broke one. You’re lucky I didn’t move to the sofa.”

“No way.” Jiang Cheng blinked. “But I wasn’t like that the last time I slept at your place.”

“No shit,” Gu Fei sighed. “I didn’t touch you back then, did I? And you were ready to fight me just for climbing over you.”

“…Come on, come here. Let Cheng-ge massage it for you.” Jiang Cheng reached out and stroked Gu Fei’s side.

Gu Fei stretched his arms over his head. “You should go to school first. If we’re both late to school and show up at the same time, I bet the forum will implode.”

“Mm-hm.” Jiang Cheng grinned. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you? ‘Oh, look, the forum imploded because of me, and I, the drop-dead gorgeous freestyle_handsome, am also the dashing hotness_overload.’”

Gu Fei cracked up. “Dumbass.” 

Jiang Cheng had felt like crap the night before, but his mood had improved after some rigorous physical activity before bed, and it only improved further when he saw Gu Fei first thing in the morning. 

As Jiang Cheng walked out the door, he thought of Li Baoguo again, and his heart dropped a little. He quickly took out his phone and pulled up a photo of Gu Fei for a hit…

 

***

 

In the doorman’s office, Jiang Cheng wrote his name down on the logbook of late arrivals.

“Jiang Cheng, is it?” The doorman glanced at him. “Top of your grade and you’re late?”

“Uh-huh,” said Jiang Cheng. “The top of the grade also has days when he can’t wake up.”

He entered the classroom just as the bell rang for the second period. Jiang Cheng sat down at his desk in the very last row. The second his butt touched the chair, Zhou Jing turned around. “You were late for a whole period?”

“Yeah,” Jiang Cheng said. “Amazing mental calculation there.”

“You’re late?” 

“Yeah.” Jiang Cheng took out his books. “I’ve even skipped class.”

Zhou Jing kept going. “You—”

“Shhh.” Jiang Cheng put a finger to his lips. “Shut up or I’ll smack you.”

Zhou Jing tutted unhappily and turned around. But not even a minute later, he turned back. “Hey, Jiang—”

Jiang Cheng reached over and flicked his forehead—hard.

“Agh!” Zhou Jing covered his head. “Damn it, you’re so mean! I was just going to say that it’s early in the year for mosquitos!”

Jiang Cheng looked at him, not quite understanding what he was talking about.

“Your neck,” Zhou Jing said, pointing.

Neck?

Jiang Cheng felt a sudden urge to leap up and silence Zhou Jing on the spot, permanently. He didn’t even need to touch or see or think about it—just hearing the word was enough for him to understand what Zhou Jing had seen.

It was Gu Fei’s bite from the night before! He fucking bit him right on the neck!

The bastard bit him pretty hard, too! It must’ve left a mark!

And his mental state had been so muddled this morning that he hadn’t bothered to carefully inspect his own handsome face and neck while washing up! 

Fuck!

“I guess they’re back,” Jiang Cheng said.

“It’s only May…” Zhou Jing rubbed his head as he turned around, still grumbling to himself. “Do you have a lot of flowers and plants at home or something…?”

Fortunately, second period was Lao-Lu’s class. They heard his booming voice ring out right as he reached the podium: “ARE YOU ALL AWAKE YET?!”

Jiang Cheng felt a whole bunch of lowered heads around him lift up at the same time. Naturally, Zhou Jing’s train of thought was also knocked off course by the thundering bellow, and he let go of the mosquito bite conversation.

“COMMENCING CLASS!” Lao-Lu roared.

Jiang Cheng put his head down, took out his phone, and quickly turned on the front-facing camera. He pretended to play on his phone, pointing the camera toward his neck.

Fuck. There really were two obvious red dots left behind by Gu Fei’s canines. His only consolation was that the round imprint had somewhat faded after a night’s rest, and unless someone leaned in close, they wouldn’t be able to tell it was a mark left by a semicircle of teeth.

He took a photo of his neck and sent it to Gu Fei.

- look what you fucking did!

Gu Fei replied very quickly.

- What a beautiful neck you have, boyfriend.

- shut up!!!!!

- I have bandaids in my desk. You can stick a couple on it

Jiang Cheng put down his phone, reached into Gu Fei’s drawer, and found a box of bandages. He took out two and, while everyone around him was still frozen in shock from Lao-Lu’s bellowing, quickly peeled off the adhesive and stuck them onto the bite mark.

He picked up his phone and checked to make sure there were no other mosquito bites, and then finally let out a sigh of relief.

 

***

 

By the end of third period, Gu Fei still hadn’t come to school. Jiang Cheng was just about to send him a message to ask if he’d gotten out of bed yet when he heard girls screeching in the walkway outside.

“Oh my god, I’m going crazy. Is he insane?!”

“I think it looks really good, though! Aaaaahhh, it looks so cool! Don’t you think it’s cool?!” 

“But I like the way he looked before!”

“It’s not like his face is ruined. I think it looks kinda cool…”

Jiang Cheng turned to see a row of girls leaning over the railings and looking down.

“Who’re they looking at?” Wang Xu asked, standing beside him. “How impressive could a guy possibly be at this school? Buncha dumbasses.”

“I’ll go see.” Zhou Jing eagerly got up and walked out of the classroom. He leaned over the railing to look, then immediately whipped his head around. “Oh shit. It’s Gu Fei!”

Wang Xu blinked. “What about him?” 

“He shaved his head bald,” Zhou Jing said. He took another look. When he turned around, he couldn’t stop laughing. “He’s standing on the field talking to Lao-Xu right now.”

“Oh crap, let me see.” Wang Xu squeezed past from behind Jiang Cheng. “Don’t the school rules say we’re not allowed to shave our heads bald…?”

“We have school rules?” said Zhou Jing’s deskmate, bewildered.

Gu Fei’s hair… He shaved it off just like that. Gu Fei hadn’t even mentioned it this morning when he left. Jiang Cheng sat unmoving in his chair, his thoughts a little jumbled.

It didn’t matter to him whether or not Gu Fei shaved his head. With a face like Gu Fei’s, as long as it wasn’t male-pattern baldness making him look like a medieval monk, he could pull off just about any style.

But the fact that Gu Fei was suddenly bald still left him in shock. This was followed by an aftershock—a strong urge to laugh out loud. He very much wanted to follow the crowd and lean over the railing for a glance, but the anxiety that their relationship might somehow be discovered overruled that desire. He ultimately decided to stay in his seat.

Gu Fei was going to come upstairs soon anyway. And he wouldn’t be limited to looking—when nobody else was around, he could even touch, and kiss. Jiang Cheng wondered how the bare head would feel against his lips…

A few minutes passed. When the bell rang for the next period, Gu Fei sauntered in through the front door of the classroom with a baseball cap on. A chorus of whistles and desk banging rang out as soon as he stepped in, mixed in with barely suppressed squeals from the girls.

Gu Fei slowly ambled up to Jiang Cheng’s side and sat down, his face studiously blank.

Jiang Cheng also kept a straight face. He could see dark fuzz showing at the edge of Gu Fei’s hat. Technically, his head wasn’t completely bald, just shaved very close to the scalp, but it had the same visual impact as a cleanly shaven head.

“Gu Fei.” Zhou Jing bumped their desk and turned around. “Hey, Gu Fei. Gu—” When Gu Fei pointed a warning finger at him, he shut up. But two seconds later he started up again. “Take off the cap so we can see. Did you shave it all off?! What did Lao-Xu say?”

“Fuck off,” Gu Fei answered simply. Zhou Jing clicked his tongue in disappointment and turned back around.

Beside Jiang Cheng, Gu Fei cleared his throat. Jiang Cheng twisted around to look at him. Gu Fei also turned and gazed back at Jiang Cheng. The two of them stared blankly at each other for a long time.

“So?” Gu Fei asked quietly.

Jiang Cheng collapsed on the desk with his face down and burst into hysterics. He was practically coughing from laughing too hard.

“Hold on.” Gu Fei also hunched over their desk. “Is it funny?”

It took Jiang Cheng a while to calm down. “Dunno. You didn’t say you were going to shave your head this morning.”

“I told you yesterday that I was going to shave my head,” Gu Fei said.

“A man of his word.” Looking around, Jiang Cheng noticed quite a number of gazes directed their way. “Damn, I was gonna ask you to take off the cap so I can see.”

“You wanna see?” Gu Fei touched the brim.

Immediately, the room quietly stirred around them. Jiang Cheng shook his head. “Forget it, they’re all lying in wait.”

“It looks pretty good,” Gu Fei told him.

“Then don’t take it off,” Jiang Cheng said in a low murmur. “Let me take my time to appreciate it in private.”

Gu Fei quirked a smile. “I bet Er-Miao won’t be able to keep her hands off my head for at least half an hour tonight.”

“Why’d you shave it off?” Jiang Cheng asked quietly. “Wasn’t it fine the way it was before?”

“Didn’t want to keep it anymore.” Gu Fei took out his phone, slumped over his desk, and started swiping. “That design.”

“I never did ask you.” Jiang Cheng pondered for a second. “The music notes you had. Did they match with the one on Ding Zhuxin’s ear?”

“…Something like that—we got them together,” Gu Fei said hesitantly. “It’s been a pretty long time. I just never bothered changing it.”

“Oh,” Jiang Cheng said quietly. “When you were in a band together?”

“Mm-hm.” Gu Fei nodded. He gave him a look. “You’re actually…”

“What?” 

“Not jealous?” 

“Huh?” Jiang Cheng blinked. “Oh, shit, I forgot.”

Gu Fei cracked up, still staring at his phone screen. Jiang Cheng tutted audibly but didn’t say anything.

When it came to jealousy, he’d simply blinked and forgotten about it. Maybe it was because at this point in their relationship, with all the emotions he felt whenever he was with Gu Fei, there simply wasn’t room for it. But now that it was brought up, he felt like it would be a shame to let the jealousy go to waste.

Even though it wasn’t a romantic thing, it was still a unique connection between Gu Fei and Ding Zhuxin. Thinking of it that way, Jiang Cheng was suddenly a little peeved; it was the same way that Lao-Xu’s unique knowledge of Gu Fei’s tea-drinking habit had made him feel.

A “romantic” thing. 

Frankly, it was kind of childish. Silly, even. He’d always thought these kinds of things were for grade-schoolers. But now, he peeked at Gu Fei and felt an overwhelming desire to leave his mark somewhere on Gu Fei’s body.

Tsk tsk.

His overachiever brain told him what he felt right now was the intense possessiveness that arose from liking someone too much.


Chapter 66

 

FOR SEVERAL CONSECUTIVE DAYS, no one in the Humanities building of Fourth High could take their eyes off Gu Fei’s head. Of course, for all Jiang Cheng knew it could have caught the attention of people beyond the Humanities building too, but that was the extent of his personal radius of activity. He only ever left the building to go to the bathroom, so he rarely passed by anywhere else.

There was a lot of commotion on the school forum, though—a full exhibition of sneakily taken photos. However, aside from a single photo someone had snuck on the day Lao-Xu forcibly took off Gu Fei’s cap to inspect his hair, nobody had gotten a clear shot of Gu Fei’s bare head.

Jiang Cheng was the only one to get the full view. Not only that, he could observe it in detail. He could even reach out and touch it at will.

“Are you ever going to finish your homework?” Gu Fei sat at the edge of the bed, looking at Jiang Cheng. Jiang Cheng had his right hand around a pencil, doing his homework, while his left hand rested on Gu Fei’s head. “Didn’t you say we’re going out to get late-night snacks after you’re done?”

“Relax,” Jiang Cheng said. “I’ll be done in a sec as long as you don’t disturb me. These homework assignments from Fourth High are barely difficult enough to shoo away a beggar.”

“Don’t you still have to do the other set from your old school?” Gu Fei said.

“I can work on that tonight and during self-study tomorrow.” Jiang Cheng kept stroking Gu Fei’s head with his fingers. “Ooh. It’s only been two, maybe three days, and it’s already prickly.”

“What do you expect?” Gu Fei didn’t bother resisting further. He put his head down in surrender and went back to messing around on his phone. “It’ll grow faster if you stop touching it all the time. I’m starting to worry you’re gonna make me bald.”

“Hey.” Jiang Cheng turned to him. “Do you hate it when people touch your head?”

“Dunno,” Gu Fei said. “Nobody really has the guts to touch my head apart from you and Gu Er-Miao.”

“A boyfriend’s gotta have certain privileges.” Jiang Cheng grinned. He turned around, held Gu Fei’s head in his hands, and planted a kiss on the very top. “Too bad you never take off your hat, otherwise I’d chomp a bite mark on here for sure.”

“The one on my waist only just faded,” Gu Fei pointed out.

Jiang Cheng clicked his tongue. “The one on my neck too.”

Matching couples’ bite marks… Jiang Cheng had given it more than a little thought. He’d even considered getting matching bite mark tattoos, but he never spoke that thought out loud to Gu Fei. He figured it was a little silly—and too girly.

Not to mention the one thing occupying his mind even more at the moment…his upcoming birthday.

He’d been wondering how he should spend it. Both his and Gu Fei’s birthdays were during the summer break: one at the beginning and one near the end. Maybe they could combine the two and celebrate it together, forcing the romantic destiny of being born on the same day of the same month of the same year.

Ever since he was little, his birthdays had felt rather joyless. He’d always been forced to stay home on his birthday, and his classmates were never invited to his home because it would be too rowdy. If he wanted to go out with friends, it had to be before or after the actual day.

But even though his parents insisted on celebrating at home, it was never much of a celebration. It was always just the family sitting down to have a bowl of noodles together; they wouldn’t even buy a cake, because those kinds of sweet foods aren’t good for you. After the noodles, there would be all sorts of reflecting on the past and looking to the future. Mom and Dad would point out all his insufficiencies from the past year and bring up their expectations for the next. 

Even job reviews left a section for positive affirmations, but on his birthday, Jiang Cheng had never once received any kind of validation, much like every other day. There was always something inadequate, insufficient, and improper about him; he always needed to improve, progress, and work harder… Every time, he felt like he needed to repress his emotions. Every year on his birthday, he felt irritation in every cell of his body, annoyed by anything and everything. He got into a big fight with his family on his birthday almost every year.

He wondered if there was anyone else like him, who’d grown a full body of thorns from the process of being continuously put down.

This would be his first birthday celebration ever that he could plan for himself. It was the first time he was going to be able to meet the day head-on with levity and ease.

Despite the very direct connection the day now had with Li Baoguo, he didn’t mind it—though he still felt a little down whenever he thought about him.

He wasn’t very sure what was happening with Li Baoguo, only that he’d never gone back to the hospital since leaving that day. Instead, he’d gone twice to the community clinic to pick up some cough medicine.

It wasn’t until half a month later that Jiang Cheng finally got a call from Li Baoguo again.

“Your brother and your sister are both coming over tonight,” Li Baoguo said. “Didn’t you say to call them here?”

“Yeah.” Jiang Cheng stood in the walkway, looking at the other students on the field. “I’ll come over after school.”

“Eat something before you get here. I’m not cooking.”

“Sure,” Jiang Cheng replied. When Li Baoguo spoke, his voice still boomed, but it was plain to hear it didn’t boom as hard as it once did.

Jiang Cheng felt a little lost once he hung up the phone, like he was floating in midair with nothing to grab onto. There was no love lost between him and Li Baoguo, much less any familial sentiment. But seeing this person quickly and noticeably deteriorate in the past months and knowing that he might very soon disappear entirely still inexplicably unsettled him.

“That was Li Baoguo?” Gu Fei came to stand next to him, and they looked out at the field together.

“Yup.” Jiang Cheng pocketed his phone. “He said Li Hui and Li Qian are coming over tonight. Told me to drop by.”

“Don’t get into any fights with Li Hui,” Gu Fei reminded him. “Just state your stance, that’s all. You don’t have to worry about what he wants to do. People like him are something of a local specialty—just all kinds of unsavory.”

“Got it.” Jiang Cheng smiled. “The way you worry… It’s nothing like any seventeen-year-old I’ve ever met.”

“I fully matured a long time ago,” Gu Fei said.

Jiang Cheng peered at him sideways. “Really?” 

“Uh-huh.” After thinking about it for a moment, Gu Fei smiled too. “Just think of yourself as the magical de-aging pill.”

“Hey…” Jiang Cheng stared at him for a long while before saying quietly, “Sometimes I really want to just grab you, knead you, and ruffle you up. Sometimes I even want to grab a random person off the street and tell them, ‘Do you know Gu Fei? Did you know that he’s not what he seems? Ha ha ha ha, I’m the only one who really sees!’”

Gu Fei looked back at him. After a moment, he bowed his head and started laughing.

Jiang Cheng glared at him. “What the hell you laughing at?” 

“To be honest, I kinda wanna do that too,” Gu Fei said through his laughter. “Nobody knows what the top of the grade is like in private—only me.”

“And at the same time,” Jiang Cheng said, “I…can’t really explain it. It kinda bothers me that other people only know you as some badass delinquent boss, when you’re clearly so exceptional… Am I being kind of childish?” Jiang Cheng sighed. “I really wasn’t like this before. You have to remember that.”

 

Clearly so exceptional. Gu Fei went quiet.

He knew what Jiang Cheng was talking about must have been similar to the pride Gu Fei himself felt, whenever he saw something extraordinary in Jiang Cheng. Jiang Cheng likely felt the same about him, even though Jiang Cheng didn’t know that Gu Fei wasn’t keen about letting other people in on it. He couldn’t make Jiang Cheng understand these thoughts, but he could sympathize with how Jiang Cheng felt.

This handsome overachiever who was so smug that he saw everyone else as dumbasses? Only I know what he’s truly like beneath this facade. The real Jiang Cheng was clean and pure, verging on silly sometimes. He had a short temper, yes, but once you smoothed out his feathers, he had no temper at all…

At times, Gu Fei didn’t want to look too much into it. The more he saw, the more strongly he felt, and the more he could sense the distance between them grow. And the more he felt that a person like this shouldn’t be relegated to glowing like a nugget of gold trapped in the mud. He shouldn’t have been in the mud in the first place.

Gu Fei watched the smile that played at the corners of Jiang Cheng’s mouth and eyes. It was only when he looked at that smile that he could briefly toss aside those other thoughts.

He should be more like Jiang Cheng, he thought, and stop worrying so much. I like you. I want to be with you. That should be enough. And as to what happens after, well, after isn’t here yet. If there ever comes a day when ‘after’ becomes ‘now,’ I’ll still have nothing to fear. As long as I keep walking forward, there’s nothing that can stop me.

Jiang Cheng had that quality, Gu Fei thought. But he himself might not.

Despite all that, he was willing to jump in and live like Jiang Cheng for a while. Perhaps when that day came and Jiang Cheng left, it would all slowly fade away. 

But at least he wouldn’t regret not having taken Jiang Cheng’s hand when he had the chance.

 

***

 

“I’ll give him two thousand today, to start,” Jiang Cheng said as they retrieved their bikes after school. “I won’t bring up the hospital or the treatment anymore, either, just say that it’s spending money for him.”

“Mm.” Gu Fei nodded.

Jiang Cheng looked at him. “Treat me to a bowl of cold noodles. I’m craving it.”

Gu Fei got on his bike. “Let’s go.”

The weather was warming by the day. Even though true summer had yet to arrive, it was already hot enough that any casual movement was enough to generate sweat. Cold noodles were especially satisfying this time of year.

“Tomorrow afternoon,” Jiang Cheng said, “let’s go play a game with He Zhou.”

“He hasn’t given up on dragging you into the school team?” Gu Fei sighed.

“He gave up,” Jiang Cheng said with a smile. “This is a practice match with the technical college. He Zhou’s always wanted to team up with us to play a game together. He’s brought it up a million times.”

“You should go, then,” Gu Fei said. “I’ll…sit this one out.”

“Why?” Jiang Cheng turned to look at him. “If you’re not gonna play, there’s no point in me going by myself.”

Gu Fei smiled. “I’ll watch you. I really don’t want to play.” 

He never used to participate in school events; he’d made an exception for the latest basketball tournament. He didn’t actually want to integrate into the student body; he had his own established rhythm and way of living. Letting Jiang Cheng into his life had already presented a completely unforeseen change to his routine. However, certain resolutions needed to be kept utterly unchanged, locked in deep slumber, in order to stay resolute.

Jiang Cheng didn’t mention playing basketball with him again. He probably wasn’t in the mood to think about it, still preoccupied with the problem of Li Baoguo.

Gu Fei went with him to withdraw money, watching as he put the cash in an envelope. Then they went for some cold noodles together.

As they walked to their intersection, Jiang Cheng looked at him and asked, “Will you be at the store tonight? Or at home?”

“I’m going home today. I have to work with Gu Miao before summer break starts. Gotta get her to agree to therapy.”

“She doesn’t want to go to therapy?” Jiang Cheng sighed.

“It’s not that she doesn’t want therapy, more like she doesn’t understand what it is,” said Gu Fei. “She’s just reluctant to go places she’s not familiar with. I have to communicate with her in advance.”

“I see.” Jiang Cheng nodded. “I’ll go with her when she does.”

“Why?” Gu Fei looked at him. “To experience life?”

“I just want to see.”

“I don’t even know her as well as Li Yan does,” Gu Fei remembered him saying. He felt like laughing. Jiang Cheng really was adorable when he got like that.

“Then I’ll bring you along,” said Gu Fei.

“Also…” Jiang Cheng thought about it for a second, then dismissed it with a wave. “Never mind. I’m going to Li Baoguo’s now. I’ll call you when it’s done.”

Jiang Cheng walked a distance toward Li Baoguo’s street, then turned around. Gu Fei was still on his bike with one foot on the ground, looking his way. To show that he wasn’t watching him leave reluctantly like some army wife, Gu Fei swiftly pulled out a cigarette to put in his mouth as Jiang Cheng looked back at him.

“Dumbass.” Jiang Cheng giggled. He wasn’t watching the road, and he tripped on who-knew-what on the ground, stumbling as he tried to keep from falling. He tutted. “Everyone must’ve realized by now that Contestant Jiang Cheng has been acting a little different recently… He hasn’t maintained his effortless poise. Even though he shouldn’t have any fancy idol aura to begin with…”

He was still over ten yards away from the stairwell to Li Baoguo’s place when he heard the loud bellow of Li Baoguo’s voice. Li Baoguo had sounded much weaker on the phone that afternoon, Jiang Cheng mused. It must’ve been the presence of the long absent Li Hui that was stimulating him now to a sudden burst of energy.

Jiang Cheng sucked in a breath and slowed his pace as he steeled himself for the confrontation. He tried hard to reassure himself—Do not argue. Do not get angry. Do not get annoyed. Just hand over the money, that’s all.

“Oh, hey, that younger son of his is back,” an auntie said excitedly from a second-floor kitchen window.

The presence of people whose main hobby was gawking at other people’s business was a bizarre phenomenon in and of itself. And despite the fact that both were “spectators,” even without the boyfriend-tinted lenses… Gu Fei had watched with such airy nonchalance, but these people were crude and vulgar.

“If you’re done filling up your stomach, check your teeth,” Jiang Cheng said to the second-floor window. “Finish chewing those leftover scraps in your mouth before you stick your face in other people’s business.”

The auntie on the second floor froze for a few seconds, before letting out a “Hey!”

She must’ve been at a loss for words, because she didn’t make a sound after that. Not bothering to wait around to see what else came out, Jiang Cheng walked into the short corridor.

The door to Li Baoguo’s unit was open—no wonder he’d been able to hear him from so far away. He was about to close the door after he walked in, but when he got a whiff of the smell in the apartment, he hesitated.

Smoke filled the room. Li Baoguo and Li Hui both had cigarettes in their mouths. Judging by their poses, this wasn’t either man’s first cigarette; far from it. Jiang Cheng was a smoker himself, but the stench that came from doing it indoors pissed him off.

“With your health like this, at least try to smoke a little less,” Jiang Cheng said, glancing at Li Baoguo. “Doesn’t it hurt when you cough?”

“I’m not even afraid of death—you think I’m afraid of a little discomfort?” Li Baoguo laughed, then accompanied the laughter with coughing.

“Let’s talk about the issue at hand,” Li Hui said from the side, looking at Jiang Cheng with an expression of annoyance. “You really call the shots now, huh? One order from you and we all had to gather.” 

“Right now…” Jiang Cheng looked at Li Baoguo. He truly couldn’t bring himself to address Li Baoguo as his father, so he glossed over the term completely. “He’s unwilling to go to the hospital for his condition…”

“I told you!” Li Baoguo cut him off. “I said I’m not going to the hospital! If you guys have any conscience at all, you’d give me the money you were going to give to the hospital!”

“And let you gamble it away?” Li Hui sneered.

“Shut it, wiseass,” Li Baoguo snapped, glaring at him. “You didn’t even spend a single cent while I was in the hospital! Your sister paid for everything!”

“Then go admit yourself to the hospital right now!” Li Hui said.

“I’ll go if you put up the money.” It was Li Baoguo’s turn to sneer. “You swam out of your old man’s dick. I watched you grow up. You think I don’t know what brand of bullshit you are?”

Li Hui threw his half-finished cigarette on the ground and walked toward Li Baoguo.

Li Qian had been sitting silently on the side, but now she jumped to her feet. “Ge…”

“You can stop fucking pretending to be a do-gooder.” Li Hui shoved her to the side and jabbed a finger at her. “You put up the money if you have so much of it!”

Li Hui was about to continue forward when Jiang Cheng stood in front of him.

“What do you want?!” Li Hui glowered at him. “Wanna fight? How many days have you been in this home? How fucking dare you?!”

Personally, Jiang Cheng felt his temper had improved a lot these last few months. He wasn’t bristling with thorns all the time, like before. Perhaps it was like Lao-Yuan had said: In a new environment, his temper was no longer “completely uninhibited.” And without the constant put-downs from his adoptive parents, he wasn’t so anxious and unsettled all the time.

But now, here with his “real” family, face-to-face with an older brother who was connected to him by blood, he felt that long-dormant version of himself stirring once again.

The look on Jiang Cheng’s face and in his eyes must not have been cordial by any measure. Li Hui maintained eye contact with him for all of two seconds before his fighting spirit visibly dwindled.

“I don’t fight with just anyone,” Jiang Cheng said, his voice cold. “You can’t even touch me.”

“I can!” Li Baoguo abruptly laughed behind him. He coughed more as he cackled. “We even got into a fight.”

“I’m just going to state my intent.” Jiang Cheng ignored Li Baoguo as he continued staring at Li Hui. “I don’t care if he wants to go to the hospital or not anymore. I called you here today only to say that…”

If he keeps living like this, he won’t be alive for very much longer. Before he dies, he can do whatever the hell he wants. Whether it’s gambling or whatever else, it’s only a matter of months.

Jiang Cheng very much wanted to be blunt with his words, but in the end, he couldn’t manage to get it out. He just took out the envelope and reached back to hand it to Li Baoguo. “There’s two thousand yuan in here. Take this for now. If you want to pay for medicine with this, then go. It’s up to you.”

“Whoa!” Li Baoguo opened the envelope and peered inside, then pulled the bills out. He waved and ruffled the stack in his hands. “Looky here! Look at this!”

“Try to control your spending, too,” Jiang Cheng said, looking at him. “It’s not like I can just spontaneously come up with money at any point.”

“Look at this! Look!” Li Baoguo kept repeating the words as though he couldn’t hear him.

“Then I’ll also…” Li Qian understood what Jiang Cheng meant. She counted out some bills from her wallet and handed them to Li Baoguo. “Take this for now, Dad. Though it’s still better if you go to the hospital…”

“Look at this! Look at this!” Li Baoguo repeated loudly.

“What are you stepping up for?!” Li Hui snarled at Li Qian. “What the hell are you pretending to be a hotshot for?! You’re the high and mighty one, huh?!”

His sudden yelling made Li Qian shudder. She cowered a little to the side and didn’t make another sound.

“If you’ve got so much money, why don’t you buy a house for Dad?!” Li Hui kept on yelling. “If you’ve got so much money, why don’t you fix your daughter’s squinty eyes?!”

“Nobody is forcing you to put up the money if you don’t want to!” Li Qian retorted quietly, with a tremor in her voice.

Before Jiang Cheng had time to react, Li Hui suddenly lifted his hand and slapped Li Qian in the face. “Did I say you could fucking speak?!”

Gu Fei had reminded him—and Jiang Cheng himself had agreed—to just put up with it and leave immediately after he handed over the money. But he’d never once imagined that Li Hui would do something like this.

After the initial shock wore off, all Jiang Cheng could feel was rage bubbling up all the way from the bottom of his feet. All the repressed misery and frustration he’d felt toward this family exploded in a single instant; he swung a fist straight at Li Hui’s face, colliding directly with the bridge of his nose.

Li Hui stumbled back and fell on a nearby stool, then swayed again, almost falling to the ground. Jiang Cheng watched him without a word.

Just as Li Hui covered his nose and stood up, Li Qian rushed over and pushed Jiang Cheng toward the door. “You go ahead now, Xiao-Cheng. Go on.”

Jiang Cheng turned around and marched out. When Li Qian caught up with him, he looked back at her.

“Where’d you get the money?” Li Qian asked. “It must be from your old family, huh?”

Jiang Cheng didn’t answer.

Li Qian took out her wallet. “You’re still a student with no income. Let me make it up. You don’t have to put up any money. Dad… He isn’t able to spend very much, anyway. I’ll just give him some.”

“No, no. That’s okay.” Jiang Cheng suddenly felt thrown off-balance as he backed up. “Don’t…”

“It’s all right.” Li Qian smiled. “I never even thought you’d be able to come up with anything. You’re still in school—it’s not right.”

Jiang Cheng didn’t know what to say. As soon he released the breath he was holding, he descended into awkwardness. Ultimately, all he could do was turn and run away. Whatever else Li Qian said behind him, he didn’t hear it; he ran all the way to the intersection.

Once he’d caught his breath, he pulled out his phone to call Gu Fei—but he heard a whistle behind him as soon as he unlocked his screen.

“What the—” Jiang Cheng turned around. “I’m feeling pretty shocked right now, honestly. And honored. Were you waiting for me again?”

“No need to be shocked.” Gu Fei slowly glided over on his bike, a big smile on his face. “I was coming out to wait for Li Yan. He’s bringing Er-Miao some snacks on his way home.”

“Why wouldn’t you wait for me?” Jiang Cheng asked.

Gu Fei opened his mouth, but no words came out.

“It’s enough that you weren’t waiting for me, but you came out here to wait for Li Yan?” 

“What…the fuck.” Gu Fei looked at him, a little speechless. “This is some next-level overachiever logic, huh?”

Jiang Cheng glowered at him for a while. Then he cracked up. “Do you yield?”

“How about I just get on my knees?” Gu Fei said, laughing.

Jiang Cheng held onto the handlebars and looked at Gu Fei. After that clusterfuck of nonsense, the sight of Gu Fei’s face cleared his head and made his whole body grow lighter.

No one had ever given him this kind of feeling before. He felt high.

“Let’s go get tattoos,” Jiang Cheng said out of nowhere.

“What?” Gu Fei was a little taken aback.

“Like… I make a bite mark, and you make a bite mark. Then we’ll make a tattoo of it—one each.”

Gu Fei didn’t reply for a long time—like he didn’t understand what Jiang Cheng said, but also like he was spacing out. Just as Jiang Cheng was about to open his mouth again to explain, Gu Fei finally nodded. “Sure.”

Jiang Cheng looked at him, brow slightly furrowed. “Do you…not want to?”


Chapter 67

 

“I WANT TO,” Gu Fei answered at once.

He wasn’t unwilling, although he did think that the act of leaving a bite mark on the other person’s skin and getting a tattoo of it didn’t sound like something Jiang Cheng would do. But if Jiang Cheng wanted to, he had no problem with it.

It was just that…tattoos weren’t like other things. It meant leaving someone else’s mark on his body. Even if it could be removed, it wouldn’t be completely without a trace.

Perhaps Jiang Cheng had simply never considered this point: If there ever came a day when they broke up, what should be done about this tattoo? It would be a permanent mark left on their bodies, from a brief period of time that only existed in the past. Maybe Jiang Cheng had never thought about this kind of thing.

Jiang Cheng stared fixedly at him. “Then how come you had to mull over it for so long?” 

“I was just wondering…” Gu Fei hesitated for a moment. “…If it might be a little silly.”

“It’s not like I’m going to bite your face. It’ll be somewhere other people can’t see, somewhere only we can…” Jiang Cheng stopped halfway through his sentence. He knitted his brow and thought for a while. Then he laughed. “It does seem a little silly.”

Gu Fei laughed along with him and didn’t reply.

“Oh well, if it’s silly, then so be it.” Jiang Cheng waved his hand. “I honestly would never have done something like that in the past. It’s just…being with you? The dumbassery must be contagious.”

“You’ve got guts to say that. Me, contagious?” Gu Fei looked at him.

“Of course.” Jiang Cheng stuffed his hands into his pockets. “Forget it. Let’s think of something else. Something not so silly. The bite mark idea was just a whim, anyway.”

“Mm-hm.” Gu Fei nodded.

“I just wanted to leave something of myself on you—as my mark.”

“Maybe you can pee on my leg,” said Gu Fei.

Jiang Cheng scowled at him. “Fuck off!” 

Someone honked from across the street. Jiang Cheng followed the sound with his eyes—a motorcycle made a U-turn and stopped beside them. When the rider’s helmet came off, he realized it was Li Yan.

“Er-Miao was really digging into these cookies last time, so I guessed she must like them.” Li Yan took a bag hanging from the handlebars and handed it to Gu Fei. “There’s some other stuff in there too. If she doesn’t like it, then you two can eat it.”

“Okay.” Gu Fei accepted the bag and peeked inside. “That’s a lot.”

“Two boxes of durian puffs, one for each of you,” Li Yan said. He looked at Jiang Cheng. “You’ve probably never had them before. They’re super-duper-inimitably-somersaulting-backflipping-cartwheeling delicious.”

“Oh.” Jiang Cheng almost didn’t understand what he said.

“The store’s just way too far,” Li Yan added. “I have to mentally prepare a few days in advance every time I make a trip out there. But every time I go, I bring some back for them. So this time I brought you some, too. Give it a try.”

“Thank you.” Jiang Cheng suddenly felt a little hungry, so he took the box out of the bag and ate one right then.

“Do you like it?” Li Yan asked immediately.

“Mm.” Jiang Cheng nodded. It was indeed delicious. He felt the layers flaking off as soon as the durian puff entered his mouth, light, soft, and delectable. “It’s spinning-gliding-Thomas-salto-floorwork good.”

Li Yan left after a brief chat, citing plans to go out drinking. He even added before he left, “Well, carry on as you were.”

Jiang Cheng racked his brain at length as he munched on the pastries. Eventually, he remembered what they’d been talking about before this—the bite mark tattoos.

He didn’t continue that topic of conversation. It really was a bit silly. Besides, consuming three durian puffs in a row had slowly calmed him down. He felt like his brain had been a mess ever since he stepped foot into Li Baoguo’s apartment again. When he’d come out and suddenly saw Gu Fei, the sight had immersed his whole being in a state of excessive comfort—it had made him a little dizzy.

He was only now coming back to his senses, so he reflected on Gu Fei’s reaction.

Gu Fei’s reaction… He’d clearly been surprised, and not at all worried about it being too silly like he’d claimed. Silly? If he had really thought it was too silly, he would’ve rebuked it right away instead of spacing out like that.

“Do you still want to eat?” Gu Fei asked. “A bowl of cold noodles can’t be enough. Let’s eat something else.”

“At this point, I’m not exactly full enough that I don’t want to eat anything, but at the same time, I’m not hungry enough to know what I want to eat,” Jiang Cheng sighed.

“How about…” Gu Fei considered it for a moment. “Come to the store and I’ll make you something.”

“Okay.”

He truly didn’t know what he wanted to eat right now. He had no appetite. On the matter of Li Baoguo, he didn’t feel any of the sense of relief that usually came with solving a problem. 

He wanted to spend some time with Gu Fei so he could relax a little, but…thinking about Gu Fei’s reaction earlier unsettled him.

When they got to the store, Gu Fei walked to the kitchen in the courtyard to prepare the food. Eventually, Jiang Cheng said, “You were actually…”

Gu Fei looked at him with eggs in his hands. “What?”

“You were actually thinking that if we ever broke up, it won’t be appropriate to have my bite mark on your body,” Jiang Cheng said, looking at him. “Right?”

Gu Fei blinked. “I wasn’t.”

“You can remove tattoos, you know,” Jiang Cheng said. “You don’t have to worry about that… Never mind, forget I said anything. It was kind of childish, anyway.”

Jiang Cheng turned to go back into the store. Sitting down behind the counter, he pulled out his phone and swiped at it absentmindedly.

“I’ve never thought that.” Gu Fei also walked over, placing the eggs one by one on the counter.

“Never thought what?” Jiang Cheng peered at him. “Never thought that it’s silly?”

“I did think it was silly,” Gu Fei said. “But I never thought about how appropriate or inappropriate it would be to have your bite mark on me if we ever broke up or whatever.”

“Gu Fei.” Jiang Cheng tutted. “Are you under the impression that I’m—”

“Let’s go get the bite mark tattoos,” Gu Fei interrupted him. “Li Yan knows a really good tattoo artist.”

“Never mind.” Jiang Cheng scowled, feeling like an unreasonable child who needed to be placated. “It was just a random suggestion.”

“I’ll give Li Yan a call and ask him to help set up a time,” insisted Gu Fei.

“What the fuck…” Jiang Cheng looked at him. “I said never mind. There’s no point anyway, it’s not like I really want to force you to do it, it was only a—”

“I said, let’s go get bite mark tattoos!” Gu Fei slammed his hands down on the counter, leaned forward, and pushed his face right in front of Jiang Cheng’s. He lowered his voice and practically growled, “Right now, I’m the one forcing you.”

“Wh—” Jiang Cheng was startled into bewilderment by Gu Fei’s imposing presence.

Gu Fei glared at him. “The bite mark.”

“Uh-huh?” Jiang Cheng stared back. “What about it?”

“What’s an appropriate spot for it?” Gu Fei asked.

Jiang Cheng looked at him for a long while without speaking, but eventually he couldn’t keep a straight face anymore and burst out laughing. “What the fuck, Gu Fei? What’s your problem?”

“Do you want it or not?” Gu Fei asked again.

Jiang Cheng nodded. “I do.”

“I’ll give Li Yan a call later.” Gu Fei straightened up and arranged the eggs into a row on the counter. “One, two, three, four, five—is that enough?”

Jiang Cheng looked at the eggs. “I can’t eat five. I’ll overdose on protein.”

“They’re mine, too,” said Gu Fei.

“Oh.” Jiang Cheng looked at the eggs, then looked up at him. At last, he snuck a glance at Gu Fei’s crotch before picking up two similarly sized eggs in his hands. “You mean these two?”

Gu Fei paused for a beat. When the realization hit him, he narrowed his eyes in a smile. “These aren’t the same size as mine, though. Fess up, Cheng-ge, are you mixing me up with someone else?”

“Fuck off!” Jiang Cheng snorted; then, as Gu Fei walked back to the kitchen with the eggs, he added, “Watch out or I’ll leave a bite mark on your eggs!”

“That’s fine,” Gu Fei said, turning around. “If you don’t mind someone else cradling them when we get the tattoo…”

“Let’s fight.” Jiang Cheng tossed his phone on the counter and stood up. “We can’t get over this today without a fight.”

Gu Fei laughed as he closed the back door behind him and went into the kitchen.

Jiang Cheng didn’t have much appetite before, but now that Gu Fei was suddenly “forcing” him to get a tattoo, he started to feel hungry again.

Frankly, it wasn’t that he had to get a bite mark tattoo or else. The only reason he thought of a tattoo was that he’d always been prohibited from doing that kind of thing. Never mind a tattoo—even when Pan Zhi had gifted him a little stone pendant, Shen Yiqing forbade him from wearing it around his neck and almost made him give it back to Pan Zhi.

Of course, he was very happy that Gu Fei was willing to get this stupid, whimsical thing with him, but what really stimulated his appetite were the words “I’ve never thought that.”

People were strange like that sometimes—so easily satisfied, with no need for any supporting evidence or logic. All it took was a single sentence from the other person; even empty words were enough to bring delight.

Gu Fei quickly finished making the food: five fried eggs and a small tub of sweet fermented rice tangyuan. It smelled delicious.

“Here, these are my eggs.” Gu Fei picked out two fried eggs from the ones that were stuck together and placed them in Jiang Cheng’s bowl. “For you.”

“All right, then.” Jiang Cheng also picked up two eggs and put them in Gu Fei’s bowl. “These are my eggs. Please take your time.”

“Mm.” Gu Fei grinned.

Jiang Cheng pointed at the one left over. “Then whose egg is this?”

“That would be the chicken’s,” said Gu Fei.

Jiang Cheng blanked for a second, then laughed so hard he had trouble holding the bowl. “Hey, Gu Fei? You really are adorable sometimes.”

“Only sometimes?” Gu Fei looked at him.

“It’s already a miracle that I’m using the word ‘adorable’ to describe you,” Jiang Cheng said. “Be happy with what you get, understand?”

Gu Fei nodded earnestly. “Got it.”

 

***

 

Gu Fei decided to stop thinking about the bite mark tattoo thing. He even decided that in the future, he wouldn’t think too deeply about anything that Jiang Cheng didn’t want to think too much about.

If Jiang Cheng wanted matching bite mark tattoos, then they’d get them. As for whether it would be removed someday, or whether it could be removed… Whatever happens, happens. As long as Jiang Cheng wasn’t thinking about the future at the moment, he would follow suit.

Jiang Cheng said dumbassery was contagious, but who was infecting whom, here?

When he called Li Yan to make an appointment with the tattoo artist, Li Yan’s reaction was surprisingly calm. “You? And who else?”

“Jiang Cheng.”

“Oh,” said Li Yan. “Your illness sounds quite serious.”

“You can stop diagnosing us,” Gu Fei said. “Just contact the guy for me.”

“You’ve never been around there before, huh? Should I take you two there?” Li Yan asked.

“Nope,” Gu Fei answered decisively.

“Will it be in an indecent spot?” 

Gu Fei chuckled. “Yup.”

Li Yan tutted at him. “Then I’ll see if I can get a look some other time. Summer’s coming, anyway.”

 

***

 

This tattoo artist Li Yan recommended seemed sophisticated. His studio wasn’t open to the public; most of his clients were referrals. Li Yan had once gotten a corgi butt tattoo on his lower back from here. Gu Fei had seen it, and it looked pretty good. The tattoo even managed to capture the essential jiggle of a corgi butt.

When it came to the placements of these silly bite mark tattoos, Gu Fei had no opinion on the matter. Or rather, Jiang Cheng had said in the beginning that it needed to be somewhere that would be visible only to them. However, as soon as he started to think about the placement, Gu Fei couldn’t help but let his mind wander. And it wasn’t good for his health to have such frequent…rises and falls.

However, Jiang Cheng had already made up his mind. On the bus on their way to the tattoo studio, Jiang Cheng leaned close to his ear and told him quietly, “On the thigh.” He wiggled his leg. “The inner side.”

“The fuck?” Gu Fei laughed out loud. “Doesn’t that mean I’ll have to kneel down in front of your crotch…?”

“Go ahead, yell louder.” Jiang Cheng glared at him. “You haven’t completed your mission until the whole bus hears you.”

“But the pose I’ll have to get in to bite you isn’t very civilized,” Gu Fei said, his voice hushed.

“If I could reach it myself, I wouldn’t need you,” said Jiang Cheng.

Gu Fei turned away and laughed for a while at the window, then turned back and asked quietly, “And where do you plan to bite me? Are you going to kneel down to my crotch, too?”

“Collarbone.” Jiang Cheng looked around them. They were sitting at the back of the bus, and no one paid them any mind. He tugged at Gu Fei’s collar with his finger and tapped gently on his left collarbone. “Right here.”

Gu Fei grabbed Jiang Cheng’s hand with his own and pressed it down on his lap. “Try to control yourself.”

“Fuck, who are you acting this out for?” Jiang Cheng laughed. “Is there anywhere on your body I haven’t touched?”

“All right, come on then, come on.” Still holding onto Jiang Cheng’s hand, Gu Fei moved it toward his own crotch, saying quietly, “You’re here every day, anyw—”

Jiang Cheng yanked his hand away in a flash. “Shut up!”

 

***

 

The studio was situated in a rather neat-looking residential area in the most lavish new division of this shitty little city. The elevator took them right up to the ninth floor, where a black wooden plaque hung from the door. There was no text on it—nothing but three white dots.

“Is the studio called ‘Three Pin’?” Jiang Cheng asked.17

“Dunno, I just know the owner’s surname is Lu.” Gu Fei held back his laughter and pressed the doorbell. “Let’s ask later.”

The door opened quickly—it was the owner himself. He looked much sunnier than his studio, which was decked out in all black.

“Li Yan said I have to do this for you myself,” Mr. Lu said as he poured a cup of tea for each of them. “So I didn’t ask my assistant to come. If I’m to do it alone, though, it’ll take a little longer.” 

“That’s all right,” Jiang Cheng said. “As long as it looks good.”

“You don’t have to worry about that. I’ve been tattooing for years,” said Mr. Lu, suddenly walking up to them. With a flourish, he pulled off his T-shirt. “See?”

“Oh, crap.” Jiang Cheng jumped back in his seat a little in surprise—it took him a moment to realize the man was trying to show off the artwork on his body. From top to bottom, every inch of skin was covered with tattoos, with no unclaimed real estate to be found.

“Very cool.” Gu Fei expressed his genuine praise.

Even though it made Mr. Lu look a little like a weirdo, the designs were all exquisite and very artistic. He put his shirt back on. “The ones on my back were done by my assistant, but I did all the ones I could reach. So relax. A small design like the one you guys want is no problem at all… Have you decided what kind of graphic you want? And where?”

“…Bite marks,” Jiang Cheng said. He paused. He suddenly realized he didn’t know how to say out loud his idea of obtaining the bite marks from mutual bites. “Um…”

But Mr. Lu was very direct. “Will you two be using your mouths on each other?” he asked.

Jiang Cheng instantly felt unable to answer.

“That’s right,” Gu Fei replied for him. “I’ll go first. Can you do it on my collarbone?”

“Sure, but it’ll hurt a little—the skin is thinner there.” Mr. Lu reached out and tugged down Gu Fei’s collar, then turned back to look at Jiang Cheng. “Where do you want it?”

Jiang Cheng felt an urge to slap his hand away, but considering it was a necessary part of the guy’s job, he could only clench his teeth and point. “…Here.”

“Then when you bite him,” Mr. Lu said, also pointing at Gu Fei’s collarbone, “try to make it closer to the shoulder, otherwise there won’t be a complete mark. His clavicle is fairly prominent.”

Jiang Cheng nodded. “Okay.”

Mr. Lu must’ve seen his fair share of different people; he didn’t react at all to the fact that two guys wanted to leave permanent bite marks on each other. He acted as though people bit each other every day out on the street. He was even considerate enough to let the two of them use his smaller workroom to get ready.

Jiang Cheng stood in front of Gu Fei and folded his arms. “Strip.”

Gu Fei chuckled, then took off his shirt. “…This is quite the scene.” 

“I’m going to bite you now, okay?” Jiang Cheng held onto Gu Fei’s shoulder, tilting his head left and right, trying to find a good angle. “Right here.”

“You can bite down hard,” said Gu Fei, leaning his head back a little. “Get it done in one go. If you have to do it twice, it won’t look clean.”

Jiang Cheng nodded. “Okay.”

“All right, bite me,” Gu Fei said.

Jiang Cheng grabbed Gu Fei’s shoulder and bit down viciously on his collarbone.

“Ah!” Gu Fei yelped. His cry was loud and clear, very sincere, without a trace of exaggerated effect. It was absolutely the audible reaction to genuine pain.

“Gu Fei,” Jiang Cheng said quietly as he let go, right next to Gu Fei’s ear, “I know what you’re thinking. Even if we don’t stay together in the future, I still want to leave a mark on you. Anyone who sees it will have to know that it’s mine. We overachievers are unreasonable like that.”


Chapter 68

 

EVEN THOUGH OVERACHIEVER Jiang Cheng’s guess was the exact opposite of his actual thoughts, Gu Fei didn’t mind. He wouldn’t be able to explain himself to Jiang Cheng, anyway, and he didn’t want to unsettle Jiang Cheng with what was really on his mind.

He nodded earnestly, deciding to cooperate in case the overachiever gave him another bite.

Besides, when Jiang Cheng leaned in to say all that stuff, he sounded extremely sexy. Gu Fei stared at him, feeling an urge to throw him onto the nearby recliner. Dirty thoughts rampaged through his mind, featuring all kinds of smutty tropes, from dentists’ chairs to sleeper train cabins.

Good thing Jiang Cheng had taken a very wholehearted bite, almost too vicious, and nearly as painful as when Gu Fei had gotten swiped by brass knuckles a while back. The pain chased away the images in his mind as quickly as they appeared. In due time, he went back to thinking pure thoughts like a good, wholesome young man should.

“That should be enough,” Jiang Cheng said, backing up a step to study the bite mark. “Look how round it is. I didn’t know I had such great teeth.”

“Yes,” Gu Fei agreed as he touched his collarbone. “They’re capable of biting off a zipper pull, after all.”

“That’s right.” Jiang Cheng narrowed his eyes and peered at him. “So you better behave yourself, or you can bet your ass I’ll chew you up and leave nothing behind.”

“Yes, sir,” Gu Fei answered very earnestly.

Having finished preparing his equipment, Mr. Lu came in to check out the bite mark. “That should be enough. Did you want a cartoon-looking one, or something that looks a little more three-dimensional?”

“What’s the difference?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“You can check out some photos,” Mr. Lu said, grabbing his laptop nearby and digging up a few photos. “Something more 3D would look like this…”

Jiang Cheng was shocked—it turned out there were quite a few people who were dumb enough to tattoo bite marks on their body. Thanks to these other dumbasses, he and Gu Fei suddenly didn’t seem so ridiculous anymore. But these three-dimensional bite marks… Just one glance left him alarmed. There was one black design with a visual effect that made it look red and puffy, and a little horrifying overall.

“Not this one, right?” Jiang Cheng said, looking at Gu Fei. “Looks like a toxic infection or something.”

“You’re so toxic, you’re toxic, you’re to-o-o-oxic…” Gu Fei sang quietly from beside him.18  “What do the cartoon ones look like?”

“Those ones have a flatter look with less shading; they’re not as realistic.” Mr. Lu showed them two more pictures. “It’s basically drawing a 2D design using the bite mark you made. They’re cuter.”

“Then let’s get one of those.” Jiang Cheng looked at the photos. Despite the name, the cartoon ones looked much more normal than the “realistic” versions; they didn’t have the edgy punk vibe. “Do we have to use black?”

“Any color is fine. I can even make a rainbow one if you want,” said Mr. Lu. “But my personal recommendation is to use a darker color. It’ll look better.”

If it hadn’t been for the consideration that once it was inked on, it wasn’t something that could be easily removed, Jiang Cheng would’ve wanted Gu Fei to get it in pastels or something—after all, he was a Good Little Bunny. But in the end, they chose black: low-key dorky with a bit of edge.

After Gu Fei leaned back on the recliner, Mr. Lu put on his gloves and started, one by one, to demonstrate the disposable tools he would be using for the procedure. It was all needle this, tube that… As Jiang Cheng watched, he concluded that getting a tattoo really wasn’t that different from torture. Next was disinfecting the area, then sketching the design. Once he finished lining it with a marker, Mr. Lu asked Jiang Cheng to check the drawing, then held up a mirror to show Gu Fei. 

“That’s pretty much it,” Mr. Lu said. “If there’s no problem, I’m going to get my needle started on the outline.”

According to Mr. Lu, outlining was simply inking on the outline of the design, but the word “needle” made Jiang Cheng feel a mysterious ache on his own inner thigh. He frowned. “Don’t you need topical anesthetics or something?”

“It’s not a large area, so it’s best to just power through,” said Mr. Lu. “A good ointment doesn’t affect the coloring, but it does affect the suppleness of the skin, which has an impact on the shape of the design.”

Jiang Cheng stuck his head out above Gu Fei’s face. “Then…try to power through it?” he said.

“Yeah.” Gu Fei smiled.

Jiang Cheng stifled the urge to plant a kiss on Gu Fei’s lips. He sat back down in his seat and watched Mr. Lu pick up a tool resembling a pen, with which he went to work on Gu Fei’s collarbone, poking, cutting, or prodding at it.

Gu Fei didn’t react very much. The pain must’ve still been at a tolerable level. However, it took an unexpectedly long time. With his head down and his eyes exposed above his face mask, Mr. Lu worked hard. The outline alone took a good forty minutes of meticulous crafting.

“Now it’s time to color it in,” Mr. Lu said as he changed up the tools. “It probably doesn’t hurt very much right now, but it’ll start stinging when I do the color fill. But hey, the pain is mixed with anticipation, right? It’s still an enjoyable process.”

Jiang Cheng sat there rubbing his leg. “Does it hurt?” he asked quietly.

“It’s fine for now. I’m not feeling it too much,” Gu Fei said, turning and smiling at him. “Probably because the skin isn’t as sensitive here, so it’s not super painful. If it was the inner thigh…”

Jiang Cheng cut him off. “Shut up.”

“The inner thigh isn’t too bad. It’s actually not as painful as the collarbone. There’s fatty tissue on the thigh, so it doesn’t hurt as much in comparison.” Mr. Lu glanced at Jiang Cheng. “Is your bite mark going to be on the inner thigh, then?”

“Uh-huh.” Jiang Cheng folded his legs awkwardly. “You can start coloring now.”

The color-filling process was a dull one. Jiang Cheng watched from the side as Mr. Lu leaned over Gu Fei with an instrument resembling a dentist’s scaler, coloring it in bit by bit. From Jiang Cheng’s point of view, it even looked like a dental cleaning session; every once in a while, Mr. Lu had to dab away at the drops of blood that seeped out. Jiang Cheng wasn’t squeamish about blood, but when he imagined the same thing on himself, it still made him squirm.

He took out his phone and snapped a couple photos of Gu Fei, then started to mess with a photo-editing app. He’d been poking around for a while when Gu Fei said, “If you’re bored, why not beat that Aixiaochu level for me? I’ve been struggling to get past it, and it’s been days since I last played.”

“…Fine.” Jiang Cheng reached a hand into Gu Fei’s pant pocket and squeezed his leg before retrieving his phone.

Gu Fei clicked his tongue.

“Does it hurt?” Mr. Lu asked immediately.

“No,” Gu Fei said. “I’m already numb to the pain—can’t feel it anymore.”

“Almost done,” Mr. Lu said, wiping at the drops of blood. “You have beautiful collarbones, so it’ll look great once it’s finished.”

Jiang Cheng leaned over to take a look; there was already half a bite mark visible. The skin still looked red and puffy, but he could already see how the tattoo would turn out. It was indeed much better than the realistic versions. Against Gu Fei’s shapely collarbones, it actually looked pretty sexy.

…He decided to forgive Mr. Lu for putting his hands all over Gu Fei’s shoulder and clavicle.

Taking Gu Fei’s finger, Jiang Cheng unlocked the phone and started working on beating the level. As soon as he pulled up the Aixiaochu screen, he saw that Gu Fei had collected more than three hundred little red hearts. “What the…? You have so many lives!”

“Mm-hm.” Gu Fei smiled. “Accumulated over the last few days away from the game.”

“I wouldn’t be able to collect this much even if I didn’t play for weeks.” Jiang Cheng tapped open Gu Fei’s friends list. He almost couldn’t scroll to the end. “The number of friends you have on here is kind of impressive, huh?”

“All classmates and whatnot,” Gu Fei said. “I need them to get extra hearts. If I play all the time, even with all these people, I still don’t have enough lives.”

Jiang Cheng couldn’t comprehend this behavior from Gu Fei at all. Someone who was normally as socially unapproachable as him wanted to play a game so badly that he’d add a bunch of people he couldn’t even recognize, let alone speak to normally. This academic slacker could toss aside the aloof persona he’d cultivated for more than a decade for the sake of a stupid game… What in the world was his thought process?

Jiang Cheng glanced at the ranking. Li Yan had already passed the level Gu Fei was stuck on and was only one away from completing all the current levels. It really was maddening when your competitor was about to reach the top and send you a taunting message while you were still stuck on an especially disgusting level with the least number of allowable moves. 

Jiang Cheng put his head down and started to chip away at the puzzle. If the tattoo session went long enough, he might be able to get through a few more levels.

One area overachievers like him excelled in was the ability to quickly gather their concentration. Even if it was only for a stupid game, he could still give it his undivided attention. A slacker like Gu Fei who half-assed everything couldn’t possibly measure up to Jiang Cheng’s ruthless efficiency when it came to time management and mental focus.

Jiang Cheng used up six hearts to get past this level, then went on to soar past two more, ending only two levels behind Li Yan. He was about to stretch out his stiff neck and keep going when, beside him, Mr. Lu’s pseudo-dental machinery came to a stop.

“Done,” Mr. Lu said. “Come check it out. It’s still swollen right now, but it’ll look different once the swelling goes down.”

“Let me see!” Jiang Cheng bounded up immediately, leaning close over the reclining chair. This was his bite mark he was leaving on Gu Fei’s body. The long wait was worth it!

The skin was still a little red and puffy around Gu Fei’s collarbone and shoulder, but he could already see how good the black bite mark looked on it. Of course, it helped that his own teeth were so neat, well aligned, and dashing. All in all, the bite mark looked much better than Jiang Cheng had expected. Standing behind Gu Fei, he held the mirror and looked into the reflection. “I think it looks pretty good. What do you think?”

Gu Fei looked in the mirror and chuckled. “Your teeth are so neat.”

“No shit! And it’s not just my teeth that are neat,” Jiang Cheng added. “I’m a very neat person overall.”

Since Mr. Lu needed to take a half-hour break, the two boys went downstairs to walk around. They found a small cafe, ordered something to eat, and sat down.

Jiang Cheng stared at Gu Fei’s shoulder. “Open your collar and let me see.”

“Didn’t you just see it?” Gu Fei said, pulling down his collar. “You’ll see what it really looks like when the swelling goes down in a couple of days.”

“Did it hurt?” asked Jiang Cheng.

Gu Fei frowned. “It burned. I was keeping it in and I didn’t say it out loud, but it does hurt pretty bad. I thought the needling would make it go numb after a while, but it was more like a staccato of stinging amid a sea of pain.”

“Oh, fuck.” Jiang Cheng was suddenly a little anxious. Gu Fei had a high pain tolerance. What was it going to be like when it was his turn? “He said just now that there’s more fat on the thigh, so it wouldn’t be as painful, right?”

“Yeah.” Gu Fei looked at him. “If you’re worried about the pain, I saw that he also sells temporary tattoos up there. They look great—way fancier than the crappy ones you can buy for a couple yuan. You can even custom—”

Jiang Cheng cut him off. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” 

Gu Fei wanted very much to sit down with Jiang Cheng and have a serious chat about which of them exactly had been patient zero for this degree of dumbassery. Before he met Jiang Cheng, he would never put one foot after another into his mouth like this, especially when it was something he had already thought about at length.

Gu Fei had no choice but to explain it away. “Aren’t you afraid of the pain?” 

“The guy said it doesn’t hurt as much in fattier areas,” Jiang Cheng said, glancing at him. “Besides, whether or not I’m afraid of the pain and whether or not I can tolerate it are two different things, okay? I haven’t even tried it yet.”

“What if you try it and it hurts too much? Are you going to leave with just a half-assed bite mark?” Gu Fei laughed. “Maybe you should put it on your butt instead—there’s even more fatty tissue there.”

“No way.” Jiang Cheng tutted. “It has to be the inner thigh.”

“Why?” Gu Fei thought about it for a moment. “Choosing something that lewd is very un-overachiever-like of you.”

“Is it lewd?” Jiang Cheng narrowed his eyes and thought about it too. “Well, I’m an overachiever even when it comes to indecency.”

Gu Fei laughed and didn’t say any more. One nice thing about Jiang Cheng was that his attention could be easily diverted. Most of the time, he was a sensitive and considerate person, but occasionally, there was enough empty space in his head to store several gigabytes of torrent seeds.

“I’ll tell you,” Jiang Cheng said, picking up a piece of cake and nibbling on it slowly, “why I have to put the bite mark there.”

“Mm, why?” Gu Fei asked.

“If I put it there, I can look at it while I’m jerking off, and I’ll think, ‘Hey, that’s my boyfriend’s bite mark.’” Jiang Cheng’s eyes curved as he smiled. “It’ll be like you’re blowing me.”

Gu Fei stared at him for a long time, speechless. “…Holy shit.”

“Hm?” Jiang Cheng continued to look at him with his smiling eyes.

Gu Fei started laughing. “Okay, but if you really want me to blow you, just give me a call, and I’ll be right there. Or you can come to me…”

“Shut up.” Jiang Cheng glared at him. “Stop running away with my bit!”

“I’m serious,” said Gu Fei.

Jiang Cheng took a vicious bite of cake. “You wanna fight?”

Thanks to this obscene, indecent, filthy conversation, returning to Mr. Lu’s studio gave Jiang Cheng the feeling that he’d just paid for Gu Fei’s time and was now taking him into a little dark room to do things that Gu Fei could call the cops on him for.

“Go and get ready,” Mr. Lu said after repeating the same set of instructions to them. “I’ll go prepare the tools. They all have to be changed.”

“All right.” Gu Fei walked into the side room.

When Jiang Cheng followed him inside, he found Gu Fei standing beside the recliner, rubbing his hands together and leering at him.

“If you dare to retaliate…” Jiang Cheng pointed at him. “I’ll smack you.”

Gu Fei just kept on rubbing his hands together. “Hurry up and take it off.”

“Take…what off?” Jiang Cheng’s brain suddenly got stuck.

“Your pants,” Gu Fei said. “I thought you wanted me to blow you.”

“Damn it.” Jiang Cheng quickly turned to glance outside. “Can you fucking rein it in a little?! You’ve got enough audacity to fill a three-story underground parking lot!”

It was only then that Jiang Cheng truly confronted his decision to get a tattoo in this spot. Gu Fei leaning close between his thighs to bite him was one thing—Mr. Lu getting down there and staying there for a while was a whole different can of worms.

“Have you changed your mind on the placement?” Gu Fei asked, chuckling.

Jiang Cheng didn’t answer. He leaned against the wall and considered it at length. Then he clenched his teeth and pulled his pants off. “No.”

“Hey!” Gu Fei exclaimed, startled by his abrupt movement. He instinctively walked up to block him from view. “What are you doing?”

“Bite me,” Jiang Cheng demanded, tossing his pants to one side and sitting down on the recliner. He raised his right leg and planted one shoeless foot on the edge of the seat. “Come on, young man.”

Gu Fei glanced out the door, clearing his throat.

“Hurry up.” Jiang Cheng was worried about Mr. Lu walking in on them mid-bite, with his legs still wide open. “What are you clearing your throat for? Do you need to warm up with a song first?”

“Fine, here goes.” Gu Fei looked at him and abruptly strode over in two steps. Shoving him back, Gu Fei pressed his knee to one side, then bent down and bit him.

Jiang Cheng was taken aback by his speed. And with Gu Fei’s head between his legs like this, he felt as if his body had been dunked into a pool of dirty little videos—all he could see were images highly not safe for work as his imagination flooded with hundreds of thousands of explicit scenes.
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After blanking out for at least five seconds, he finally collected his thoughts amid a surge of pain.

“Oh, fuck. Ow, ow, ow, ow, ow…” He shoved at Gu Fei’s head, trying to push him away. But Gu Fei kept his teeth clamped down on Jiang Cheng’s upper thigh with no intention of letting go.

“Fucking hell, Gu Fei! Do I taste good or something?!” Jiang Cheng lightly slapped Gu Fei’s head again and said in a low growl, “Would you like some sauce with that too, sir?!”

Gu Fei still didn’t relent, lifting a hand and grabbing Jiang Cheng’s waist. He held on for several more seconds before he finally let go and looked up.

“Agh, shit.” Jiang Cheng lay back on the recliner and let out a sigh of relief. “You’re done for, Gu Fei. I’m marking you down in my book. You better watch yourself. Unless you seriously get me off good, I’m—”

Gu Fei bent down and said gently beside his ear, “You know, some people will always remain in your memory—in ways that you want them to and in ways that you don’t. People…like me.”

Jiang Cheng chuckled. “Are we writing poems now?” 

“Just being casually sappy.” Gu Fei quickly turned and stole a glance outside, then planted a firm kiss on Jiang Cheng’s lips.


Chapter 69

 

BY THE TIME MR. LU came back with a new set of tools, Gu Fei was leaning against the wall playing with his phone while Jiang Cheng spaced out on the reclining chair.

Mr. Lu probably couldn’t tell that Gu Fei’s phone screen was blank, or that Jiang Cheng was channeling all of his spiritual energy to hold back the coming of spring in his nether regions.

“Are you done with the bite mark?” Mr. Lu asked.

“Mm.” Jiang Cheng was still a little nervous about certain physical reactions at first, but as soon as Mr. Lu opened his mouth, his spring awakening wilted before it even got a chance to bloom. He sighed in relief, but still felt a little awkward when he looked down. “Will this spot be…difficult?”

“What, the inner thigh?” Mr. Lu gave him a look. “It’s no problem. I’ve tattooed on all kinds of places for my clients. This is one of the easier ones.”

“Is it round enough?” Gu Fei asked from next to him. “If it’s not, I can bite him again on the other side.”

“It’s just fine.” Mr. Lu glanced at Jiang Cheng’s thigh. “You have…prominent canines, huh? Pretty symmetrical, too. How about I make these two fang indents into heart shapes?”

“…That’s not a bad idea.” Jiang Cheng hadn’t actually checked out the mark himself. After Gu Fei bit him, they’d both got so worked up that if there hadn’t been anyone else around, they would’ve jerked each other off right then and there. It wasn’t until now that Jiang Cheng peered down to take a look. “Actually, that just might work.”

Gu Fei’s bite mark was also neat, but the two indents from his canine teeth were very prominent—they stuck out just a little bit. If Mr. Lu made them into little hearts, it would look…pretty good.

“I can fill in the hearts with red,” Mr. Lu said. “It’ll look very nice. Why don’t you lie down on your side? That way the design can lie flat, and it’ll be easier for me to work on.”

 

Gu Fei watched Jiang Cheng lie down on his side, with his left leg curled up and his right leg stretched out… The pose looked arrogant and a little wanton. When Mr. Lu hunched over Jiang Cheng’s legs to start sketching the outline, Gu Fei had an urge to fling the guy away out of sheer instinct.

This location was unlike the shoulder… Gu Fei pulled up a stool and sat down beside the recliner, facing Jiang Cheng’s back. He leaned in, staring at Mr. Lu through the gap between Jiang Cheng’s legs.

“It doesn’t seem to hurt,” Jiang Cheng said.

“The linework doesn’t hurt very much.” Mr. Lu lifted his eyes and gave Gu Fei a look. “You’ll feel it more later when I’m filling in the color, but it’s much less painful than the collarbone—that one hurts more.”

Gu Fei nodded. “My shoulder still hurts.”

“It’ll be fine by tomorrow.” Mr. Lu continued to carve the outline.

At the sound of Gu Fei’s voice, Jiang Cheng craned his neck around and spotted him. “What the fuck? Why are you sitting there?”

“Where?” Gu Fei looked back at him, then at where he was sitting, which was less than a foot away from Jiang Cheng’s ass. “I can see better from here.”

“Whatever,” Jiang Cheng said, pillowing his head on his arm. “I beat that level for you just now. Don’t you want to play for a bit?”

“Nope.”

Jiang Cheng didn’t say anything after that, and Gu Fei continued to hover over the edge of the recliner, watching Mr. Lu work on the outline.

Frankly, the visual of Jiang Cheng lying on the cot in his underwear was utter torture. Jiang Cheng had very nice skin—smooth and taut. His shirt had shifted up, and from this angle, Gu Fei could see a strip of his waist and lower back… If it weren’t for the fear that Jiang Cheng’s reflexes would suddenly awaken, he’d have loved to covertly reach out and caress his back.

 

Jiang Cheng stared ahead with his eyes open, but he closed them after a while. It was way too awkward looking down and seeing half of Mr. Lu’s face hovering over his crotch, his expression solemn. However, not two seconds later, he opened his eyes again. If he closed his eyes while posing like this, it might give the impression that he was enjoying himself or something, which would be even more awkward.

With his eyes wide open, he thought if he couldn’t look at Mr. Lu…he could look at Gu Fei instead. But when he turned around and saw Gu Fei hovering behind his ass, face-to-face with Mr. Lu between the gap of his thighs, it made for somehow an even freakier visual. 

Jiang Cheng sighed softly. “Gu Fei.”

“Hm?” Gu Fei answered.

“You have movies on your phone, right? Can you pick one out for me to watch?”

“Sure,” said Gu Fei, taking out his phone. “I’ll find one for you.”

Mr. Lu sketched the outline faster on the flat, smooth expanse of skin on Jiang Cheng’s leg than he had on Gu Fei’s clavicle. After the two of them checked the linework, he started to fill in the tattoo.

While he watched the movie, Jiang Cheng still had the wherewithal to reflect on how intricate the little hearts on the fang indents looked. But before long he started to feel the pain.

One or two prickles on the surface of his skin would have been imperceptible—it could hardly be described as real pain. Repeated, unending pricking in the same spot, however, was far less pleasant.

Mr. Lu was very meticulous. Jiang Cheng felt the time didn’t fly by at all. In fact, it had practically come to a standstill. He felt like the sharp poking had gone on for ages, but an eye on the clock told him it had only been a short while. He instinctively clenched his muscles from the pain, and he had to keep his left leg up in this position or it would fall and smack Mr. Lu on the head; after an hour, he was so tired that he couldn’t even concentrate on the movie.

“Gu Fei,” he called out.

“Mm-hm?” Gu Fei stood up and looked at him.

“Can you…hold my leg up for me?” he sighed. “It’s sore.”

Gu Fei laughed and put a hand against his left knee. “Is this okay?”

“Damn, much better.” Jiang Cheng relaxed instantly. “I was dying.”

“Not much longer now,” Mr. Lu said. “We’re past the halfway point.”

“That’s great, thank you,” Jiang Cheng said with a sigh.

After Gu Fei started holding his knee, those two inches of skin on his leg didn’t even hurt that much anymore. But after a while, Gu Fei seemed to get tired of standing there holding his knee. Jiang Cheng saw him reach back to grab a length of rope from a table nearby.

Jiang Cheng looked at him. “What are you doing?” 

“I want to sit down.” Gu Fei wound the rope around Jiang Cheng’s leg once, then held onto the ends as he pulled Jiang Cheng’s leg back. He sat back down on the stool. “This way I don’t have to stay standing up.”

“Very innovative,” Jiang Cheng said.

After this exchange, neither of them said anything else. When the movie ended, Jiang Cheng glanced down at his leg. The rope Gu Fei had wrapped around it was black. Good thing he’d only circled it once around the knee; if it was wrapped around his ankle too, or…tied around Gu Fei’s own leg…

Jiang Cheng killed the idea deep in his belly before his urges could soar free, then took a deep breath. “I need some water.”

Mr. Lu stopped tattooing. “There’s a water cooler outside.” 

Gu Fei went out and came back with a cup of water for Jiang Cheng. When Mr. Lu stood up to stretch his arms and get a drink for himself, Gu Fei quickly reached out and stroked Jiang Cheng’s chin with his finger.

Jiang Cheng stared at him and mouthed silently, You want a smack?

Gu Fei chuckled without a word, then walked around behind Jiang Cheng to pull gently on the rope. Jiang Cheng’s legs opened a little wider.

“You’re dead,” Jiang Cheng said, pointing at Gu Fei. Fortunately, the scorching pain on his inner thigh chose this moment to make itself known. It burned so badly that he had no attention to spare for the horny thoughts amid the pain.

“Hurts, huh?” said Gu Fei.

“Mm.” Jiang Cheng peered at him.

Gu Fei laughed and looked at his unfinished leg. “Won’t be able to do anything with it for the next few days. It can’t come in contact with water.”

Jiang Cheng narrowed his eyes. “What were you planning to do? Is your mind—” Mr. Lu chose this moment to walk back in, so Jiang Cheng forcibly steered the second half of his sentence onto a cleaner track. “…Capable of thinking…of the final exams?”

“Uh-huh.” Gu Fei nodded, holding back a laugh.

Despite the two extra little hearts, Jiang Cheng’s bite mark took slightly less time than the one on Gu Fei’s shoulder. When the instrument in Mr. Lu’s hand finally stopped whirring, Jiang Cheng let out a long sigh of relief. Not only because the staccato stinging amid a sea of pain had finally stopped, but also because Mr. Lu had finally left the general vicinity of his crotch.

“Done,” Mr. Lu announced, looking over his work with satisfaction. “Perfect. The skin on the thigh tends to be fairer, which makes for a very cool contrast.”

“Let me see.” Gu Fei leaned over to check out the bite mark, taking advantage of the opportunity to stroke Jiang Cheng’s buttcheek.

Jiang Cheng didn’t even bother to retaliate. He sat up and looked down at the tattoo as well. The one on Gu Fei’s collarbone was sexy, but this one was sexy and cute, courtesy of the little red hearts.

Mm, not bad.

A scene of Gu Fei engaged in indecent activities involving that area quickly occupied Jiang Cheng’s imagination.

When they walked out of the building, Jiang Cheng figured he had made a wise decision to wear loose track pants that day. Even so, he couldn’t help the subconscious urge to walk like a crab.

“I’m not taking the bus,” he said as he tugged at his pant legs. “Let’s take a taxi back. I don’t want to walk.”

Gu Fei laughed as he flagged down a taxi. “And what about class tomorrow?”

“I’ll just wear large boxers.” Jiang Cheng got into the cab. “Didn’t Mr. Lu say I won’t feel it much after the first night? It just can’t touch water.”

“Mm, boxers sound good,” Gu Fei said quietly beside him. “That way, I can look at it whenever I want.”

Jiang Cheng’s phone rang in his pocket. He pulled his phone out. “Just you wait til my leg is better—I’ll take care of you…”

But when he saw the name on the call display, he suddenly didn’t feel like talking anymore. If his mood hadn’t been so good today, he probably would’ve lost his appetite as well.

“Hello,” he answered reluctantly.

“Xiao-Cheng?” It wasn’t Li Baoguo’s voice on the other end, but a woman’s. She continued anxiously before he could reply. “It’s Li Qian.”

“Li Qian?” Jiang Cheng froze. Li Qian had called him on Li Baoguo’s cell phone. His first instinct was that Li Baoguo’s condition had…worsened. Was he about to die, or…?

“Are you free right now?” Li Qian asked. “Do you have time to come over? It’s Dad. He’s…kicking up a fuss, and we can’t talk him down. The police station already sent some officers over, but…do you think you can come over and talk to him?”

“What’s he up to?” Jiang Cheng felt uneasy. He could hear noise and yelling in the background. 

“He’s on the roof. He said he wants to kill himself.”

“What?” Jiang Cheng was so shocked that his voice almost cracked. Li Baoguo is threatening suicide?

After the call, Jiang Cheng turned to Gu Fei, speechless. He had no idea where to even start.

Gu Fei knew about his family, and about the kind of person Li Baoguo was—perhaps even better than Jiang Cheng did himself. Even so, he didn’t want Gu Fei to keep seeing the various issues this relation of his caused; he didn’t want Gu Fei to watch on as his family problems cropped up again and again. Even if it made him feel secure to look at Gu Fei every time something happened, he wasn’t sure how it made Gu Fei feel to have a boyfriend constantly surrounded by such wretchedness.

“Is it Li Baoguo?” Gu Fei asked.

“Yeah,” said Jiang Cheng. He patted the back of the driver’s seat. “Sir, please drive a little faster.”

“Was that Li Qian on the phone?” Gu Fei probed further.

“Mm-hm.” Jiang Cheng fell silent, then said quietly, “She said that Li Baoguo…is threatening suicide. He’s on the roof.”

Gu Fei was stunned. “Right now?”

“Yeah.” Jiang Cheng frowned. “The cops are already there.”

Gu Fei squeezed his hand. “It’s all right. They’ll be able to talk him down soon… Li Hui didn’t show up, did he?”

“Dunno.” Jiang Cheng massaged between his eyebrows. “I didn’t ask.”

“He’s just putting on an act for Li Hui. If Li Hui was there, he’d come down in no time,” Gu Fei said. “This happened once before—he said he was going to slit his own throat, then ran onto the street with a cleaver trying to slash at anyone he could reach.”

Jiang Cheng was incredulous, and more than a little stunned. Li Baoguo had tried to slit his own throat and hack people up? “What does it have to do with Li Hui?”

“Probably just acting out. You’ve seen how they fight whenever they see each other. Li Hui probably doesn’t want anything to do with that father of his.” Gu Fei grabbed Jiang Cheng’s hand, set it atop his own leg, and gently massaged it. “But Li Baoguo still cares a lot about him. He’s his eldest son, after all. It’s different from his other children. That’s why he acts out. It’s just that different people have different ways of doing it.”

“Really.” Jiang Cheng frowned and let out a soft sigh. His mind was a mess. He knew that Li Baoguo wouldn’t actually jump, but as soon as he thought about the chaotic scene he was about to face—the neighbors gathering to watch and the idle gossips chiming in with their snide remarks—he felt an intense headache that was even more painful than the stinging on his inner thigh.

 

***

 

The outside of Li Baoguo’s building was busier than Jiang Cheng had imagined. It was just about the time when everyone was coming back home after getting off work and buying groceries. Even people from Gu Fei’s street on the next block had come over to look. About one or two hundred people were gathered downstairs, some even on the roof—the cops were in the process of herding them downstairs.

Jiang Cheng looked up. Li Baoguo was squatting at the edge of the furthest corner of the rooftop, smoking a cigarette. From time to time, he turned around and yelled at the officers behind him.

“Hey, he’s here, he’s here!” an auntie started shouting. “That’s Li Baoguo’s youngest son. His youngest son is here!”

“Youngest son? Since when did he have a younger son?” someone piped up.

“You didn’t know, huh? Gave him away when he was little…”

“Gave away? Why don’t I believe that? Sold is probably more like it.”

Jiang Cheng felt intense annoyance wash over him. He was about to ask Gu Fei how to get to the roof in these old apartment buildings when someone yelled from beside him, “Go ahead and jump! Hurry up! What are you waiting for? Jump!”

Immediately, more people joined in the racket. Amid a sea of whistles, several more people shouted, “Jump! Jump! Jump!”

Gu Fei stood a few steps away from Jiang Cheng. When Jiang Cheng turned to look at the people chanting, he quickly stepped forward and followed him closely. Under these circumstances, he could guess what kind of emotional reaction Jiang Cheng would have. Knowing Jiang Cheng’s temper, if anyone said more cruel, banal things like this, he might not be able to hold himself back.

When Gu Fei walked up behind him, however, Jiang Cheng was already landing a punch on the first speaker’s nose.

He had to admit, Jiang Cheng had a pretty impressive punch—about as powerful as a hit from his slingshot. The man was knocked right off his feet and fell onto the ground. He pushed himself up, kicking at the ground as he scrambled to stand. Back on his feet, he glowered at Jiang Cheng. Just as he was about to lunge over, Gu Fei gave Jiang Cheng a push and said, “Don’t worry about these people.”

“Mm,” Jiang Cheng answered, then turned and walked into the stairwell.

Behind him, Gu Fei scanned each of the faces around him in turn. “What?”

The man who’d just had his face smashed cursed loudly, “Fuck! I only said a few words and he hit me! Motherfucker. Where did that little fucking twerp come from?! I’ll fucking wait for him to come down!”

“Then you can wait.” Gu Fei looked at him. The guy looked a little familiar, but he didn’t know him. After all, every generation of hooligans around the steelworks looked familiar to him.

“Excuse me?” Glaring at him, the guy reached a hand into his pocket.

In the past, no one would’ve dared to butt heads with Gu Fei directly. Everyone around here knew who he was. But in front of a whole crowd of people—and with the rumors that Monkey had supposedly beat Gu Fei into submission—this guy seemed ready to make a move.

Gu Fei’s rule of thumb was always that if he had to fight, it was best to make it quick and not give his opponent the chance to react.

The guy took a step toward him, but before he had a chance to pull his weapon from his pocket, Gu Fei reached out his left hand and cupped the back of the guy’s head, smacking the guy’s forehead hard into the heel of his right hand. It wasn’t a particularly powerful strike, but it was enough to leave him dizzy for a few seconds. When Gu Fei drew his hands back, the man swayed a little and held onto someone nearby for balance.

“Whenever you manage to get on speaking terms with Monkey,” Gu Fei said as he looked at him, “feel free to come pick a fight with me.”

The rest of his group fell silent. Gu Fei didn’t give them any more attention; instead, he looked up at the roof.

Li Baoguo was still squatting at the edge, looking back at something. He soon turned to face forward again and roared, “Leave me alone! I’m going to jump—I’ll do it right now! Either way, I won’t be alive for much fucking longer! It’s just a matter of time! If you want to join me, then come the fuck on!”

Gu Fei frowned. He shoved the crowd aside, ran toward the stairwell, and raced up the stairs.

He’d thought Jiang Cheng would first try to call up to Li Baoguo from below, but judging from Li Baoguo’s words, Jiang Cheng was already on the roof with him. This old apartment building wasn’t very high, but this was the acrophobic Contestant Jiang Cheng, who would throw up from standing on a five-story rooftop. This height might just make him puke.

An old cop stopped him on the third floor. “What are you doing up here, Gu Fei?!” 

“Uncle,” Gu Fei said, recognizing the officer. He’d been the first on the scene back during his dad’s case. “My friend just went up there—let me go to him. He’s afraid of heights. I’m worried he might keel over before anything happens to Li Baoguo.”

The old cop fixed his eyes on him for a few moments, then said, “Go on up. But don’t get close to Li Baoguo.”

“I know,” Gu Fei replied. Then he flew up the stairs.

When he reached the roof, he saw a crowd had gathered there already: more cops, and a few older women from the neighborhood committee. Li Qian stood in the middle with her head down, wiping away tears. Li Baoguo alternated between coughing and cursing at Li Qian and Jiang Cheng with the foulest language imaginable. Gu Fei had grown up here; he’d heard all sorts of creative, boundary-pushing vocabularies. But the hysterical insults Li Baoguo hurled at Li Qian and Jiang Cheng, which involved the reproductive systems and rutting periods of all living beings in the known universe, still made him want to rush over and push him off the edge.

Jiang Cheng crouched a distance behind Li Qian, his back turned to the stairwell. Gu Fei couldn’t tell how he was faring.

He couldn’t approach, so he called out from a distance, “Jiang Cheng.” 

Jiang Cheng turned around, hesitated for a few seconds, then crawled over to Gu Fei on all fours. His brow knitted into a tight knot. “I want to go back down. I don’t give a damn anymore. Let me down…”

Gu Fei took a couple of steps forward and stretched out his hand. As soon as Jiang Cheng grabbed it, his body went slack and his whole weight sank down. Gu Fei had no choice but to half carry, half drag him back to the opening of the stairwell. 

“I don’t give a shit anymore. I don’t ever want to hear anything about him ever again,” Jiang Cheng said quietly. “Let’s go.”

“Yeah,” Gu Fei answered.

“It’s just…” Jiang Chang’s voice trembled slightly. “Can you…carry me down? I can’t move.”


Chapter 70

 

JIANG CHENG SPOKE VERY QUIETLY, like he didn’t want the people around them to hear. Gu Fei nodded and made a sound of acknowledgment. If he really were to piggyback Jiang Cheng down the stairs, though, it would stir up enough of a commotion that even Li Baoguo would see them from across the roof—not to mention the nearby aunties and police officers. 

Besides…the tattoo on Jiang Cheng’s inner thigh was freshly done, still red and swollen. Gu Fei couldn’t possibly carry him on his back. He hesitated for a second, then answered quietly as well, “That might rub against your tattoo. What if I…carry you down in my arms?”

“Abso-fucking-lutely not,” Jiang Cheng said, his voice still quiet but his refusal firm.

“Okay, then,” Gu Fei sighed. He took Jiang Cheng’s arm and slung it around his shoulders, then reached around to hold his waist in place. Pushing off from one side, with some effort, he managed to almost lift Jiang Cheng’s feet off the ground. Half dragging Jiang Cheng, Gu Fei started making his way down the stairs.

Gu Fei felt Jiang Cheng’s whole body go slack. It probably wasn’t entirely because of his fear of heights; he figured some of it was from shock, and from his overwhelming disappointment in Li Baoguo.

It wouldn’t have been too hard going down regular stairs this way, but the stairway leading down from the rooftop of this old building was only a metal frame. Properly carrying someone piggyback style would have been easier, but with only one arm around Jiang Cheng like this, the difficulty level increased tenfold.

Gu Fei held onto the railing with one hand and kept the other around Jiang Cheng, which meant he more or less got them down this flight of stairs using only the strength of one arm and one leg. By the time they reached the last step, his arm was starting to ache from the strain, and he almost threw Jiang Cheng down on the landing of the top floor. 

After Gu Fei let go, Jiang Cheng leaned against a wall and slowly sank into a crouch.

Li Baoguo was still cursing away on the roof, the sounds of his tirade interspersed with Li Qian’s sobs and the police officers’ attempts to pacify him. Gu Fei couldn’t hear what they were saying, but he could tell from the tone that they were suppressing frustration and despondence.

Gu Fei leaned over with his hands on his knees and studied Jiang Cheng’s face. “Shall we go down?”

“Mm-hm.” Frowning, Jiang Cheng took a couple of deep breaths before standing up, pressing a hand against his abdomen. “Fuck, I need to puke.”

“Go ahead,” Gu Fei said.

“Where’s your social consciousness?” Jiang Cheng gave him a look. “Steelworks is my home, responsibility is my own.”19 

Gu Fei laughed and squeezed his shoulder. “Then let’s go down and find you a trash can.”

Jiang Cheng didn’t answer. He closed his eyes and took another few seconds to collect himself, but it was impossible when he could still hear the chaos on the rooftop. Sighing, he held onto the railing for support and started moving down the stairs.
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Gu Fei followed him, the noise from the roof slowly fading behind them.

They only made it down two stories when they heard a furious roar from the street outside. “Go ahead and die then, if that’s what you want! Who do you think you’re threatening, crouching there like that?! You lunatic!”

Jiang Cheng stopped on the landing. One of the units on the fifth floor had its door wide open; he could see everyone inside crowding around the window, eagerly watching the show unfold. As soon as they heard those words, they were overtaken by excitement. “His eldest is here! Now we’re talking!”

Gu Fei pushed him gently from behind. “Let’s go.”

Jiang Cheng turned and continued his descent. He walked slowly, perhaps in the knowledge that once he was downstairs, he would run into Li Hui. All the people he didn’t want to see were taking turns appearing in front of him.

Behind him, Gu Fei tried to distract him with food. “Let’s go get something to eat. How about we go to Jiuri’s place for meat pies? It’s been a while.”

“Yeah,” said Jiang Cheng. “But they’re probably out of donkey meat at this hour. I really liked that flavor.”

“You can have…the tenderloin filling.” Gu Fei looked at Jiang Cheng’s back. “Didn’t you say last time the pork was pretty good too? Just get that.”

Jiang Cheng nodded. “All right.”

The closer they got to ground level, the louder Li Hui’s voice became. In all the years he’d known Li Hui, Gu Fei thought, his voice had never sounded so full of life. He cursed at Li Baoguo with the kind of energy normally reserved for a sworn enemy of many years. Even Li Baoguo seemed revitalized: He’d stopped coughing and wheezing, and his voice boomed so loud and clear that it reverberated back and forth inside the stairwell. The echoes overlapped so tumultuously that it was tough to make out what he was saying.

The officers and people of the neighborhood committee must’ve regretted calling Li Hui here, though it had been Li Baoguo’s explicit request. Before his eldest got here, Li Baoguo had hurled abuse and refused to come down. Now that he had seen Li Hui, he was still hurling abuse, and no one knew when he would finally come down. Either way, it was a dilemma.

The only ones in a good mood were probably the spectators gathered to gawk.

Life for those who lived here was like a weiqi board, with its fixed intersections. It flowed along the same stagnant streams, treading along the same lines, before returning right back to where it started; again and again and again, each generation of people could repeat the exact journey without ever needing to lift their heads and look forward—just looping the same path until their last breaths.

For most of these people—the ones downstairs with their heads tilted back to look up, the people upstairs with their heads stuck out of their windows looking down, and the ones who had their doors closed but were listening with ears perked—the word “hope” had long been absent from their lives. Or perhaps they’d never had it in the first place, so it was never missed. It was likely that their only joy came from watching the mess and pain that existed around them, and they found their greatest enjoyment in someone whose life was even more of a mess than theirs—someone who was in even greater pain than they were.

Gu Fei wondered how this mess today would end. Li Hui had taken a tougher stance than ever before. Last time, when Li Baoguo went on a rampage with a cleaver, Li Hui had chased after him and snatched the knife away, even if he did curse the whole time and eventually beat Li Baoguo up. However, Li Hui showed no sign of relenting today. Their fight, sustained verbally over a distance of several floors, sounded as fierce and lively as ever, like a spectacularly energetic poetry recitation.

Perhaps it was because this time Li Baoguo’s tantrum had to do with his illness, which meant it had to do with money. To these native denizens of the steelworks, that was a life-and-death issue, well worth having an epic fight over.

Jiang Cheng said quietly, “I truly don’t know how they can live like this for decades. For their whole lives.”

“You don’t need to know,” Gu Fei said. “You don’t have to live like this. Just live your own life. There are so many people on this earth—we’ve gotta maintain biodiversity within the species somehow.” 

Jiang Cheng turned around and gave him a look. “You illiterati.”

“Mm.” Gu Fei smiled. “I’m just one member of the species in this ecosystem, and so are you.”

“I quite like your kind,” said Jiang Cheng. 

“I like your kind, too. Besides, you’re a rare species that I never thought I’d ever come across.”

Jiang Cheng laughed. His steps seemed a little lighter. 

But when he reached the door to Li Baoguo’s apartment on the first floor, he couldn’t help freezing up—Li Hui was standing right at the entrance. His curses echoed through the stairwell, and the sound made Gu Fei’s eardrums hurt.

“Vulgar old geezer, that’s what you are!” Li Hui roared, pointing a finger upward. “And don’t you dare call me a delinquent—it’s too damn rich coming from you! Don’t run your fucking mouth about how I treat you! The way you’re treated is exactly what you deserve!”

Jiang Cheng didn’t keep moving forward, so Gu Fei stopped behind him and leaned against the railing, listening to Li Hui’s angry diatribe. The people around Li Hui tried halfheartedly to calm him down, but their words passed by him like the air—some of them made him even angrier.

The crowd that had originally gathered to watch the show started to snap out of it and grew increasingly concerned. Both Li Hui and Li Baoguo seemed to be reaching a fever pitch; the situation was quickly spiraling out of control.

“Come on, Li Hui, give it a rest,” an auntie said, tugging on his arm. “You might not like to hear this, but how much longer is your father going to live? Even if he wants to yell at you, it won’t be for much longer. Why—”

“He should die right now!” Li Hui flung her arm off and pointed up at the roof again. “My whole life I’ve watched you embarrass yourself, running your mouth and beating people up! What the fuck do you have to live for?!”

“Stop it! Stop! Enough already!” Li Qian’s hoarse cries sounded from the roof, shrill and desperate. “What the hell are you two trying to do?!”

“He wants me to die!” Li Baoguo’s voice boomed like a clap of thunder.

Before Li Hui and Li Qian could utter another word, an abrupt burst of horrified screams erupted from above and below. Gu Fei heard a thud outside the corridor, dull but loud, like a bag of cement hitting the ground. The sound made everyone’s breathing and heartbeats halt for a moment. In the same shocking instant, a small, dark shape flew past the ground floor entrance. 

When it landed on the pavement, Gu Fei realized it was a single shoe.

In a span of seconds, continuous shrieks, disordered bellows, and the horrified wails of women and children crowded the air, filling every inch of space and leaving them with nowhere to run, nowhere to hide. Gu Fei blacked out for a brief moment—then he dashed forward and put his arms around Jiang Cheng, covering his eyes with his hand.

Jiang Cheng’s whole body was stiff, but he was surprisingly compliant. He moved like a robot with its power shutting down. As Gu Fei half pushed and half carried Jiang Cheng out the door, Jiang Cheng went through the motions, silently, mechanically. He didn’t fight him at all.

The situation outside descended into chaos. Gu Fei didn’t look to see where Li Baoguo’s final jump landed. For years he’d watched in silence as the people here went about their suffocating lives, but he had no desire to witness another life come to an end.

He’d experienced it once, and he never wanted to see it again.

In the ensuing chaos, nobody noticed him taking Jiang Cheng away from the scene. Outside, Li Hui was quiet, but Li Qian’s howling sobs, filled with an indescribable anguish, could still be heard from the rooftop. Her screams rose and fell like a song dedicated to the final moment of Li Baoguo’s life—the boldest thing he had ever done.

 

***

 

Gu Fei didn’t know where he should take Jiang Cheng. Everywhere they could possibly go belonged to here. Everywhere was filled with a Li Baoguo-like aura.

He had no idea where Jiang Cheng’s mind was right now, and he couldn’t predict how Jiang Cheng would react in a few minutes when he snapped out of it. In the end, all he could do was haul Jiang Cheng into the convenience store.

They saw quite a few people along the way running toward Li Baoguo’s building. Though they threw Gu Fei and Jiang Cheng curious and excited looks as they ran past, none of them broke their long, fast strides—after all, people who were still alive were not as entertaining as the dead.

Everyone lived here like this, but not everyone died here like that.

Gu Fei pushed Jiang Cheng into the small room inside the store, then went back out and pulled the shutters down. His mom was supposed to be watching the store today, but it was empty at the moment. She might’ve gone to watch the spectacle too, or perhaps she was simply out on a date with her latest boyfriend.

Gu Fei closed the door and turned around just in time to see Jiang Cheng race out of the room and into the courtyard.

By the time Gu Fei followed him out, Jiang Cheng was already in the bathroom with his hands braced on the wall, puking his guts out. His hands shook so hard that Gu Fei could see it from two yards away.

Gu Fei went into the shop to grab two bottles of water. When he came back to the bathroom, Jiang Cheng was still vomiting, but nothing was coming out; at this point, he was just dry heaving.

Gu Fei stood silently behind him, waiting for Jiang Cheng to stop heaving before he finally spoke up. “Want some water?”

Jiang Cheng didn’t answer, only reached back with his hand. Gu Fei twisted open the cap and handed the bottle to him.

“Wait for me outside,” Jiang Cheng said. He tilted his head back and gargled two mouthfuls of water, then spat them out. “I’m fine.”

“I’ll leave the other bottle here.” Gu Fei loosened the cap of the second bottle and placed it next to the sink.

Jiang Cheng hummed in acknowledgment as he continued to pour water into his mouth.

Gu Fei went back out to the courtyard, stood there blankly for a while, then lit up a cigarette. When the cigarette was halfway finished, he finally started to feel a little calmer. Regardless of the kind of person Li Baoguo had been or what he’d done, ending his life like that was a shock that would take a while to process—even for the onlookers who were just there for a show.

Only then did Gu Fei’s collarbone start stinging again.

He wondered whether the pain on Jiang Cheng’s inner thigh had returned yet. Just now, when Jiang Cheng was vomiting, he’d been standing with his legs apart… But then again, people didn’t usually vomit with their legs clamped together.

Gu Fei felt the absurd urge to laugh. With the cigarette still in his mouth, he threw his head back and cackled soundlessly for a long time.

Just as he finished his cigarette, Jiang Cheng walked out of the bathroom. Apart from his slightly shaky steps, he looked calm.

“Feeling a little better?” Gu Fei asked.

Jiang Cheng frowned. “Practically threw up my whole gallbladder.” He clutched his abdomen and hunched over a little. “I feel like shit.”

“Wanna go lie down for a bit?” 

“Can’t lie down.” Jiang Cheng straightened up and walked into the store, hooked a small plank stool over with his foot, and sat down. “I just want to curl up like this.”

“Then let’s curl up.” Gu Fei pulled up a stool too and sat down facing him.

With his elbows resting on his knees, Jiang Cheng stared blankly into space for a while. “Li Baoguo jumped off of the building, right?”

Gu Fei hesitated for two seconds. “…Yes.”

Jiang Cheng didn’t say anything, just stretched his hand out to Gu Fei.

“You want water?” Gu Fei asked, looking at his hand. Then he reached out and stroked Jiang Cheng’s palm with a finger. “Or something to eat?”

“I wanna smoke,” Jiang Cheng said, giving him a look. “What happened to our telepathy?”

“It got lost from the shock.” Gu Fei retrieved the pack from his pocket, pulled out a cigarette, and placed it in Jiang Cheng’s hand along with a lighter.

Jiang Cheng lit a cigarette and took in a couple of hard drags, then stared at the glowing tip. “So Li Baoguo jumped off the building.”

Gu Fei looked at him. “Yes.”

“I…don’t feel so good.” Jiang Cheng scrunched up his brow and bit his lip.

“You’re not the only one,” Gu Fei sighed. “I don’t feel too great myself.”

“Do you think,” Jiang Cheng said, lifting his eyes and looking at him, “he noticed when I left?”

Gu Fei didn’t answer. Faced with this abnormally calm Jiang Cheng, he was suddenly a little afraid of saying the wrong thing.

“I said I didn’t want to hear anything about him ever again,” Jiang Cheng said. “Could he have heard me?”

Gu Fei shifted his stool forward. “Cheng-ge, this has nothing to do with you.”

“Yeah, I know.” Jiang Cheng nodded. “I know, but that’s still my first reaction. Was it something I did, something I said—”

Gu Fei cut him off. “No, not at all.”

“You know…” Jiang Cheng paused, his brows in a knot. “That’s just how people are. That’s why I’m saying all this out loud. I’m only asking you all this because I want someone to tell me this isn’t my fault. So I can extract myself from this horrible situation.”

“It’s not the same,” Gu Fei said, holding his gaze. “You know well enough that there’s no need for anyone to tell you that. You know that it’s not your fault.”

Jiang Cheng stared at him, then, after a long time, let out a little smile. “Yeah.”

“Eat something,” Gu Fei said, “or go to sleep. Pick one?”

“Eat first, then sleep,” said Jiang Cheng. “You’ve got instant noodles here, right? Can you make me a bowl?”

“Sure. Want eggs in it?” asked Gu Fei.

“One egg, then,” Jiang Cheng replied.

 

***

 

Gu Fei grabbed the noodles from the shelf and went into the kitchen. Usually, when he ate instant noodles, he would simply steep them in a bowl with boiling water and be done with it. Sometimes, if he got really lazy, he’d just nibble at the dry noodles. But right now, even if Jiang Cheng wanted him to go buy meat pies from Wang Xu’s place, he would have done it.

Boil water in the pot. Add noodles. Add egg… After a few seconds, he started to feel uncertain, so he walked to the door and called, “Do you want the egg yolk hard, runny, or mixed in?”

Jiang Cheng was still sitting in the same position on the little stool as before. He didn’t answer, seeming not to hear what Gu Fei had said.

Gu Fei waited for a few seconds before supplying the answer himself: “Hard it is.”

As Gu Fei turned to go back to the kitchen, Jiang Cheng’s voice slowly drifted over: “Runny.”

Gu Fei sprinted back to the kitchen and poked the egg with his chopsticks. It wasn’t fully cooked, but the yolk definitely wasn’t runny anymore. He had no choice but to crack another egg into the pot to poach, watching it attentively. If Jiang Cheng didn’t want to eat the fully cooked one, he would eat it instead.

He went back inside, set up the little table, and placed the bowl of noodles down in front of Jiang Cheng. Just as Gu Fei was about to get another set of chopsticks for himself, Jiang Cheng picked up his own chopsticks and split the fully cooked egg in half, studied it for a moment, then put one half in his mouth.

Gu Fei blinked. “…Didn’t you say you wanted it runny?”

“Did I?” Jiang Cheng gave him a look as he chewed. “I never eat soft yolks. They’re like runny turds.”

Gu Fei had been thinking he’d eat the runny one himself if Jiang Cheng didn’t want it, but upon hearing this, he immediately gave up on the idea. He sat down at the table.

“Aren’t you going to eat something?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“I’m not hungry.”

“Oh.” Jiang Cheng ate slowly. He finished the other half of the fully cooked egg; then, without touching the noodles, he ate the runny egg as well.

Gu Fei was flabbergasted. “…Didn’t you say it’s like a runny turd?”

“Did I?” Jiang Cheng pushed the bowl toward Gu Fei. “I might have said that. I ate the turd for you, so you can have the noodles.”

“Fuck.” Gu Fei laughed. “You don’t want any more?”

“I didn’t really want to eat, anyway.” Jiang Cheng pinched the bridge of his nose. “I just wanted to listen to you doing something—it helps me feel grounded.”

“Then will watching me eat noodles make you feel more grounded?” Gu Fei asked.

Jiang Cheng nodded.

Gu Fei put his head down and dug in. It tasted pretty good.


Chapter 71

 

GU FEI DERIVED NO ENJOYMENT from the bowl of noodles. They were a poor substitute for the juicy meat pies at Wang Xu’s place. As he occasionally looked up at Jiang Cheng sitting across from him and spacing out, the noodles tasted even blander.

Gu Fei was worried. Jiang Cheng’s current mental state really didn’t seem like the kind of calm that came after he collected himself; it was more like the daze of someone who hadn’t completely recovered from shock.

He didn’t want to leave Jiang Cheng alone by himself tonight, but he was also afraid to open his mouth and suggest that he stay over at Jiang Cheng’s place, or ask him to stay here. He was afraid that any sentence could trigger Jiang Cheng into exploding.

After he finished the noodles and went to wash the bowl, Gu Fei walked back inside to find that Jiang Cheng hadn’t moved from his spot. Gu Fei folded the table back up and set it to the side, then walked up to Jiang Cheng. 

“That room on the steelworks campus,” Jiang Cheng said at last, after a long silence. “Will anyone be there tonight?”

“No.”

“Can you keep me company there, then?” Jiang Cheng asked. “I don’t want to spend the night in a familiar place.”

Gu Fei nodded. “Okay.”

He stood there for a while longer, but Jiang Cheng still didn’t move. Gu Fei didn’t rush him; he went and sat down behind the cash register, and took out his phone.

Not much time had passed, but his Moments timeline was already inundated with posts. Word on the street was that someone jumped off a building nearby, and everyone was trying to get details. A few of them spoke with such authority that you’d think they’d been downstairs at the time, ready to catch Li Baoguo themselves.

Gu Fei swiped away from WeChat. He was just about to play a round of his game to give his mind a break when he got a message from Wang Xu.

- I heard the person who jumped is from the street next to yours?

Gu Fei didn’t reply.

Wang Xu sent him another message.

- Somebody said it’s Jiang Cheng’s dad, doesn’t he live on the next street over from you?

Gu Fei frowned. In this modern era filled with various tools of instantaneous communication, the neighborhood rumor mill had become shockingly fast. Quite frankly, it was terrifying.

Gu Fei sent a reply.

- If I hear this being spread around tomorrow, you’re gonna hear from me.

- I wasn’t spreading it around! Didn’t I come to ask you about it first thing? I didn’t even ask Jiang Cheng

- Doesn’t matter. If I see anyone talking about it, I’m going to come find you.

- Fuck! Fine fine fine, I’ll go give them a warning, okayyy??

Gu Fei didn’t respond, just turned off the screen. He didn’t feel like playing Aixiaochu anymore.

“What time is it?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“Past eight. It’s eight twenty-six.” Gu Fei glanced at him. “Do you…”

“Let’s sit for a little longer,” Jiang Cheng said. “I just don’t feel like moving right now, for some reason. I want to sit here and zone out for a while.”

“Okay,” Gu Fei answered. He picked up his phone again and opened his game.

He very much understood Jiang Cheng’s current state of mind. It wasn’t just his body that felt lethargic and refused to function; it was his brain as well. He needed to curl up and space out like that because any sort of movement or thought would pull him back to reality, where all the fear and anxiety he was scared to face would come rushing back like the rising tide. In the time after Gu Fei watched his father die in the lake, he lost count of how many nights he spent sitting and staring off into space like that. It wouldn’t have struck him as particularly strange if Jiang Cheng spent a whole day and night sitting on that little stool.

These were things that Jiang Cheng was never supposed to face. He was never supposed to experience or carry this burden. But for some unfathomable reason, he’d been sent back to this shitty town.

Jiang Cheng wanted to leave. Even if he was born here, even if his parents were all native products of this place, he still didn’t belong here. Gu Fei sometimes felt afraid—afraid that Jiang Cheng would sink to the bottom. Fortunately, that bit of pride in Jiang Cheng’s bones was always there to prop him up. No matter where he was, he stood tall.

 

A little clock hung on the wall. Every time the hour hand moved, on the hour, from one mark to the next, it would make a little click.

After the third click, Jiang Cheng knew that it was eleven o’clock.

He felt sleepy—very sleepy. Like he could close his eyes and he’d fall asleep right away. But when he did close his eyes, even if he pressed his eyelids together until they hurt, he still couldn’t sleep.

It was torturous.

He hadn’t seen Li Baoguo jump, but the sound of him hitting the ground and the sight of that shoe flying across his field of vision were like scenes from a nightmare he couldn’t shake off, dancing behind his eyes through a hazy filter. In his daze, he had trouble telling if he’d dreamed it or if he’d really been there.

The days were getting warmer—he’d sweated a lot that afternoon during the tattoo session—but his hands felt cold now. In fact, his whole body was cold; waves of goosebumps cascaded over him. The only warmth left in his body was in his eyes. They felt scorching hot, as if they’d been burned in a fire. Yet he didn’t feel like crying, even though his tear ducts had been getting quite a workout since he’d moved here. He knew he didn’t want to shed tears for Li Baoguo’s death. They didn’t have that kind of relationship. It was only that his eyes felt hot, and if they kept on burning like this, he would surely get a headache. He had no choice but to keep a hand pressed against his eyes to make himself feel better.

At long last, Jiang Cheng let out a breath and stood up. When he looked back at Gu Fei, he saw him standing up too, stuffing his phone back in his pocket.

“Did you pass that level?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“Yep,” said Gu Fei.

“Bull-fucking-shit. I didn’t hear the level-up sound. I only heard the sounds of failure. You didn’t even finish this round.”

Gu Fei chuckled. “Excellent hearing. I even lowered the volume to one block.”

“Here,” Jiang Cheng said, reaching out his hand. “I’ll play for a bit.”

Gu Fei handed the phone to him. Indeed, he hadn’t passed the level, but even though there were only seven moves left, there was hope. Jiang Cheng looked down at the screen. “Let’s go to the steelworks room.”

When Gu Fei pulled open the shutters and glanced outside, he could see that the streetlamps had come on and all the shops on the street were closed. The entire street was deserted, all the hustle and bustle of the day wiped out by the dark of night.

A peculiar feeling came over him. The whole neighborhood had worked itself into a frenzy, screaming about this shocking and horrifying incident, but in a matter of hours, everything quieted down. Now this incident was just another side dish for each family to chew over at their dinner table. Give it a few months or years, and it would evolve into an unrecognizable local legend—like how Gu Fei had “killed” his own father.

How strange—and how frightening. 

Jiang Cheng stared down at the game on the phone screen, shutting off his peripheral vision. This way, he could imagine he was a little egg yolk surrounded by its shell.

They walked side by side, heading in the direction of the factories. Gu Fei pressed one hand gently against Jiang Cheng’s back. Whenever they came across an obstacle in their way, he gave Jiang Cheng a little tug, and he would go along with the motion to avoid the rocks, bricks, or holes in the ground.

When Gu Fei opened the door to their room in the steel mill, Jiang Cheng dropped down on the sofa and finally let out a breath of relief. He glanced up and around them, then handed the game back to Gu Fei. He’d already shot past two levels.

“Pretty badass,” Gu Fei commended him. “I should change my display name to ‘Someone’s Carrying Me.’”

Jiang Cheng leaned back on the sofa and chuckled. “Go ahead.”

Both the fabric cover and blanket on the sofa had been changed out for a soft, linen-like material. It was airy and didn’t stick to his skin; the coolness felt comfortable, and he started feeling insanely sleepy again.

“Can you…get up first?” Gu Fei lifted the sofa, trying to pull it out to turn it into a bed. “It’s going to collapse the frame if I pull this out with you still on it.”

Jiang Cheng stood up and shuffled a couple of steps forward, thought for a second, then sighed. “Should’ve showered first before we came over. At least brushed my teeth or something.”

“We got stuff here.” Gu Fei dragged the sofa out and pushed the back down. “Look in that box in the bathroom. Li Yan should’ve left the supplies in there—disposable toothbrushes, towels, stuff like that. Just wipe yourself down with a wet towel, you can’t get your leg wet anyway.”

Jiang Cheng went into the bathroom and looked. The room was bare, although the plastic box in the corner was fairly well equipped. All the toiletry sets were printed with the names of various hotel chains.

“Where did he get all this hotel stuff?” Jiang Cheng asked as he brushed his teeth, walking out of the bathroom. 

“It’s what his mom does for a living—they’ve got a ton at home,” Gu Fei said. “He brought these over a while ago. It’s been so cold, though, nobody’s used any of it in a while. The guys aren’t very particular about hygiene, anyway.”

Jiang Cheng smiled. Idly chatting about nothing with Gu Fei was the only way he could hold a conversation right now. This kind of chatter eased his mind and didn’t evoke any sort of unpleasant emotion.

They both washed up and lay down on the sofa. After they turned the lights off, the only brightness left in the room was the light of the moon seeping in from the outside; as time went on, it shone brighter. Hovering outside the curtainless window, it was strangely unsettling.

Jiang Cheng turned around and stared at Gu Fei’s profile.

Gu Fei turned to him. “Want me to hold you?” 

“Go away,” Jiang Cheng said. “It’s hot.”

“Let’s just do this, then.” Gu Fei grabbed his hand and held it. “Hurry up and go to sleep. We’ve got school tomorrow.”

“Good night,” Jiang Cheng said.

Gu Fei squeezed his palm. “Good night.” 

Jiang Cheng closed his eyes. Gu Fei’s fingers kept on rhythmically squeezing his palm, as if he were coaxing a child to sleep. It was a little amusing, but it still made him feel grounded. The only problem was that Gu Fei very evidently fell asleep before him. Every squeeze of his fingers took longer and longer until they eventually stopped. 

Jiang Cheng smiled, listening to Gu Fei’s slow, steady breathing and following his rhythm. Soon, he drifted off as well.

 

***

 

When Jiang Cheng woke in the morning, Gu Fei had already gotten up. He could smell the aroma of beef noodle soup.

“You up?” Gu Fei asked from behind him.

“Mm-hm,” Jiang Cheng hummed. When he turned around, he saw two takeout bowls of beef noodle soup on top of the little rickety table by the sofa. He sat up and rubbed his face.

Though he slept through the night without being startled awake, the nightmares never stopped. He woke up remembering it all; he didn’t experience the process of recalling the previous day’s events, reexperiencing the shock, then getting used to it all over again.

Li Baoguo killed himself in front of his three kids and a crowd of neighbors. He jumped from the roof of the building, putting an end to a life that might or might not have had any meaning at all.

It had cycled through his dreams the entire night. Waking up only made the images a little clearer.

“Nobody called me,” Jiang Cheng said, grabbing his phone and glancing at it. “Do I not need to be involved in his…affairs?”

“Li Hui will come looking for you when they need you to put up the funeral money,” said Gu Fei. “And when they’re splitting up the inheritance.”

“Does Li Baoguo even have anything to leave us?” Jiang Cheng remarked as he swiped through his phone absentmindedly.

“Dunno.” Gu Fei handed him a toothpaste-laden toothbrush. “He’s gotta have something. Maybe even a few thousand.”

“If he really had a few thousand, he wouldn’t need to go around asking for money.” Jiang Cheng took the toothbrush and stuck it into his mouth. “But it doesn’t matter. Even if he had a million yuan, it has nothing to do with me. I don’t want a single penny of it.”

“Just put some cash in for the funeral and don’t worry about the rest,” Gu Fei said.

“Mm,” Jiang Cheng answered, slowly brushing his teeth.

Theoretically, the death of his father was a completely legitimate reason for him to take a few days off from school. But Jiang Cheng couldn’t think of any need to take time off, or what he would even do with the time if he did.

Just as he entered Fourth High, he ran into Lao-Xu, who must’ve been on gate duty this week.

“Morning, Xu-zong,” Jiang Cheng called out to him.

“Ah, Jiang Cheng… Morning. Good morning.” Lao-Xu looked as if he wanted to say something, but ultimately he decided against it. “Go on. Study hard, now.”

“Morning, Xu-zong,” Gu Fei also called out behind him.

“Good kid! You’re not late today!” Lao-Xu clapped his shoulder happily. “If you pay attention in class later, that’ll be even better!”

“Uh-huh.”

Maybe he was being a little sensitive, but as Jiang Cheng walked up the stairs, he felt everyone’s eyes on him, though he didn’t hear any hushed voices. Of course, with the way he usually carried himself, no one dared to come up and ask him about it, either. It was slightly uncomfortable, but he preferred it this way; it gave his tightly wound nerves a chance to relax a little.

“Jiang Cheng.” As soon as he entered the classroom and sat down, Wang Xu pushed Zhou Jing aside and stole his seat. “Are you coming to my place for lunch today? I told my mom to put aside some donkey pies for us.”

Jiang Cheng paused. “Huh?”

“Are you coming or not?” Wang Xu asked. “You guys haven’t been to the shop in ages. My mom even asked about it last week—she thought I must’ve offended my classmates again.”

“Okay.” Jiang Cheng smiled. “Will there be mutton soup?”

“Duh! All the meat pies and mutton soup you can eat,” Wang Xu said. “It’s decided, then. We’ll head to lunch together.”

Jiang Cheng hummed his assent and nodded, then glanced at Gu Fei.

“Obviously Da-Fei will come along. If you’re coming, how can he not?” With that, Wang Xu stood up and walked back to his own seat. 

Gu Fei watched Wang Xu as he walked away. “Fuck,” he said quietly. “I wish I could say I’m not going.”

Jiang Cheng cracked up, putting his head down and giggling into his desk drawer. “Then don’t go.”

“How can I not?” Gu Fei sighed. “You’re going, and I’m the free part of the buy one, get one free.”

“So…” Jiang Cheng glanced at him. “When I said I was going to play ball with He Zhou, why wasn’t it buy one, get one free then?”

“That’s different,” said Gu Fei.

That’s different. Jiang Cheng didn’t know exactly what was different about it, but he wasn’t in the mood to pursue it further.

Gu Fei reached out a hand and placed a milk candy on the desk before him.

“Just one?” Jiang Cheng looked at him.

“There’s only one left. I saved it from my own mouth.” Gu Fei rummaged through his pockets. “Winter jackets have larger pockets that hold more. These days I can only carry a dozen or so at a time, and I forgot to refill yesterday.”

“And what if Er-Miao comes to you for candy today?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“I’ll just go buy her a lollipop at the snack stand later—one of those fifty-cent ones.”

“So easy to please.” Jiang Cheng smiled, unwrapped the milk candy, and popped it in his mouth.

“She just likes having a sweet candy to chew on. She doesn’t care if it tastes good.” Gu Fei pulled out his phone and opened his stupid Aixiaochu. “Shit. Did Li Yan hire a power leveler or something?”

“Who the hell pays for a power leveler on a stupid mobile game?” said Jiang Cheng.

“How is he ranking way above me again? Wasn’t I just one level away yesterday?” Gu Fei still found it hard to accept. “Can you catch up for me at lunch?”

“Call me ‘Ge.’”

“Chengcheng-gege,” Gu Fei begged quietly, “catch up for me, please.”

Jiang Cheng nodded and laughed. “No problem.”

Jiang Cheng maintained that he wasn’t very affected by his father’s death. He didn’t have much of a relationship with Li Baoguo, so no matter how he looked at it, he shouldn’t feel too upset. However, Jiang Cheng thought as he slumped on the desk with his eyes closed, that’s not entirely true. Li Baoguo had ended his life in a way that would permanently scar anyone. That kind of trauma wasn’t something you could get over by saying something like, We didn’t have anything to do with each other, so I don’t give a damn.

Jiang Cheng wasn’t sad or in pain, but his spirits remained low throughout the whole morning. During Lao-Lu’s class, when his thunderous booms shook the ceiling so much that the plaster flaked off and made the whole class erupt in roaring laughter, Jiang Cheng couldn’t even bother to open his eyes. It was a concerning place to be, mentally, to feel as though he couldn’t muster up the energy to care about anything.

He was terrified of his emotions sinking to rock bottom. If he lost control, they might run away from him and never look back; if it went on for too long, it would be nearly impossible to pick himself up again.

Last period was Lao-Lu’s class again. Jiang Cheng spent the whole class collecting his emotions against the backdrop of Lao-Lu’s roars, gradually steering himself out of despondency, quietly cheering himself on. By the time the bell rang, he was no longer slumped over his desk. He straightened and leaned back in his chair, took in a few deep breaths, then slowly let them out.

It’s no big deal. Since the day he arrived in this place, he’d experienced many irritating things and met countless irritating people, and hadn’t he solved all those issues one by one? It’s no big deal. A person’s potential was limitless; if he decided he was going to solve the problem, then it wouldn’t be a big deal at all.

He kept on breathing deeply. Just as he took in another big breath and was about to let it out, Wang Xu walked by and slammed a hand against his desk. “Let’s go, go, go!”

Jiang Cheng choked. His pent-up breath practically sprayed out through his eyes as he coughed relentlessly. “God damn it.”

By the time they walked out the school gates, Jiang Cheng felt that his mood had lifted a bit, at least on the surface. When his phone rang, he felt a sudden tightening in his gut, but he still calmly retrieved it and answered the call from an unknown number.

The number wasn’t saved in his phone, but even if he used his very neat teeth instead of his brain, he could guess that it was Li Hui. As he picked up, he stifled the urge to thank him for not calling during class.

“Jiang Cheng.” Li Hui’s voice was a little hoarse, but still as aggressive as ever, as if Jiang Cheng owed him money—going by his tone alone, it must have been at least ten thousand yuan. “You’ve just been chilling, huh? Dad died, and you haven’t come by even once? Not even to take a look?”

“Get to the point,” Jiang Cheng said icily.

“Ha, the point? Straight to the point, huh?!” Li Hui spat out his words rapid-fire. “You don’t have anything to do with this family, so you don’t need to know anything else, is that it?!” 

Jiang Cheng refused to play along. “If you don’t want to talk, then I’m hanging up.” 

“Don’t you fucking act tough with me!” Li Hui was furious. “Did you think that just because I didn’t get you back last time, I’m afraid of you? I bet I can get some guys to fuck you up right now!”

“I just want to know what you’re calling me for. If you’re not gonna tell me, I’m hanging up. After that, even if you feel like telling me, I won’t be around to listen,” Jiang Cheng said, his voice still cold. “I’ll be waiting for you to come fuck me up. If you can’t manage that, you better believe I’ll come for you.”

“You fucking motherfucker!” Li Hui must’ve run out of words to say. He exploded with a stream of profanities long enough for a five-hundred-word essay.

Jiang Cheng listened for a while to expand his personal vocabulary. Then, just as he was about to hang up, Li Hui’s voice quieted on the other end. 

“Ah, Jiang Cheng?” A female voice had taken over. “It’s your sister-in-law. Don’t take your brother too seriously. He’s in a bad mood.”

Sister-in-law? Jiang Cheng had absolutely no memory of this sister-in-law, so he simply made a sound of acknowledgment. 

“Here’s the thing,” his sister-in-law said. “Your dad’s gone, we’re all very upset about it, and you… We can understand. But now there’s all these matters to deal with, and all these expenses to pay. For you to remove yourself from everything… Well, that’s not very reasonable, is it?”

Jiang Cheng glanced at Gu Fei, who was dragging Wang Xu along ahead of him, and slowed his steps. “Sister, let me say that first of all, I’m a student. I don’t have a job or a source of income. Normally, if a family needs someone to shell out money, they’re not going to ask someone who’s still in high school, right? Now that’s unreasonable.”

“Well, no, that’s not really how it works,” she said. His words clearly made her a little embarrassed and anxious.

“Here’s how it works with me,” Jiang Cheng said before she could continue. “I will give you three thousand yuan. I was going to give it to Li Baoguo before, but I didn’t have a chance to; now it can be used on his funeral affairs. But you have to write me a receipt clearly stating how much money you will receive. I’m not going to ask where you’ll spend it, but this is a single lump sum, nothing more.”

She hesitated, seeming to think it was too little. “Ah, three thousand…”

“Whether or not Li Baoguo has left his children any inheritance, or how much, has nothing to do with me. I won’t ask about that,” Jiang Cheng said. “But I’m saying this right now: Don’t any of you dare come bother me. I doubt you people will be able to handle me at my worst. Once you have the receipt prepared, come to my school and give me a call.”

Jiang Cheng finished saying his part and hung up without waiting to hear a response from the other side. The moment he put the phone back in his pocket, he let out a long breath.

A little way ahead of him, Gu Fei was also talking to someone on the phone. When he turned and noticed Jiang Cheng had finished his call, he pointed at Wang Xu in warning, then came walking back to Jiang Cheng.

“What…” Wang Xu stood on the spot unhappily. “If you two have something to discuss in private, can it at least wait ’til after we eat? It’s my treat, and you keep pushing me off to the side. What has this world come to?!”

Jiang Cheng looked at Gu Fei. “Hm?”

“I have to ask him first,” Gu Fei was saying into his phone. “I can’t guarantee he’ll agree to this one. Okay, but…don’t they usually look for girls to be lip models? You want this big fella to put lipstick on and pose for photos… I understand what contrast means, but my point is he doesn’t look pretty like Li Yan, he’s just… Fine, fine—I’ll ask him first.” Gu Fei hung up the phone and turned to Jiang Cheng.

“What the heck is a lip model?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“It’s to, uh…display lip care products. And lipstick and stuff,” Gu Fei said quietly. “Ding Zhuxin’s friend saw your photos and thought your lips looked…good.”

Jiang Cheng stared at Gu Fei’s lips in shock. “The fuck?”

He’d never really paid attention to what his own lips looked like. Usually, when he looked in the mirror to admire his own handsome face, he liked to look at the whole picture… He’d always thought Gu Fei’s lips were very sexy, though; every time he saw them, he wanted to kiss them or lick them. Maybe even bite…

It could have been a side effect from the recent fight with Li Hui, but his mood was sort of all over the place. Staring at Gu Fei’s lips, he could hardly hear what Gu Fei was saying. The only thing churning around in his mind was the kind of stuff you could call the cops for.

Over there, Mr. Policeman, sir! That’s the guy! It’s me!

“I want to do something big for my birthday,” Jiang Cheng said suddenly.

“So what they’re looking for is the visual impact from the juxtaposition, but if you don’t want—” Gu Fei paused in the middle of his sentence, blinking. “What?”

“Nothing,” said Jiang Cheng. “Lip model? I’m willing to be an ass model as long as you’re the photographer.”

“What?” Gu Fei said again, still not keeping up.

“Sorry, not ass model… Derrière model.”


Chapter 72

 

JIANG CHENG WAS SURPRISED by the lip modeling thing. Ding Zhuxin and her friends must’ve been total weirdos. Ding Zhuxin had designed a bunch of hobo uniforms and paired them with high-end looking product images (he’d seen the end result of Gu Fei’s photo editing) with all sorts of cryptically profound hipster captions. Meanwhile, her friend wanted to take photos of a dude in lipstick…

Apparently, though, it paid well. Even for a totally inexperienced model like him, a few days of shooting would more than patch up the hole left by the money he’d given to Li Baoguo already and the money he was about to shell out for his funerary expenses.

Jiang Cheng didn’t mind the lipstick. After all, he’d agreed to wear that crazy caveman outfit before. He was an attractive guy with a handsome face and a fit body who wasn’t afraid of ridiculous getups. How bad could he look with lipstick on?

“I was going to postpone it until summer break,” Gu Fei said. “But they’re in a hurry and they can’t wait. I checked their schedule, the shooting time is set for one week before finals. Will that be a problem for you?”

“Nope,” Jiang Cheng answered without hesitation.

“What about your study time?” 

“I’ll use every spare moment and postpone when I go to bed by one hour.” Jiang Cheng glanced at him. “Watch and learn, slacker.”

Gu Fei chuckled. “The most I do with spare time is nap.” 

After the meat pies at Wang Xu’s place, everything seemed to get back on track.

Normally, when something troubled him and he couldn’t solve it, Jiang Cheng dealt with the issue in one of two ways. The first method was to keep thinking about it, turning it over in his mind nonstop, upside down and backward, until eventually the problem would lose the power it’d originally held and he felt only numbness whenever he remembered it—those words of validation he could never obtain from his adoptive parents, for example. After he’d gotten used to the issue, he no longer had much emotional reaction to it. The other solution was to bury it deep in his heart and never touch it again, and perhaps forget it for real at some point in the future, like those calm, constant criticisms he received from his family.

For Li Baoguo, Jiang Cheng chose the latter. An overly gruesome end like his wasn’t meant to be dwelled on and replayed over and over. He buried the details in the depths of his mind and tried not to touch that spot ever again.

Li Hui would never volunteer any information to Jiang Cheng without being asked. A few days later, when Li Hui and his wife met him outside the school with a receipt for three thousand yuan, they didn’t even tell him when Li Baoguo’s body would be cremated.

“Hold on, let me see.” Standing outside the school gates, Jiang Cheng studied the proof of payment carefully, struggling to decipher the dogshit handwriting. Fortunately, he had years of experience reading his own. Then he took a square ink pad he’d borrowed from Lao-Xu’s office out of his pocket. “I’ll need a standard fingerprint. Put it over your name.”

“Get over yourself!” Li Hui raged. “Fingerprint, my ass! It’s only three fucking thousand! You’d think you were giving out three million!”

“Mm-hm, it’s only three thousand yuan, yet you two felt the need to come in person to pick it up as a pair.” Jiang Cheng smirked. “Will you do it or not? I’m not giving you anything without a fingerprint. Who knows if you’ll turn around one day and claim that I faked your signature?” 

Li Hui glared at him and started to step closer when Wang Xu’s sudden roar boomed from behind them. “What’s taking so long?! Are you done yet?! Do you need help from the guys?”

A few boys stood inside the school gate: Gu Fei, Wang Xu, Lu Xiaobin, and Guo Xu. Of these four people, only Gu Fei knew what was happening here. Wang Xu had a vague idea, while Lu Xiaobin and Guo Xu had merely been summoned here by Wang Xu to look more intimidating. Standing there with displeased faces, they looked ready to burst through the gates to fight at any moment. Even the doorman looked a little nervous, never mind Li Hui, who quickly quieted down.

“Fucking hell.” Li Hui snatched up the pad, inked his thumb, and pressed it to the paper.

“All right.” Jiang Cheng looked at the thumbprint; it was sufficiently clear. He took an envelope out of his pocket and handed it to Li Hui. “You can count the money.”

Holding back his temper, Li Hui opened the envelope with a dark expression on his face and took a cursory glance, then walked away without counting the bills.

Jiang Cheng watched their figures recede and let out a long, relieved breath. When he turned to head back into the school, Gu Fei gave him a little smile, so he smiled back.

Along with the relief, Jiang Cheng also felt a little pensive. Li Hui didn’t seem to feel very much at all over Li Baoguo’s death. He’d asked for money so boldly, and with so much conviction; Jiang Cheng couldn’t comprehend what must be going on inside his head.

Now that Li Baoguo’s affairs were in order, it seemed that everything was finally tied up and done with. Jiang Cheng buried it in the deepest recesses of his mind. He didn’t even tell Pan Zhi about what happened. If Pan Zhi didn’t bring the name up again, Jiang Cheng would probably never speak about it.

Life and death were ridiculous indeed. A person could disappear just like that; in an instant, they went from one kind of gossip fodder to a different kind entirely. And outside of the streets in the steelworks, nobody knew how someone like Li Baoguo had chosen to leave this world—or that he ever even existed. How he lived and how he died would only be held in the distant memories of a sad, meager handful of people.

Jiang Cheng was suddenly overcome with the thought of how frighteningly insignificant he was. Where he came from, how he lived, the way he struggled and strived, where he would eventually end up—like Li Baoguo’s life, it was a story nobody else would hear. 

Whether he was headed up or down, only he would know.

 

***

 

Lao-Xu the mother hen waited a whole week before tracking Jiang Cheng down for a talk. Surprisingly, it wasn’t about Li Baoguo. He wanted to talk about the final exam, which was coming up next week.

Looking across the table at Lao-Xu, Jiang Cheng wondered if the man’s emotional intelligence had mysteriously improved lately.

“How’s the studying going?” Lao-Xu asked as he handed him a large brown envelope. “These are some worksheets I got for you. Maybe you can work on them when you have the time.”

“Okay,” Jiang Cheng said, accepting the envelope. “It’s going all right. I have to take a couple of afternoons off this week… I wanted to let you know in advance.”

“Time off?” Lao-Xu asked, looking at him. “What for?”

“It’s…personal,” Jiang Cheng said. I’m gonna put on lipstick and make some money, Xu-zong.

“Can you tell me about it?” Lao-Xu pressed him.

Jiang Cheng staunchly refused to elaborate. “I can’t.”

“Kid…” Lao-Xu sighed, then after some contemplation, gave him a warm smile and another question: “Are you under financial strain? I can help you apply for—”

“No, that won’t be necessary,” Jiang Cheng answered quickly. “I’m not in need. No need to trouble you, the school, or the government.”

“Ah, you sure are a good kid,” Lao-Xu said. Then he had another thought: “Or we could organize a class-wide donation drive.”

“Xu-zong, please!” Jiang Cheng exclaimed. It seemed that even praising Lao-Xu’s emotional intelligence in his thoughts was too much; he’d witnessed it slide all the way to the bottom of the scale as they spoke. Jiang Cheng gazed at Lao-Xu with such earnestness that he was a step away from shedding tears. “I don’t need money. I have enough, really! Please, please don’t worry about this on my behalf, I’m begging you!”

“Okay, okay,” Lao-Xu said with a nod—then added quickly, “You must tell me if you’re in any kind of trouble.”

Jiang Cheng nodded back, vehemently. “I will.” 

Lao-Xu stopped pressing Jiang Cheng about the reason for his absence, though he did give his blessing for the time off. However…

Inside the taxi, Jiang Cheng glanced at Gu Fei sitting beside him. “Are you skipping class, or did you ask for time off?”

“Skipping.” Gu Fei kept his head down, playing his stupid Aixiaochu. “There’s no way Lao-Xu would approve my time off.”

“Does he know we’re going somewhere together, then?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“Are you worried that he’ll find out?” said Gu Fei. “It’s fine, you’re still only taking the afternoon off tomorrow, right? I’ll skip the whole day.”

Jiang Cheng frowned. “No. I’m not worried about him knowing we’re skipping class together, I’m worried that he’ll interrogate you about me.”

“Got it.” Gu Fei smiled, bumping his leg gently against Jiang Cheng’s. “I have a hundred different answers ready to go.”

Jiang Cheng sighed. “Then don’t skip class tomorrow morning.”

“Mm.” Gu Fei nodded.

Jiang Cheng went quiet. Watching Gu Fei’s profile out of the corner of his eye, he wanted to say something, but he felt like there wasn’t much he could say. There was something off about the way Gu Fei kept his distance from the school and other students, but he couldn’t quite put his finger on it.

Jiang Cheng wanted Gu Fei to have the kind of school life the other students did, but that was clearly impossible. Jiang Cheng wanted people to see that Gu Fei wasn’t just some delinquent slacker who skipped class all the time, but Gu Fei didn’t seem interested in showing his virtues to anyone else. It occasionally gave Jiang Cheng an uneasy, untethered feeling.

He reached a hand behind Gu Fei’s back and squeezed his waist.

 

This friend of Ding Zhuxin’s who wanted a male lip model was a plump, middle-aged woman. Despite her figure, there was a certain aura about her. The glasses on her face lent her an elegant air that set her apart from others her age who rushed at gold accessory sales in the mall and danced in town squares even when they were traveling abroad.

“Boys certainly are getting more and more handsome these days,” she said, giving him a once-over. “I didn’t meet a single attractive one when I was younger, but I see them all the time now.”

“Thanks, Jie,” Jiang Cheng said.

“Thank you for coming,” the woman said. “Go on in, then. I’m going to have a stroll around outside… Gu Fei, thank you for your hard work.”

“Don’t mention it,” Gu Fei answered as he assembled his camera.

“How about you pose for a set too sometime?” she suggested.

“Nope.”

“Ha, that’s a real conversation-ender,” she said with a laugh. “All right, you guys get started. I’ll be going.”

She left, and a designer and a makeup artist remained on set; they both seemed to be very familiar with Gu Fei. The young makeup artist was even going to double as Gu Fei’s photography assistant later.

“Isn’t it just lipstick?” Jiang Cheng asked as he leaned back in the chair and felt the makeup artist slather layer upon layer of goop on his face. “Why do you need to put so much on the rest of my face?”

“Well, they can’t just isolate your lips for the photos,” the makeup artist said, laughing. “We don’t usually need such intricate makeup for a clothing shoot, but these are all close-ups of your face. Try to bear with me.”

“Oh.” Jiang Cheng stretched his legs out and closed his eyes.

He’d thought they’d only need to prime his face with a white base coat, then dab some lipstick on and call it a day. But the foundation alone took forever. After the foundation, she fiddled with his eyelids. Jiang Cheng was already tired from staying up late to study for finals the past few days, and now, with these brushes sweeping back and forth across his eyelids, he was getting teary-eyed.

“Your eyes are so pretty,” the makeup artist said. “They look way nicer than those people who get ‘glamorous line’ surgery.”

“What’s ‘glamorous line’ surgery?” Jiang Cheng asked.

The makeup artist laughed. “Oh, you know, puppy eyes.” 

Jiang Cheng was lost. “What are puppy eyes…?” 

“His aren’t really puppy eyes,” the designer said from beside them. “They’ve got more of a smug, bad-boy vibe, not a cutesy vibe. They’re pretty striking.”

“True,” the makeup artist said, nodding. “I don’t even have to do much for his eyes.”

Jiang Cheng decided to give up on any further questions, because the makeup artist was starting to line his eyes, and he found it excruciating. “Wait, wait wait wait—” 

The makeup artist paused. “Does it hurt?” 

“I can film a crying scene right now.” Jiang Cheng turned his face away and looked at Gu Fei. “Got a tissue?”

Gu Fei had been sitting beside him and messing with his camera settings, not paying much attention to how the makeup was going. When Jiang Cheng suddenly turned toward him, Gu Fei swept his eyes over his face and handed him a tissue, almost dropping his camera in the process.

With makeup, Jiang Cheng looked very unfamiliar. His lips were still bare, but that only made his eyes stand out more, immediately capturing Gu Fei’s attention. The eye makeup was pretty intense. If he’d seen this look out on the street, he’d think it was a little extreme, even on a woman. But on Jiang Cheng’s face, it didn’t seem out of place at all.

Perhaps he was looking through heavily boyfriend-tinted glasses, but seeing Jiang Cheng like this made his heart leap into his throat. After Jiang Cheng took the tissue, Gu Fei poured himself a glass of water and hastily took two big gulps to swallow his heart back into place.

The makeup artist continued working on Jiang Cheng’s face. Meanwhile, Gu Fei was no longer in the mood to fiddle with his camera settings. He aimed the camera at Jiang Cheng instead and focused all his attention on his face.

Gu Fei had known this makeup artist for some time; they often ran into each other at other photoshoots. She was a highly skilled makeup artist employed by a TV station, but she freelanced on the side. He never noticed it when she put makeup on other people, but now he saw that she had meticulously accentuated all of Jiang Cheng’s distinctive features: his eyes, the curve of his nose, the shape of his face.

And his lips.

On any given day, Jiang Cheng’s lips looked…normal. But now, even with only a base layer of makeup, Gu Fei was starting to see their beauty.

The makeup artist stilled her hands and glanced at his camera. “What, are we doing a behind-the-scenes shoot this time?” 

“Mm,” said Gu Fei, still staring at Jiang Cheng through the lens. “For myself.”

“Don’t mess around,” Jiang Cheng said, opening one eye to look at him. “It’s not even done…”

Gu Fei pressed the shutter. The way Jiang Cheng looked at him with one eye open was very sexy.

“Screw your uncle,” Jiang Cheng cursed. After a pause, he asked, “So…lookin’ good?”

“Dunno.”

“What do you mean you don’t know?” said Jiang Cheng, confused.

“I don’t know what my uncle looks like.”

“…Fucking hell,” Jiang Cheng cursed again. “I’m asking you how I look!”

The makeup artist stood there and laughed, a little brush still in her hand.

“Drop-dead gorgeous,” Gu Fei replied seriously.

 

***

 

Because it needed to match the overall look, the lip makeup took a whole hour before it was finally finished. According to the makeup artist, they’d progressed much faster than usual. Jiang Cheng didn’t know whether or not to believe her.

“All done,” she announced as she swept the brush over his face a couple more times, as though she was sweeping the floor. She stood up. “We can start shooting now.”

“Amazing,” the designer commented after staring at Jiang Cheng’s face for a while. “It’s exactly the vibe I’m going for.”

“Can I look in the mirror?” Jiang Cheng asked.

The designer moved to the side. Jiang Cheng hadn’t glanced in the mirror this entire time; now, with one look, he almost jumped from the shock.

“Oh, fuck!” He turned and stared at the other three—he couldn’t see his face now, but he was sure it looked horrified even through the makeup. “What the hell is this?!”

“I guess you’re not used to it,” the designer said, laughing. “It looks great, though, it’s not feminine at all. It’s a very manly sort of sexy.”

Jiang Cheng couldn’t quite comprehend what it meant to be manly while sporting a mouthful of bright lipstick, but when Gu Fei gave him a thumbs-up, his mind was suddenly at ease again. He admittedly had the feeling Gu Fei would have given him a thumbs-up even if his makeup looked like a runny, yolky turd, but a positive affirmation from Gu Fei was still reassuring.

“Let’s start,” Jiang Cheng said. “After this I still have to…study and do homework.”

His words must’ve come as a total surprise for both the makeup artist and the designer. It wasn’t until he was already stationed in front of the lights that they managed to blurt out, “Oh!”

 

***

 

Gu Fei felt a primitive urge reawakening within him. He’d taken photos of lots of handsome guys before—even what Jiang Cheng would call “ass models”—without batting an eye. But now, as he looked at Jiang Cheng’s face, those buried desires crept out little by little, slithering beneath his skin along his body’s various channels and meridians, unfurling and spreading. 

Click.

A gently lifted face.

Click.

The corner of the mouth subtly curled up; a hint of smugness.

Click.

That look of disdain.

Click.

Jiang Cheng’s signature arrogant smirk.

Every shutter click drummed to the beat of his desire; every still frame of Jiang Cheng’s face pushed him closer to the direction of the bathroom.

After they finished shooting the first set and Jiang Cheng was getting ready to change his makeup, Gu Fei put down his camera and went to the bathroom. Inside, Gu Fei placed his hands against the wall, facing the urinal. But before he could begin to calm himself down, he heard footsteps approaching and a figure appeared beside him.

“Did you come to jack off?” Jiang Cheng murmured lowly as he crossed his arms and leaned against the door. “Or are you trying to lower the flag?”

“Fuck,” Gu Fei cursed as he turned to look at him. “Did you come to watch and laugh or to help me out?”

“To watch, of course.” Jiang Cheng’s eyes narrowed in mirth as he laughed gleefully.

“Do you have even an ounce of humanity?” Gu Fei remarked, walking over and shoving him against the wall.

Jiang Cheng jabbed a finger at Gu Fei’s chin. “Young man, if you kiss me right now, everyone out there will know.”

Gu Fei considered this for a moment, then planted a kiss on the side of Jiang Cheng’s neck, where it met his shoulder.

Jiang Cheng put his arms around Gu Fei. “I’m warning you—if you dare bite me, I’ll smack you.”

Gu Fei lifted his eyes and laughed. “Young man, you dare to come in here to provoke me, someone with all sorts of blackmail material against you?”

Jiang Cheng chuckled. “I came in to make you feel better.” 

“Cheng-ge,” Gu Fei said, dropping his voice, “I’ve got a question for you.”

Jiang Cheng looked at him. “Hm?”

“You said you wanted to do something big for your birthday.” Gu Fei gazed into his eyes. “How big were you thinking?”


Chapter 73

 

HOW BIG? As big as me topping you? Jiang Cheng thought. Or you topping me?

Thoughts raced across his mind like live comments across a video stream:

“A Discussion on the Post-Awakening Development of Juvenile and Adolescent Sexual Awareness.”

Cut off the sinful thoughts in your heart. Study hard and seek daily improvement.

Question: Does long-term abstinence impact physical development?

…

LIVESTREAM COMMENTS: [ON/OFF].

OFF.

 

Jiang Cheng looked at Gu Fei. “How big do you think?”

“Where?” Gu Fei lowered his gaze and swept it over his crotch. “About the same as me, probably.”

Jiang Cheng clicked his tongue. “Control yourself.” 

Gu Fei grinned and backed away a few steps, returned to the urinal, and unzipped his fly. “Join me?”

“Hey, just curious.” Jiang Cheng walked up to the urinal adjacent to his, and they stood facing the wall together. “You must’ve taken photos of a ton of hot men and women before…”

“No,” Gu Fei answered immediately.

“What do you mean, no?” said Jiang Cheng. “Are you telling me all your past shoots were pinups for the Pug Look-alikes’ Monthly Calendar?” 

“When I photographed other people, I’ve never…” Gu Fei glanced at the bathroom door, “gotten hard.”

“Huh. Why do I find that difficult to believe? From what I’ve seen, every time you take photos of me…” Jiang Cheng also glanced at the door, “you get hard. You’re like the guy who gets a semi whenever he boards a slightly crowded bus.”

Gu Fei laughed at the wall for a while. “I’m not like that. I need a specific target. My boyfriend, for example.”

“Yell a little louder, why don’t you?” Jiang Cheng finished peeing and zipped up, then looked askance at Gu Fei. “Do you have an enlarged prostate or something, sir? You’ve been standing there forever and still haven’t taken a leak.”

“I wasn’t here for that in the first place,” Gu Fei said. “I might as well pee while I’m here, but I still have to wait for the flag to go down, don’t I?”

“…I can’t continue this conversation with you.” Jiang Cheng went to the sink to wash his hands.

“Don’t wait for me,” Gu Fei told him. “You’ll need to change into another look. Go get ready.”

“I didn’t say I’d wait for you,” Jiang Cheng said. He glanced at Gu Fei again, then walked out.

Before leaving the bathroom, Gu Fei faced the mirror and gave himself a warning: This is work! There should be a limit to your shamelessness. It’d be bad if this gets in the way of making money.

Jiang Cheng idly leaned against the back of the chair, allowing the makeup artist to go to work on his face. “Isn’t it just a change of lipstick color?” he protested feebly. “Why do we have to redo the eye makeup too?”

“You need completely different makeup for a different style of lipstick, of course,” she explained, chuckling.

“Ah,” Jiang Cheng sighed.

Gu Fei readjusted the lights and walked to Jiang Cheng’s side with his camera.

“I’ll smack you if you keep sneaking candid pics,” Jiang Cheng said with his eyes closed.

“Hm?” Gu Fei looked at him through the viewfinder. “You know I’m here?”

“No shit. I felt a little breeze.”

“Remember yesterday, that summer, the moment the breeze blew past,” Gu Fei sang as he clicked the shutter.20 

Jiang Cheng tutted.

“It’s not a picture of you,” Gu Fei said. “I was taking one of Nini.”

“Nini?” Jiang Cheng opened his eyes a crack.

“Me,” the makeup artist said, grinning. “He sometimes takes a few working photos of me so I can post them to my Moments.”

Jiang Cheng opened his eyes all the way and fixed his gaze on Gu Fei. “Why aren’t you taking photos of me?” 

“…Just a sec.” Gu Fei pointed the camera at him and clicked the shutter again.

The lipstick featured in the second round of photos was scarlet. Jiang Cheng turned to glance in the mirror before going on set and froze at the sight of his reflection once again. “Holy crap. What in all hells is this?”

“This is our newest colorway,” the designer laughed. “It’s cold, glamorous, and sexy, with a touch of seduction.”


[image: ]


“No offense,” Jiang Cheng sighed, “but are you trying to make these concepts and descriptions incomprehensible to humans? I don’t get it. But I guess I’ll try to find the vibe on my own.”

The others all laughed. Nini pointed at Gu Fei and said, “He gets it.”

“You do?” Jiang Cheng looked to him.

“I can make a pretty good guess.” Gu Fei lifted his camera and pointed it at him. “Turn your head a little to the right… A little more light on that side, please…”

Nini immediately went to adjust the lighting.

“Look at me, not at the camera,” Gu Fei said. “Put your finger by your jaw somewhere. Find a pose you’re comfortable with.”

“Mm.” Jiang Cheng tilted his face slightly to the left. “Where should I be looking?”

Gu Fei lowered his voice. “At your bite mark.”

Jiang Cheng paused, then curved his lips up in a smile as he quickly snuck a glance at Gu Fei’s collarbone. Gu Fei quickly pressed the shutter.

The shape and contours of Jiang Cheng’s face were especially suited for high-contrast light and shadows. The lines were clean and the shapes were well-defined, yet they remained sufficiently gentle. The red looked particularly arresting amid the harshness of black and white, shrouded with an air of mystery.

Jiang Cheng’s fingers were pleasing to look at too. He followed Gu Fei’s directions and tried to find a good place to rest his fingers near his jaw and lips, but Gu Fei didn’t wait for him to settle on a position before taking the shot. Jiang Cheng’s fingers shifted, drew close, and moved away as Gu Fei clicked at the shutter in quick succession.

“Give the lipstick a wipe,” the designer said abruptly after a series of clicking sounds.

Jiang Cheng didn’t understand. “Wipe…how?”

“Just press your finger to your lip,” the designer said, demonstrating on her own face. “Then drag it down or to the side…”

Jiang Cheng looked at her, then a few seconds later, turned his face away and burst out laughing. It took him forever to finally stop, and Gu Fei kept clicking away with his camera the entire time.

“Don’t laugh.” The designer couldn’t help but be infected by his laughter. “Anyway, just like that, okay? Just don’t be like me and look like a dumbass while doing it.”

“Got it.” Jiang Cheng nodded, still laughing. “It’s okay—you didn’t look that stupid.”

“Can I deduct your pay?” the designer said.

“Please, no,” Jiang Cheng said. “You looked beautiful.”

 

***

 

Jiang Cheng obviously understood what the designer meant. 

Frankly, it wasn’t anything innovative; easily half of all editorial photos purporting to spotlight “unique character” tended to feature some images of messily wiped lipstick. But when Jiang Cheng put a finger on his lower lip and gently tugged down, Gu Fei still saw a handsomeness in him that was entirely different from those dolled-up wannabes. To be perfectly honest, it wasn’t the seductive vibe the designer was looking for, but a little more feral. Jiang Cheng’s innate energy couldn’t be quashed by any outfit or makeup. His pride shone through the mess of scarlet, and his eyes looked as untamed as ever.

“Wipe it again with the back of your hand,” said the designer. Jiang Cheng could tell from her voice that it wasn’t what she had envisioned, but she was satisfied with the outcome nonetheless.

“Back of my hand?” Jiang Cheng glanced down, hesitated for a moment, then lifted his hand and dragged it smoothly across his lips.

Gu Fei thought Jiang Cheng must’ve been manifesting the spirit of some napkin-less boor wiping his mouth with his hand after a meal. To his surprise, though, the frames he managed to capture of the moments immediately after, when Jiang Cheng’s hand moved just barely away from his lips, were stunning.

“Let’s do a full-body shot now,” the designer said. “The guard dog position will do.”

Once again, Jiang Cheng was baffled. “The what dog?” 

“Are those clothes okay?” Gu Fei asked. They were shooting close-ups of his face today, so Jiang Cheng was wearing his own clothes: a black T-shirt and a pair of brown joggers.

The designer nodded. “It’s fine—it’s good contrast.”

“You’ve done these before. Just stand up straight with your arms by your sides. No need to pose,” Gu Fei instructed as he changed lenses. “That’s the guard dog position.”

“…I thought I’d have to squat down,” Jiang Cheng said as he dropped his arms.

“You can squat if you want to.” Gu Fei chuckled. “Stick out your tongue while you’re at it.”

“Shut up,” said Jiang Cheng.

“Face forward. Relax your shoulders.” Gu Fei finished changing the lens and held up the camera again, then took a few test shots.

A young man and his arrogant willfulness.

Perfect.

 

***

 

The job took two afternoons in total. Jiang Cheng realized it wasn’t easy being a model; in that brief span of time, he could already feel his lips about to crack from overuse.

As he put on the last makeup look, Gu Fei went out and bought him some lip balm.

“Put this on once we’re finished here,” he said.

“Okay.” Jiang Cheng took it and turned it over in his hand. “Is it tinted?”

“…What color do you want? I’ll go buy some for you,” Gu Fei said.

“Fuck off,” Jiang Cheng said, pointing at him.

Gu Fei laughed. He was about to say something when the door to the studio opened.

Jiang Cheng glanced over at the door. Ding Zhuxin’s friend had come by only two times over the last two days; the only other people who occasionally dropped by were staff members. The person standing at the door now wasn’t her, and based on his clothes, he didn’t look like a staff member, either. He looked like he was in his late twenties, and he was dressed in slim-fit slacks and a button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled up. It was casual, but not too casual.

Jiang Cheng glanced at Gu Fei out of the corner of his eye, hoping to see if he would shed some light on who the newcomer was. But storm clouds were already gathering behind Gu Fei’s eyes—it’d been a long time since Jiang Cheng had seen such displeasure on his face.

The man nodded at Gu Fei. “What a coincidence.”

Gu Fei acknowledged him halfheartedly. If he hadn’t been standing so close, Jiang Cheng wouldn’t have been able to tell whether Gu Fei had grunted a reply or just incidentally huffed out some air.

“I ran into Tang-jie yesterday while having tea,” the man said, apparently unfazed by Gu Fei’s attitude. “She said you’ve been here for the last couple of days. I was in the area today, so I thought I’d drop by.”

“Oh.” Gu Fei sat down on a nearby chair with his camera and started playing with his lenses, showing no interest in engaging with him further.

The man stood at the door for a while. After greeting the designer and Nini, he went to sit down next to Gu Fei.

Jiang Cheng managed to hear Nini call the man “Lin-ge,” but this Lin-ge sat a little too far away for him to hear anything else. Jiang Cheng perked up his ears and listened intently for a while, and still couldn’t catch a single word. He saw Gu Fei keep his head down the whole time, fiddling with his camera and showing no desire to converse. Lin-ge said a little more here and there, then fell quiet. Jiang Cheng saw him lean back in the chair and look in his direction, so he had to retract his gaze.

Of Gu Fei’s friends, he only knew Li Yan and the other guys—and Ding Zhuxin. He’d never even heard Gu Fei bring up this Lin-ge before, so he probably wasn’t a close acquaintance. However, the way Gu Fei’s attitude had changed when he saw him was clear as day. That wasn’t a reaction to someone he didn’t know very well.

An uncomfortable knot suddenly formed in Jiang Cheng’s stomach.

Who the fuck is this?!

What the fuck is his connection to Gu Fei?!

Why did he sit down and refuse to fucking leave?!

What the fuck is he looking at?!

Jiang Cheng’s past bouts of jealousy had been mostly just harmless fun. This time, the acid burning in his gut couldn’t have been more real. It was as if a flaming torch was just tattooed on his ass, and its scorching flames were making it impossible to sit still. He felt an overwhelming urge to go over there and demand an answer.

But once they started shooting, Lin-ge only watched for a few minutes before he left.

Jiang Cheng stared at Gu Fei, scrutinizing him for a while. The restless sense of unease crawling all over his skin vanished the moment Gu Fei picked up the camera and pointed it at him.

After a lengthy appraisal, Jiang Cheng still couldn’t make heads or tails of it.

“Xiao-Jiang’s attitude here is great,” the designer remarked. “It’s that look of…impatience? Or maybe…”

“Anger,” said Gu Fei.

“Right. Displeasure, either way.” The designer nodded. “That’s exactly it.”

Jiang Cheng turned slightly and swept a sideways glance at Gu Fei. 

So you can tell, asshole.

“Why was Lin-ge here?” Gu Fei asked the designer. “Is Tang-jie doing a collab with him?”

“I think so. Tang-jie wanted him to help organize a small launch event,” said the designer. “They’re still in talks.”

“Oh.” Gu Fei looked at Jiang Cheng.

Jiang Cheng held his gaze for a moment, aware that the question was for his benefit—to let him know that this Lin-ge was closer with Ding Zhuxin’s friend than he was with Gu Fei.

And yet. That didn’t explain the change in Gu Fei’s demeanor when he saw the man.

You little bastard, don’t think you can hide anything from an overachiever like me. I’ve got eyes, and unlike other nerds, I don’t even need glasses to use them!

After the photoshoot, Nini helped Jiang Cheng remove the makeup, and Gu Fei left the studio. When Jiang Cheng finally walked out, aggressively applying lip balm, he found Gu Fei leaning against the wall outside, smoking a cigarette.

“All done?” Gu Fei asked when he spotted Jiang Cheng.

Jiang Cheng nodded. “Yup.”

“The second half of the payment should come in tomorrow morning,” said Gu Fei.

“Okay.” Jiang Cheng stuffed the lip balm in his pocket. He felt so tired that he couldn’t even tell if he was hungry.

Gu Fei didn’t mention Lin-ge. Jiang Cheng wanted very much to ask, but hesitated over whether it would be appropriate. Gu Fei was clearly unhappy to see the guy; if Jiang Cheng asked, it might make him even more unhappy.

But if he didn’t ask, it might seem too deliberate.

“Wanna get cold noodles?” Gu Fei asked.

“Sure.”

They took a cab to the noodle place. As they got out of the car, Jiang Cheng couldn’t hold back his curiosity any longer. “Was that Lin-ge a friend of yours?”

“Not really,” Gu Fei replied, not hesitating at all. “An acquaintance.”

“Oh.” Jiang Cheng wasn’t sure how to continue his line of questioning.

Gu Fei frowned. “We…met before. Back when I played in the band.”

“Ah.” Jiang Cheng looked at his furrowed brow. “That’s a pretty long time ago.”

“Yeah.” Gu Fei nodded. “We don’t really talk, but he runs a studio and sometimes I use his models during photoshoots, so we run into each other from time to time.”

“Got it.” Jiang Cheng rubbed his nose, suddenly embarrassed. This unexpected fit of jealousy was a little childish, he thought.

He still didn’t know why Gu Fei had reacted like that toward a mere acquaintance, but he didn’t really feel like getting to the bottom of it anymore. It seemed Gu Fei didn’t want to get into the details, and probing further would serve no purpose but to make them both unhappy. Gu Fei had already said there were no other connections between them. For an open-minded and considerate overachiever such as Jiang Cheng, it’d be unseemly to keep pursuing the matter.

After all, when it came to being in a romantic relationship, trust was a fundamental element.

When they finished their cold noodles, Gu Fei started to follow Jiang Cheng back to the apartment so he could keep him company while he studied. Halfway back, though, he got a call from his mom. Apparently Gu Miao was throwing a temper tantrum at home and she couldn’t calm her down.

“You should go,” Jiang Cheng said. “Is she unhappy that you haven’t been eating at home these last couple of days?”

“No.” Gu Fei sighed. “She has a little blanket that she has to hold every night. It was getting smelly, so I washed it yesterday…”

“Can’t you just give it back to her after it dries?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“It smells different now—like laundry detergent,” Gu Fei said. “She already made a fuss this morning, but she probably remembered it again just now.”

“Hurry up and go, then.” Jiang Cheng felt anxious at the mere thought of Gu Miao’s screaming. “Try and soothe her, or just…wrap the blanket around yourself and go for a run. Do some push-ups or pull-ups or something. Sweat and make it stinky again.”

Gu Fei laughed. “All right, I’ll try.”

After they’d said good night at the intersection, Jiang Cheng remained where he stood and watched Gu Fei walk away. Probably out of worry for Gu Miao, Gu Fei didn’t turn around to look at Jiang Cheng; instead, he strode briskly in the direction of home.

Jiang Cheng had originally thought to only watch for a few seconds before heading back. He still had homework to do, and a bunch of worksheets he wanted to get through. But serious words like running, push-ups, and pull-ups all transformed into dirty talk in his mind as he stood there and watched Gu Fei’s receding silhouette.

Sweat, muscle, curves. Rising and falling, tightening and relaxing…

Jiang Cheng quickly crossed his eyes and stared at the tip of his nose. As an overachiever, he’d understood long ago that the meditative mantra “eyes to the nose, nose to the heart” didn’t literally mean that you should look at your nose to focus your mind, but stupid misunderstandings formed in childhood often accompanied you throughout your whole life… 

Just as he crossed his eyes, he noticed in his peripheral vision that Gu Fei had turned around.

He immediately uncrossed his eyes and directed them forward. Gu Fei raised his arms to mimic a sniper, then tilted his head and took aim.

“Dumbass,” Jiang Cheng said, quickly shifting his right foot back and raising up his arms as if drawing back a bow.

After their dumb and dumber goodbye ceremony, Gu Fei turned and jogged away. Jiang Cheng lifted his arms up to stretch, then sauntered back to his apartment.

Final exams were coming up. Back when midterm results came out, Jiang Cheng made the bold claim that he’d pass second place by more than a hundred points. It was bullshit boasting, but it was still achievable bullshit. He wasn’t in the habit of making unrealistic claims; if he said he’d do it, he would get there or die trying.

He finished his homework with thoughts of Gu Fei’s body stuck in his head the whole time. Then he took a shower, changed into his pajamas, and started the worksheets in bed. This way, he could fall asleep and wake up readily and easily. He was used to doing this whenever he had to study for tests. He was never like the other top students who claimed to spend the night before a test playing video games. If anyone marveled at his grades, he would tell them honestly, “I haven’t had a good night’s sleep in two weeks.”

The reason I got a good grade is simply because I grind harder than you do. That was the greatest feeling of all.

Tsk, tsk, tsk.

Jiang Cheng grinned down at the questions. He grabbed a memo pad, picked up the pen Pan Zhi had gifted him, and began to take notes.

Even though it was impossible for true drowsiness to take hold when the cogs in his brain were turning like this, it was still possible to fall asleep. He’d fallen asleep studying in the past, but he’d usually wake up again after about twenty minutes. Today was no different, except for the unusual way he woke up: He was jolted awake by a nightmare.

“He wants me to die!” 

Jiang Cheng awoke with his breathing in shambles and his heartbeat a little erratic. He stared at the pen in his hand for a long time before he slowly calmed himself down.

He thought he’d already successfully sealed away Li Baoguo and his death so that it would no longer disturb his life. He’d certainly gone back to his old routine without a hitch these last few days. He hadn’t expected to face that scene again in such an unguarded state.

Closing his eyes, Jiang Cheng gently pinched between his eyebrows with the fingers of his left hand and spun the pen rapidly between the fingers of his right. After what seemed like forever, he finally let out a long breath and switched out the questions for an English workbook.

 

***

 

When he got up the next morning, he discovered his pillows, duvet cover, and pajamas were all covered in splotches of ink—victims of his fervent pen spinning the night before.

“Shit!” He leapt off the bed and into the bathroom, staring into the mirror at the ink splotches on his face. He gawped at the mirror for a long while, then hopped a few times on the spot, clapping his hands and singing in a high-pitched voice, “Wowee, so handsome!”

Then he finally moved on to brushing his teeth.

A night of dreamless sleep had put him in a very good mood. Right now, he wouldn’t even mind if he’d poured a whole bottle of ink onto the bed, never mind a few tiny splotches.

“Looks like Contestant Jiang Cheng is in good spirits this morning.” He finished washing his face, then continued narrating as he changed his clothes. “Yes, it doesn’t look at all like he stayed up studying the night before… But if a slingshot athlete is out of practice for a long time, will his performance be affected? Rumor has it that he even gave away his prized slingshot to his mystery boyfriend.”

Jiang Cheng sent a message to Gu Fei. 

- you up yet?

Mystery boyfriend didn’t message back until five minutes later.

- Sleepy.

- sleep then, I’m off to school

- Noon.

- k

By “noon,” what mystery boyfriend meant was that they would have lunch together at noon. He often devolved to using these ultra-minimalistic expressions when he was extremely sleepy.

“Any skill needs to be honed, but for a prodigious contestant such as this one…” Jiang Cheng put on his shoes, slung his backpack over his shoulder, and went out the door. “…We have no cause to worry,” he finished quietly as he headed down the stairs. 

The walk to school took him past Gu Fei’s convenience store, but it wasn’t open this early. Jiang Cheng glanced at the locked door when he rolled by on his bike, and out of nowhere, he felt a soft warmth in his heart. It was a magical feeling. When you liked somebody, the mere sight of anything related to him would turn your insides into a ball of fluff.

He knew this street well. Even with his eyes closed, he could tell what he was passing along the way. There were various businesses: some old and run-down, some newly renovated, some decked out in a tacky punk style, some pretentiously indie; others still were styled to look old-fashioned. Every store was closed at the moment, looking at once strange and familiar.

Interesting. Jiang Cheng turned against the wind. After he rode forward for a while, an old-looking lightbox sign flitted by the corner of his eye.

He couldn’t stop his brow from arching out of instinct. He rapidly turned and stole a glance before turning back again to direct his eyes forward.

Adult. Toys.

Fuck! How did I never notice a shop like that before?

He whipped his head around again, then immediately turned back to stare straight ahead.

Fuck! It wasn’t a trick of the light!

Humans were like that sometimes; when something was on their mind, they’d start seeing it everywhere… And as a young man with a freshly grown dirty mind…

How big was he thinking?

How big?

Probably big enough to warrant a stroll around that shop.

But… Jiang Cheng looked back again. Damned if this shop didn’t look a little too run-down! It didn’t seem like a respectable business at all; it gave off the vibe that every condom in the store had been punctured by the owner. 

“Watch it!” somebody yelled nearby.

“Ack!” Jiang Cheng turned around in time to see a man about to cross the street a few yards ahead of him. He clutched the brakes right away. “Sorry about that.”

“What were you staring at, anyway?” said the uncle. “You’re gonna crash into a tree.”

What were you staring at?!

Contestant Jiang Cheng, what were you staring at?!

Can you try not to look so horny, please!


Chapter 74

 

THERE WAS AN ADULT TOY STORE right on the corner.

Rather than being preoccupied with wondering whether or not he should go in and have a look around, or why the shop looked as shady as a full-body massage parlor at a train station, Jiang Cheng was mainly just surprised that he’d never noticed it was there before.

In any case, he was too embarrassed to discuss it with Gu Fei. If it were any other shop, he’d have mentioned it for sure. Hey look, there’s a steamed bun place here. How come I’ve never noticed it before with my twenty-twenty, super-sharp overachiever vision?

But this was an adult toy store—it wasn’t so appropriate to launch a discussion about it, since the conversation would inevitably veer into the kind of territory that belonged in smutty stories. Even if he was excited at the prospect, and even if certain ideas were growing healthy and strong in his body… Still, at the end of the day, he was young. However much he wanted to do a little something with his boyfriend, he couldn’t bring himself to say it out loud.

Not to mention there was still the gauntlet he’d thrown down about beating second place by one hundred points. He couldn’t afford to be distracted at a time like this.

Jiang Cheng listened to his teachers lecture all morning, in tones ranging from monk-like chanting to zealous preaching and thunder-god-like bellows. He put the dirty little shop out of his mind for the time being. Without Gu Fei in the chair beside him, his attention wasn’t as easily diverted to staring at his boyfriend’s face, so he was much more focused on the lectures.

At about ten minutes before the end of the last class of the morning, though, Gu Fei loped lazily by the front door, yawning, before leisurely cruising through the back door and into the classroom.

It was geography class. The teacher glared at Gu Fei with a mix of anger and resignation. Gu Fei gave the teacher a bow and sat down.

“Some students,” the geography teacher said, rapping the surface of the podium, “see only the pleasure immediately before them, and never stop to think about their future. By the time you start to regret…”

“Did you not sleep last night?” Jiang Cheng whispered. Gu Fei looked like he hadn’t had enough rest; he never used to look like this, even when he was on time.

“Not really.” Gu Fei yawned again. The teacher kept droning on passive-aggressively at the front, so he didn’t immediately flop down on his desk. Instead, he bowed his head as though he was listening repentantly. “Er-Miao kept me up all night.”

Jiang Cheng frowned. “All that over a little blanket?” 

“Dunno. I guess she was in a bad mood.” Gu Fei sighed. “Though it’s been a while since she acted up like this. She only quieted a little after I smacked her.”

“The fuck?” Jiang Cheng turned to him in surprise. “You hit her?”

“Just a smack on her butt,” said Gu Fei. The teacher started giving out homework, so he slumped down onto the desk. “Very lightly. It’s hard for me to…keep my patience all the time.”

“Wouldn’t she get upset again if you hit her?” Jiang Cheng asked, worried.

“Nah. I talked to her for a long time after that. I told her that’s what happens when kids don’t behave—no exceptions. Ah, I’m so exhausted.”

“Maybe you should catch up on sleep this afternoon. You can ask to be excused.” Jiang Cheng wasn’t sure what else to say.

“Fuck that. Finals are in two days, there’s no way in hell Lao-Xu is gonna grant it. I’m not you, after all.” Gu Fei smiled. “I’ll just sleep in class this afternoon.”

 

***

 

A new pizza place had opened near the school, and the decor looked pretty legit. The students of Fourth High seemed to see it as a way of distinguishing themselves, and everyone flocked there to sit and luxuriously partake in pizza. 

“Let’s go get some pizza,” Gu Fei said.

“The one outside?” asked Jiang Cheng.

“Mm.” Gu Fei nodded. “Just to try. I’ve never had any myself. If it’s good, I’ll take some back for Er-Miao.”

“Sure,” Jiang Cheng replied, nodding. He didn’t have any expectations for this place, but since Gu Fei hadn’t tried pizza before, it wouldn’t hurt to give it a try. Didn’t miracles happen sometimes?

But when they walked in and checked out the price, he doubted a miracle would take place here. A seven-inch pie was only twenty-two yuan. At least it was a great deal.

The restaurant was packed with customers—most of them students from Fourth High—so Gu Fei asked for it to go and walked out with the box.

“Where should we go?” said Jiang Cheng.

“To the bridge?” Gu Fei suggested, looking at him. “A date under the sun… Let’s get some cola, too. We’ll have a picnic.”

Jiang Cheng thought it was a little silly. In fact, nothing was sillier than two dudes sitting by the bridge, facing a crappy, dried-out riverbed, eating a twenty-two-yuan pizza with cola. But he nodded as soon as Gu Fei suggested it.

It was silly, yes. But it was also kind of fun. It was very… He couldn’t articulate it. It was an indescribable feeling. When he hung out with Gu Fei, even if they had to clean toilets together, it would feel—okay, scratch that, he definitely wouldn’t feel that way about cleaning toilets.

There weren’t many people around here at lunchtime. The two of them sat down on a long bench on the trail near the bridge. Someone with headphones on sat a few benches down, loudly practicing English vocabulary.

Jiang Cheng found it odd to see someone practicing English in the most dilapidated area of the steelworks in this shithole town—at noon, no less. He couldn’t help but reminisce at the sight of this now-unusual yet once-familiar scene he hadn’t seen for a long time.

Gu Fei picked up a slice and took a bite. “This is terrible.” 

“Pizza’s pretty good when it’s done well,” Jiang Cheng told him. He tried a slice too. As expected, it wasn’t very good, and not at all comparable with the meat pies at Wang Xu’s place. “How about we take Gu Miao to Pizza Hut after the finals?” 

“We don’t have a Pizza Hut here,” said Gu Fei.

“…Ah.” Jiang Cheng paused for a second. “Okay, then we’ll find a nicer place to get pizza, I guess?”

“Why not just go to Wang Er’s Meat Pies instead? It’s cheap, and if his mom’s in a sunny mood, she’ll even make it on the house.”

Jiang Cheng took a sip of soda and laughed for a while. “Should we have meat pies there on our birthdays, then?”

“We don’t have to go that far.” Gu Fei pondered for a second. “How do you want to spend your birthday? Do you want to celebrate it with some school friends?”

“That’s…not necessary,” Jiang Cheng said. “I was thinking… Since our birthdays aren’t that far apart, how about we choose a day in between and celebrate it together?”

“Let’s just go with the day of your birthday,” said Gu Fei. “Otherwise it’ll leave a vacancy on both of our birthdays.”

“Oh.” Jiang Cheng laughed. It was cute that Gu Fei described it as a vacancy. “What about the Chinese calendar?”

“Check what your Chinese calendar birthday is, then, and see if it overlaps with my Gregorian calendar date,” said Gu Fei.21

“It’s probably not likely.” Jiang Cheng pulled out his phone, but as soon as the screen lit up, he turned it off again and put it away. “No, no. Let’s just go with my date. Yours is too late.”

“Fine by me.” Gu Fei grinned. “What’s your hurry?”

Jiang Cheng bit into a slice of pizza and froze, then glanced at Gu Fei’s smile… Maybe, possibly—perhaps it really was just an innocent smile, but by the divine power of his heavenly eye, Jiang Cheng read it as heavy with meaning. “Screw you,” he mumbled around the pizza in his mouth.

Gu Fei kept grinning wordlessly.

“I’ll smack you if you don’t stop,” Jiang Cheng said.

Gu Fei put away his grin and turned to Jiang Cheng solemnly, slinging one arm over the back of the bench. “We’ll go with your birthday, Cheng-ge. It absolutely has to be that day. I’m in a huge hurry, and I desperately want to spend it with you.”

Jiang Cheng glared at him. Eventually, he patted his shoulder. “Sure.”

 

***

 

The day before finals, someone started a bet on the Fourth High forums. At first, they wanted to bet on who would take first place among the second-years, but that was quickly overturned due to the total lack of suspense. Next, someone suggested they bet on who would get the highest score in the school, but it was also overturned for the same reason. Finally, after much discussion, they decided to bet on how big the score gap would be between first and second place.

“I placed a bet.” On the way home from school, Gu Fei pedaled slowly as he played with his phone. “I bet on a 118-point difference for eight cucumbers.”

“What the hell, you must be way too bored.” Jiang Cheng didn’t know what to say. He did see the posts, but he hadn’t clicked on them to look at the details.

Gu Fei looked at him. “What do you think? Will 118 points be hard?” 

“Why didn’t you bet on first place getting full marks?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“That’s unrealistic,” Gu Fei laughed. “I would if your handwriting was half as good as mine, but there’s no way you’ll get full marks with that chicken scratch.”

“Fuck off,” Jiang Cheng said simply.

“Really, Cheng-ge. Practice your handwriting, please. What if you get docked appearance marks on the university entrance exams?”

Jiang Cheng clicked his tongue. “I’ve been practicing. I’ve been writing my homework every day, stroke by careful stroke.” 

“Then can you get more than a 118-point difference?” Gu Fei asked.

“Dunno. A hundred-point gap isn’t a problem, but do you think an extra eighteen points is that easy?” Jiang Cheng said. “And no offense, but you guys won’t even dare to go bigger on a fake gamble? If it’s cucumbers, you could at least bet with truckloads at a time.”

Gu Fei cackled. “Some users have revealed their true identities before. Last year, when they bet on sports festival rankings, people actually brought cucumbers to school.”

“…You guys certainly know how to have fun,” was Jiang Cheng’s earnest praise. “Do third-years get to participate in the sports festival?”

“Yeah,” Gu Fei said. “There’s even a celebratory concert at the end. All the third-years participate, since they don’t get to take part in any school events after that.”

“Oh.” Jiang Cheng suddenly felt a little anxious. After summer break, it would be his last year of high school—less than a year away. At his old school, he wouldn’t have even gotten a summer break. The parents would riot if the teachers didn’t hold supplementary classes; they’d cry and beg for the school to not go easy on the poor third-years.

But Fourth High seniors had half of the summer and the sports festival—even a concert at night.

“You don’t participate in the sports festival either, do you?” Jiang Cheng asked.

Gu Fei smiled. “Nuh-uh.” 

“Then what about the concert?” 

“I’ll watch.”

“Oh.” Jiang Cheng smiled too.

 

***

 

Jiang Cheng usually didn’t feel much pressure for final exams. Sure, he’d given himself the goal of passing second place by a hundred points this time, but he’d only need to push himself a little harder to get there. Still, he felt inexplicably nervous as soon as he thought of the bet of eight cucumbers from freestyle_handsome.

Even though nobody knew who freestyle_handsome was, he felt a nonsensical pressure nonetheless. He couldn’t let Gu Fei lose cucumbers.

Finals weren’t too different from midterms: Like before, the people to his front, left, and back all looked to him for answers. The only exception was Gu Fei on his right side, sitting there calmly and drawing lots for every question.

The questions were definitely more difficult than the ones on the midterm. For the sake of freestyle_handsome’s cucumbers, Jiang Cheng didn’t turn in his papers early; instead, he stayed in his seat until the last minute for every subject. 

When he walked out of the class at the end, Gu Fei was just about to walk up to talk to him when Lao-Xu squeezed him to the side and cut in. “How do you feel about the tests from this afternoon?”

“They were all right,” said Jiang Cheng.

“Why do I feel like you’re not in very high spirits?” Lao-Xu asked, studying his face with great concern. “Are you unsatisfied with one of the subjects?”

“Nah,” Jiang Cheng said. “I always look like this, even when I get full marks.”

“Okay, okay.” Lao-Xu nodded in relief. “That’s a good mentality to have. Take some days off and rest up, then we’ll be starting cram classes. Gotta hurry up and get into the zone for third year!”

Jiang Cheng nodded. “Mm.”

 

***

 

Just like that, the semester was over. They had two days off before test results were out, and everyone seized the opportunity to party hard while they could. Jiang Cheng was planning to think about Gu Fei’s birthday gift, but Wang Xu got a hold of him and kept them both busy for the whole two days.

Aside from Guo Xu and the others, Wang Xu also invited some of the girls in their class. Frankly, everyone knew what he was trying to do—the whole production was nothing more than an excuse to ask Yi Jing out.

Jiang Cheng didn’t want to go, but Wang Xu had forcibly dragged Gu Fei and Gu Miao along, so he had no choice but to follow. He just couldn’t believe that on this rare get-together, their activities of choice were going shopping downtown, eating and drinking, then heading to the arcade. Jiang Cheng wanted to tell Wang Xu that it’d be a miracle if he ever managed to land Yi Jing this way.

In two whole days of wandering around aimlessly, the most exciting part was when they ran into a group of young people skateboarding in the downtown square. Gu Miao played with them for a while on her skateboard, attracting a large crowd of people who all pulled out their phones to take pictures and videos.

In the end, their leader, a young man, extended an invitation to Gu Miao. “Hey, kid, are you interested in joining our club to skate with us?”

Gu Miao looked back at him coldly, kicked her skateboard up to her hand, and walked away.

“Well, see you when we see you!” the young man called out behind her. “We’re here the first weekend of every month. Feel free to drop by whenever you have time!” 

From a distance, Jiang Cheng shook with laughter as he watched Gu Miao approach. “Damn, that swagger.”

“No manners at all.” Gu Fei smiled, then bent down and waved his hand at the approaching Gu Miao. “Make sure you thank those big brothers, Er-Miao. They played with you for so long.”

Gu Miao gave him a look, then turned around and bowed to the young people still waving at her.

“Actually… If it’s possible, it’d be kinda nice for Gu Miao to join the club and play with them, wouldn’t it?” said Jiang Cheng.

“I’d have to be with her the whole time, though,” Gu Fei pointed out. “She doesn’t know how to communicate with other people properly, and they don’t know what triggers her.” He sighed. “And I don’t have the time. I already have photography gigs booked, and next week, I have to take her to her therapy classes… We’ll see, I guess.”

Jiang Cheng put a hand on Gu Fei’s back and squeezed gently, not knowing what to say.

Gu Fei’s holiday schedule was tightly packed. He had to mind the convenience store, do photography work, and take Gu Miao to her recreational therapy… It didn’t matter if he wanted to, or whether he had the time for any of it; every single one was something he had no choice but to do.

It depressed Jiang Cheng, this sense of resignation that he could sense in some unbidden moments. Sometimes, when he looked at Gu Fei, it felt like looking at an eagle chained to a tightrope. It took all of his effort to stay upright, and instead of flight, his wings were only there to maintain balance.

But perhaps Gu Fei had already gotten used to it. Other than the occasional sigh of surrender, Jiang Cheng almost never heard him voice any kind of complaint. After their grades were out, he even went out in very high spirits to purchase eight whole cucumbers.

“Here, you can have four.” Gu Fei handed him the bag of cucumbers.

Jiang Cheng was in a pretty good mood too. Yi Jing still had the second-highest marks overall, and though he didn’t manage to achieve a difference of 118 points this time, he did make good on the promise he’d made to Lao-Xu. 

Although when he accepted Gu Fei’s bag of…cucumbers, he still felt an ever-so-subtle bit of embarrassment.

“As progressive young people in our modern era,” Jiang Cheng said, watching Gu Fei happily chomping on a cucumber right in front of the supermarket, “can’t we celebrate in a slightly more sophisticated way?”

“Oh? You were going to celebrate your birthday by…” Gu Fei stopped, took another bite of the cucumber, and burst out laughing.

Jiang Cheng glared at him. “One of these days, I’m going to look up your uncle for real, Gu Fei!”

But even though it was embarrassing, Jiang Cheng still placed a lot of importance on their birthdays, and not just for the sake of…cucumbers. It was the first time he was going to be able to spend his birthday the way he wanted to, and the first time he was going to spend it with Gu Fei.

Jiang Cheng sat cross-legged on his bed and meditated for three hours over what to get Gu Fei for his birthday, then finally jumped out of bed and took a taxi straight to the mall.

He didn’t want to just buy a gift; there was no significance in that. But at the same time, he wasn’t skilled enough with his hands to make something from scratch. So he picked the middle of the road, deciding to assemble a gift out of purchased materials.

The last time he was here with Wang Xu and the others, he saw a store filled with people doing crafts. Yi Jing had gone in to look around, reporting back that they were arranging fuse beads. 

Jiang Cheng decided to make a fuse bead keychain. Just as he stepped into the store, he got a call from Gu Fei. “The summer days are long, boyfriend. I’m done shooting. Don’t you wanna come out and play, boyfriend—oh, are you out?”

“Yeah, I’m…running an errand,” Jiang Cheng said.

“What errand?” Before Jiang Cheng could answer, Gu Fei laughed. “Are you buying me a present?”

“Don’t jump to conclusions.” Jiang Cheng glanced at the sign of a store nearby. “I’m at the bookstore.”

“Are you buying study materials?” Gu Fei asked. “Want me to join you?”

“Nah, I’ll be done by the time you get here.”

Gu Fei chuckled. “All righty, then. I’m going to take Er-Miao out to play.” 

Jiang Cheng hung up and walked back into the fuse bead store.

The shopkeeper was very friendly, taking her time to give Jiang Cheng a thorough introduction to the craft. “This isn’t hard at all, you just have to pay attention to the details. You’ll get the hang of it after a few simple patterns.”

“Do you have patterns here?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“Yep. What kind are you looking for?” the shopkeeper asked.

“Like…chibi figures.” Jiang Cheng glanced at the people crafting around him. “I want to make a keychain.”

“We have those.” The shopkeeper clicked a few times on her computer and pulled up a pair of chibis: a boy and a girl. “How’s this?”

“Um, do you have any that are of…” Jiang Cheng cleared his throat, hardly able to open his mouth, “…two boys?”

“We have those too.” The shopkeeper smiled. “Let me take a look. You can also send me images you like, and I can turn them into pixel art for you.”

The shopkeeper keenly searched for a long time and found more than a dozen different chibi designs. When she pulled them up one by one, Jiang Cheng even saw a few where the figures were stacked together in rather compromising positions. He felt a surge of embarrassment wash over him. “…Maybe not those.”

The shopkeeper laughed and showed him a few more. Even though he’d rejected the indecent graphics, he still ended up picking one featuring two figures smooching and embracing.

By the time Jiang Cheng walked out of the store with a bag of fuse bead material and a small iron, he felt nervous sweat forming beads of its own. There was a bubble tea shop right next door, but he didn’t go in. He felt like the shopkeeper of the bead store was still standing there watching him walk away. Once he was outside the mall, he finally bought some bubble tea from a street-side shop and chugged the whole thing in one breath. 

While he was waiting for the bus, Pan Zhi called. 

“Cheng-er! I’m going to come over and celebrate your birthday!”

“You can come over after my birthday,” Jiang Cheng said.

“…Fucking hell.” Pan Zhi was caught off guard. “You’re planning to spend it alone with Gu Fei?”

“Uh-huh.” Jiang Cheng looked down at the bag in his hand.

“How could you treat me this way, Gramps?” said Pan Zhi, distraught. “Can’t we all celebrate it together? Can’t we all gather to eat, drink, and be merry? Can’t we all party to honor your coming of age?”

“Nope,” said Jiang Cheng.

“Shit, how did my ranking drop so quickly?” Pan Zhi said in displeasure. “It hasn’t even been that long! Do you not struggle at all between lust and friendship? Was it such an easy choice?”

“Try to be considerate of your elders, please.”

“Fine, then. But you gotta promise me this: When I come to visit, I still get to stay at your place. Don’t kick me out to a hotel.”

Jiang Cheng smiled. “Deal.” 

“I got you a present. You’ll love it for sure.”

“What is it?” Jiang Cheng asked immediately.

“My itty-bitty widdle heart,” Pan Zhi said.

“…Nope. Don’t want it. You’ve given your itty-bitty widdle heart away to fifty people already, if not a hundred.” Jiang Cheng clicked his tongue. “You’re probably giving it away one tiny piece at a time after you put it through a blender.”

“Damn it.” Pan Zhi couldn’t stop laughing. “Just you wait. I’ll send you my train info after I buy the ticket. You have to come and pick me up.”

“Yeah, okay.” Jiang Cheng grinned.

 

***

 

Jiang Cheng had been busy for the last few days doing who-knew-what. That straight-A student was pretty good at keeping a secret, Gu Fei thought. Every time Gu Fei asked him to come out, he’d say he was busy. But whenever Gu Fei dropped by the apartment, he never did see what exactly was keeping Jiang Cheng so occupied.

Jiang Cheng hadn’t revealed a single clue about his birthday present or how they were going to spend the day together. He just kept telling him to wait.

Gu Fei sat in front of his computer, glancing at the time as he edited photos. In another five minutes, it would be Jiang Cheng’s birthday. He picked up his phone and got ready to make the call as soon as the clock struck midnight.

Time passed one second at a time. He watched the clock on his phone, a little surprised at how excited he was; his fingers trembled ever so slightly.

23:59:55.

He counted in his mind: fifty-six, fifty-seven, fifty…

His cell phone screen changed abruptly as a picture of Jiang Cheng’s face jumped out at him. The sudden ringtone almost startled him into dropping the phone on the floor.

He picked up the call. “Happy birthday, Cheng-ge,” he said before Jiang Cheng could get a word in.

“Happy birthday,” said Jiang Cheng. It sounded like he was laughing. “Were you waiting for midnight?”

“Yep.” Gu Fei laughed even as he heaved a sigh. “Couldn’t beat you. You’re early.”

“We overachievers are good with plans. This way, you’d pick up right on the dot,” Jiang Cheng said. “Now that you’re eighteen against your will, how do you feel?”

“Ah… Old age beckons,” Gu Fei said. He suddenly noticed the sound of wind through the receiver. Confused, he asked, “Where are you?”

“Downstairs,” said Jiang Cheng. “Come on down. Cheng-ge’s taking you out for your birthday.”


Chapter 75

 

“BRING THE SLINGSHOT TOO,” Jiang Cheng told him.

“All right,” said Gu Fei.

Jiang Cheng leaned back against the lamppost and let out a soft breath. He was in a good mood.

The past few days had been an experience like no other. Standing outside Gu Fei’s building now, he still couldn’t quite believe it all. Not only because this was the first birthday he would spend together with Gu Fei—the things he’d done in preparation for this birthday were things he’d never thought he would do. 

Fuse beads were supposed to be a puzzle toy for children, but Jiang Cheng felt like no child could have the patience to finish an entire picture, nor would any child’s hands be steady enough to place each tiny bean of a bead precisely onto the pegs of the pegboard.

Of course, it also had to do with the fact that he never really did any crafts growing up. Anything he created with his hands in elementary school was ready-made; all he had to do was go by the images, snip snip, paste paste, and that was that.

In any case, as he used the tweezers to place each bead on the pegboard, he felt as if his hands weren’t even his own. Whenever he put one bead down, it knocked over the two on either side. The shopkeeper told him that because he picked a smaller design with simple colors, it would be very quick to make—even beginners could finish it in an hour or so.

An hour or so, my ass!

He shook and trembled his way through the first attempt, which took him almost two hours. To cap it off, he overapplied the heat at the end and melted all the beads into one flat pancake. The second one also took him more than an hour. At least three times throughout the process, he’d wanted to sweep it all to the ground, pegboard and all. On the third try, with a little more experience under his belt, he was able to get through it much faster. But after he’d set it with heat, he realized to his dismay that one of the chibi figures was missing eyes.

“We cannot possibly imagine Contestant Jiang Cheng’s feelings at this very moment, but he must be anxious and exasperated,” he narrated as he stared at the blind little figure. “The distance between professions is truly an untraversable chasm. To a contestant who’s never attempted a challenge requiring such finesse… He’s capable of hitting two objects less than a centimeter apart separately, yet he… Ah, fuck it. I give up.”

Despite what he said, the gift was still waiting to be made. Their birthdays were on the horizon, and he needed to get this done—there were other preparations to make after this.

And so he took two hours, putting all the patience he had accumulated in his entire eighteen years of life into this flat little surface filled with beads.

At long last, he completed a bean patty with the right colors and all the required facial features.

The only imperfection was when he applied the heat at the end. He was so excited and satisfied with his masterpiece that he grabbed the hot iron with his bare hand, giving himself blisters on his right thumb and forefinger. He stuck his hand in cold water to cool it down, wrapped two bandages around his fingers, then pushed through and installed the key ring.

He placed the gift in a tin box with a transparent black lid that he’d found after visiting three different gift shops. Because he didn’t have a suitable sponge material to put inside as a cushion, he got some brown paper, crinkled it, and pressed it into the bottom of the box, then put the keychain inside. He closed the lid and sat back to admire it for a long time, then took more than a dozen photos from different angles before finally declaring the job done.

Next, he had to go out to do something embarrassing.

There was no way he’d go to that shady little shop on the corner. In the last three days, he’d “passed by” its door a total of eight times. He couldn’t see everything they sold in there, but using his non-nearsighted overachiever vision, he could see that other than the standard condoms and “pillar of heaven” drugs, there were also quite a few suggestively packaged products.

As a young man whose entire arsenal of sexual knowledge came from porn, even if he planned to do something on this birthday, he had no need for such high-end tools.

Therefore, with the wisdom of an overachiever, he decided to go to an open-shelf drugstore for condoms…and lube. Having just spent eighteen years’ worth of patience on the fuse beads, he proceeded to give away eighteen years’ worth of his dignity at the drugstore.

When he placed the items on the counter, he felt utmost gratitude for the way the cashier stoically acted as though she couldn’t read—and that she put his purchases in an opaque white bag. 

In the days before his birthday, he only saw Gu Fei a couple of times. They would eat together, chat for a while, and then, once Gu Fei left, he’d get back to work on his preparations.

Sometimes he’d wondered if he was being a little neurotic. It was only a birthday, after all. The way he’d been carrying on, you’d think he was plotting to blow up the Earth.

Now, while he waited for Gu Fei to come downstairs, Jiang Cheng mentally went over what he was going to do. After confirming there was nothing amiss, he took out a cigarette and lit it.

Gu Fei came down pretty quickly. Jiang Cheng saw a figure flash by the entrance, and then Gu Fei was in front of him. Lifting a hand and taking away the cigarette in Jiang Cheng’s mouth, he leaned in to kiss him. “Happy birthday, Cheng-ge.”

There was no one outside at this hour; almost all the lights had gone out upstairs. But Jiang Cheng felt like he wouldn’t give a damn right now even if someone happened to pass by. He reached out and pulled Gu Fei to him, planting a loud smooch on his cheek. “Happy birthday.”

“Are you taking me out to celebrate now?” Gu Fei asked, grinning.

“Yeah.” Jiang Cheng released him, beckoning. “Let’s go.”

“Where to?” Gu Fei asked.

“Somewhere,” Jiang Cheng said, then glanced at him. “Um, Gu Miao’s already asleep, right?”

“Hours ago.” A smile curled at the corner of Gu Fei’s mouth. “I can stay over at your place tonight.”

Jiang Cheng nodded. “Sure.”

They both acted serious, as natural as though they were just talking about hanging out at Jiang Cheng’s place as usual. But in reality—Jiang Cheng snuck a glance at Gu Fei with his peripheral vision—this guy was probably thinking the same thing he was.

Too obscene to mention!

“Is that for me?” Jiang Cheng saw the paper bag Gu Fei was holding in his hand; it looked heavy.

“Yeah.” Gu Fei smiled. “I’ll give it to you later.”

“Later as in after I give you your gift?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“Uh-huh. You have to trade for it.”

“All right.” Jiang Cheng laughed. “Cheng-ge’s gonna take you to get your gift right now, then we’ll go back to my place for cake.”

“You bought a cake too?” 

“Yeah. I was planning to make one myself, but I don’t know this area that well and I couldn’t find a DIY baking shop, so I just bought a small one.” Jiang Cheng paused. “Why? Did you buy one too?”

“I…made one. It’s in the fridge at the store,” Gu Fei said.

“Where’d you go to make one?” Jiang Cheng arched his brow. Most of these old houses didn’t have ovens.

“There’s a bakery workshop on the street behind Wang Er’s Meat Pies,” Gu Fei said, then sighed. “I took Er-Miao there once, but she threw a tantrum and smashed their scale. I had to pay them fifty yuan. A ready-made cake is only twenty…”

Jiang Cheng felt a little pang in his heart, but he also wanted to laugh. “I…” He tried holding it in for a while, but in the end he turned to Gu Fei and asked, “I need to laugh. Do you mind?”

“…Sure, go ahead.”

Jiang Cheng faced the ground and cracked up. Gu Fei walked beside him and giggled along dumbly for a while, before realizing they weren’t on the road going back to Jiang Cheng’s apartment.

“Where are we going?” he asked. “Are you lost?”

“Nah.” Jiang Cheng pointed up ahead. “Go straight. I circled this area a hundred times over the past couple of days before I finally found a place like this: flat, no trash, and mostly deserted.”

Gu Fei looked in the direction Jiang Cheng was pointing.

After the steel factories shut down, there were lots of abandoned buildings and empty property around here. But to their left was the open-air market, and to the right was the company kindergarten; there really weren’t any flat, deserted lots left.

Jiang Cheng led him forward with confidence. Along the way, they turned once to the right, twice to the left, and, after coming back to the same road they were on before, continued to walk forward.

Gu Fei held back and stayed quiet as he followed along for almost half an hour. He was certain now that Jiang Cheng was lost, but the guy’s method of losing his way was peculiar. Every time he made a turn, he kept turning until he was back on the main road, then continued on. 

At last, when they arrived at the market—completely empty save for the lingering smells of meat, fish, and produce from the day—Jiang Cheng finally stopped. He stuck his hands into his back pockets and froze for about ten seconds before blurting out, “This is the fucking market, isn’t it?”

“Yup.” Gu Fei nodded. “If you hadn’t made all those random turns, we could’ve been here ten minutes ago.”

“What the—” Jiang Cheng looked around, then rotated on the spot a few times. “What the fuck?”

“You’re lost, huh?” Gu Fei asked.

“Uh-huh.” Jiang Cheng looked at him. “Only because you jinxed me.”

Gu Fei held back his laughter. “So it’s my fault?”

“What else could it be?” Jiang Cheng glared at him, then after a few seconds, started fretting. “Shit, I really forgot how to get there. Your present is still hidden there! Ahhh, fuck me backward with a fucking compass…”

“What kind of place is it?” Gu Fei sighed fondly. “Describe it to me.”

Jiang Cheng gave him a brief description of the location, his brows still furrowed. It was a large, sandy lot littered with some broken-down outdoor exercise equipment and a half-dismantled children’s slide made of cement…

Fortunately, while Jiang Cheng might have been bad at directions, he was observant. Gu Fei immediately knew exactly the spot he was talking about. It wasn’t far, but they were indeed going the wrong way. The old steelworks had two company kindergartens; one was down the road from here, while the other had been demolished once there was no one left in the factories—that was the place Jiang Cheng had found.

“Come on, I got it.” Gu Fei slung an arm around his shoulders. “Better let me lead the way next time we go anywhere, hm?”

“Shut up and walk,” Jiang Cheng said.

“I gotta say, it’s impressive that you even managed to find that place,” said Gu Fei. “It’s been a few years since I’ve been there.”

“To be honest,” Jiang Cheng sighed, “I was just there before I went to your place. I’m pretty impressed with myself, really. My ability to get lost is probably also overachiever-tier.”

Gu Fei laughed without a word.

They walked for more than ten minutes, and the buildings on either side started getting sparser; eventually, even the streetlights disappeared. Only the light of the moon shone around them.

“Close your eyes,” Jiang Cheng said suddenly.

“Hm?” Gu Fei hesitated for a moment, then closed his eyes.

“Come on.” Jiang Cheng took his hand and led him forward.

Gu Fei followed along for about a hundred yards until Jiang Cheng stopped and said, “Where’s the slingshot? Don’t open your eyes.”

With his eyes still closed, Gu Fei took Jiang Cheng’s slingshot from the paper bag. Jiang Cheng took it and let go of his hand. His voice sounded a little farther away. “Okay. Open your eyes now.”

Gu Fei opened his eyes.

He’d closed his eyes for so long that when the colorful blobs of light appeared in front of him, he first blinked, then had to rub his eyes to rid himself of double vision and make out the glowing image before him.

“They’re…” Gu Fei stared at the two rows of luminous blobs on the ground more than ten yards away, stretching out and curving in on themselves in a figure eight.

Each glowing blob was rectangular in shape, shining red, yellow, blue, and green. They were all propped up a little distance apart from each other.

“You probably don’t know this is an infinity sign, huh, Slacker?” Beside him, Jiang Cheng pulled back on the slingshot and took aim. “Go get your present—follow the light.”

Jiang Cheng let go of the sling band with a pop, and a yellow glowing block at the head of the formation toppled over. The colorful lights started falling over one by one, the two rows rippling forward in one simultaneous wave as the blocks slowly fell into two flat lines. 

Even though Gu Fei could already tell what was about to happen, when the scene unfolded in front of his eyes, he was still mesmerized. The light spots glimmered as they stretched ahead, the points connecting into a colorful line. In that moment, the sight moved him to his core. In the dark of night amid the slightly cool breeze, the person beside him had painted him a vibrant picture.

The glimmering lights slowly blurred together and filled his vision until all he could see was their radiant, dancing glow.

He didn’t walk forward. Jiang Cheng didn’t move either. The two of them simply stood there in the dark of night, watching the glowing patches of color until the lines stopped rippling and the symbol of infinity lay quietly at their feet.

“Huh?” Jiang Cheng spoke up first.

“Ah?” The sound of his voice pulled Gu Fei back to reality. “Cheng-ge, you really…”

“That’s not right!” Jiang Cheng tutted. “It’s not done!”

“What’s not done?” Gu Fei blinked.

“The show… Ah, fuck. Let me go see. Just stand here and wait for me.” Jiang Cheng started running forward, turning to point at him even as he did. “Stand there and watch!”

“Oh.” Gu Fei stayed where he was.

Jiang Cheng ran to the other end and bent over to look. Reaching out, he righted one of the green light blocks that had fallen over, then pushed it over again with force. As the glowing block toppled again, a small spark fizzled from its side, then grew into a sparkling flare.

Jiang Cheng took a step back. After the spark ignited, something appeared to burst open like a flower on the ground beside it, and a circle of small flames appeared.

“Can you hear it?!” Jiang Cheng shouted from the other side.

“Hear what?” Gu Fei shouted back.

“The birthday song! Can’t you hear it?!” Jiang Cheng continued to yell.

Gu Fei started walking forward. After a few steps, he could hear a very soft, rustling trill drifting toward him on the nighttime breeze. He took a minute and finally recognized it as the Happy Birthday song.

Happy birthday to you, happy birthday to you…

He also finally saw the automatic birthday sparkler and candle set on the ground at the other side. It had popped open when ignited and started playing the birthday song as the candlelight danced.

Happy birthday to you, happy birthday to you.

“Did you hear it?!” yelled Jiang Cheng.

“I heard it!” Gu Fei grinned and bobbed his head up and down.

“Come here!” Jiang Cheng beckoned.

Gu Fei walked toward him. As he did, he whistled along with the amusing melody from the candles. It was like the chirping of crickets.

Happy birthday Cheng-ge.

May you always be as happy as you are now.

Happy birthday Cheng-ge.

May your smile always be a ray of sunshine.

Happy birthday Cheng-ge.

May you have no regrets when you think back on these days. 

Happy birthday to you.

“This is for you.” Jiang Cheng crouched down and pointed at a small box next to the candles. “I made it. See if you like it… Even if you don’t, keep that to yourself.”

Gu Fei crouched down as well and picked up the box. He immediately saw the contents through the glass on the lid; it was two kissing chibi figures.

“I like it.” He chuckled and opened the lid to find a very intricate little keychain. “How did you make it?”

“Fuse beads.” Jiang Cheng took the keychain out and placed it in Gu Fei’s hands. “Have you ever tried them?”

“What happened to your hand?” Gu Fei grabbed the ends of his fingers.

“Got two blisters from a burn.” Jiang Cheng tutted. “Shit, you have no idea how annoying these little things are to make, and they call them child development toys. What kind of child plays with a hot iron?!”

Gu Fei laughed. He held Jiang Cheng’s fingers to his lips and gave them a kiss. “Thank you.”

“Will you use it?” 

“Of course.” Gu Fei took his own keys out of his pocket and attached them to the keychain. “Just so happens that I don’t have a keychain.”

“So where’s my present?” Jiang Cheng asked, turning to him expectantly.

“So this present”—Gu Fei set the paper bag down in front of him—“is also handmade, but it’s not as intricate as yours. Mine’s got more of a primal vibe.”

Jiang Cheng felt his heart thumping a little too wildly. His hands shook even harder than when he worked with the fuse beads; when he reached into the bag for his gift, he almost couldn’t hold onto it.

“What the… Why is it so heavy?” Jiang Cheng paused. “What is it?”

“How delicate you are,” Gu Fei said. “Weren’t you plenty strong when you were scoring those three-pointers?”

“Geez.” Jiang Cheng laughed and took out the contents of the paper bag: a flat container shaped like a pizza box. Opening it, he stared blankly for about ten seconds before looking up and asking, “A maze?”

“Mm.” Gu Fei nodded. He pulled out a glistening silver ball the size of a quail egg from his pocket and placed it inside; it made a tiny jingling sound. “This is me.”

“And what about me?” Jiang Cheng asked.

Gu Fei pointed at one corner of the maze. “There.”

It was a maze shaped from welded metal pieces. Its base was a metal board a foot square, and on it were a series of walls made from welded metal slats, varying in length.

Looking at this hefty maze in his hands, Jiang Cheng marveled at Gu Fei’s hidden talent. Behind that rough and grungy exterior was a keen attention to detail; every turn and every joint had been treated until it was smooth and polished—it must’ve been meticulously sanded and buffed after it was assembled.

The little steel Gu Fei ball was mobile, but the little steel Jiang Cheng ball was fixed somehow to the exit of the maze. When the Gu Fei ball reached the exit, it would crash into the Jiang Cheng ball.

“Damn, Gu Fei.” Jiang Cheng looked at him. “You know how to make this sort of thing?”

“Yeah.” Gu Fei smiled. “I’d been thinking for a long time about what to give you, and finally figured I’d make something myself. It’s pretty easy to find these kinds of materials and tools around here…”

“Thank you.” Jiang Cheng braced a hand on Gu Fei’s knee and leaned over to kiss him. Gu Fei responded without the slightest hesitation.

Even though he really should’ve closed his eyes and enjoyed this quiet moment, Jiang Cheng couldn’t bring himself to. The vibrant rainbow lights still played at the corner of his eyes, and Gu Fei’s face, outlined with the glow, was right in front of him—and so were his eyelashes, which doubled in his blurring vision… Jiang Cheng tried to draw his eyes apart, but it was clearly impossible at this distance, so he gave up and stared cross-eyed at Gu Fei.

“Were those bricks?” Gu Fei asked as they walked back together.

“Mm.” Jiang Cheng nodded, playing with the maze. The little steel balls were hollow on the inside. He didn’t know whether there was anything else inside them, but they let out a very pleasant jingling sound as they rolled. “You know how people are building their own houses behind the steel factories there? I went and bought some from them.”

“And painted them with phosphorescent powder?” Gu Fei asked, smiling. He put a hand on his back to guide him.

“Yeah.” Jiang Cheng followed him with his head down, not watching the road. “Bought those premixed glow-in-the-dark paints. I was planning to buy it online, but I was afraid it wouldn’t get here in time. I looked for days before I found a shop that sold the stuff. What do you think? Pretty, huh?”

“Looked great,” said Gu Fei. “It was really creative.”

“How many paths does the maze have?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“One. It should be pretty easy for you, overachiever.”

“Indeed.” Jiang Cheng held up the maze in front of Gu Fei’s eyes and turned it slightly. The Gu Fei ball rolled around two corners before colliding with the Jiang Cheng ball with a clinking sound. “Mwah!”

Gu Fei couldn’t stop laughing. “I actually picked a more advanced maze design at first, but I didn’t have enough space.”

“I like this one,” Jiang Cheng said.

 

***

 

It was already past two a.m. when they got back to the apartment. Jiang Cheng glanced at his phone; around this time, he would usually be asleep, but he didn’t feel at all tired right now. He was bright-eyed and bursting with energy.

As soon as they set down their things inside, he lunged forward and threw his arms around Gu Fei, pushing him into the bedroom with an onslaught of kisses and caresses.

“Cheng-ge, what kind of ideas do you have?” Gu Fei asked with a smile, after Jiang Cheng shoved him onto the bed.

“Wicked ideas.” Jiang Cheng nuzzled the crook of his neck. “Obscene ideas… A lot of them, in crashing, violent waves…”

“What a coincidence.” Gu Fei’s hand slid into his shirt and gently stroked his back. “My ideas are also wicked and obscene, and the waves are just as violent.”

“Gu Fei…” Jiang Cheng bit his neck gently, then tugged aside his collar and licked the bite mark tattoo on his collarbone. “I figured I gotta do something a little different with you, for my own peace of mind. Otherwise, I’ll get jealous.”

“Then let’s…” Gu Fei’s hand slid down to Jiang Cheng’s leg. “Do something about it.”

“Mm-hm.” Jiang Cheng chuckled. He struggled for a while before he managed to open his mouth again. “It’s just, I never got around to asking… So, about this, did you want to, uh…like that, or…or like…that?”

“Like what and what?” Gu Fei started laughing.

“Like… Don’t you fucking laugh.” Jiang Cheng pinched Gu Fei on the waist and propped himself up to look him in the eyes. “Do you want to fuck me?”

What the fuck!

Contestant Jiang Cheng!

Contestant Jiang Cheng has cultivated a new level of shamelessness!

How did he say that obscene sentence out loud?! So easily?!

As soon as the words left his mouth, Jiang Cheng felt a fire raging from the soles of his feet all the way to the top of his scalp; his whole body burned from his own shamelessness. It was a good thing his room was only lit by a single dim yellow bulb, and he was facing away from it. Gu Fei probably couldn’t see the color in his face.

Gu Fei was visibly stunned for a few seconds. When he finally snapped out of it, he smirked slightly and asked, “Were you looking forward to fucking me?”

“Uh-huh,” said Jiang Cheng. “I mean, it doesn’t really matter,” he added quickly. “What…Whatever you want is, uh, fine.”

“Really?” Gu Fei pillowed his head on one arm and looked at him, his finger tracing a line across Jiang Cheng’s abdomen over his shirt. “If you want, I don’t mind…”

Those words were like a ball of fire exploding right in Jiang Cheng’s face. His breath hitched for a moment, and he gasped for several seconds before he could speak again. “I’m just afraid of hurting you, so I…”

He reached back and felt around underneath his pillow, pulling out a piece of paper. “After all, you learn as a kid that you have to respect the elderly and take care of the young, so I, uh, I did some research.”

“What?” Gu Fei was freshly stunned. It made Jiang Cheng feel a little indignant. It wasn’t as if he was some kind of thirsty old pervert! 

“Which part are you struggling with, slacker boy? I fucking went online and did research on how exactly to do it so it won’t hurt as much!”

After his initial shock, Gu Fei stayed frozen in place for another few seconds. Then he turned his head away and cackled. He laughed so hard that it got a little out of control. “Please, Cheng-ge. I’m gonna go soft from laughing.”

“Shut up!” Jiang Cheng took Gu Fei’s chin between his fingers and tugged his head back to face him. “Fine, don’t look at it if you don’t want to. Just do it however you want.”

“Can we please not act like such respectful spouses?” Gu Fei put away his smile and looked Jiang Cheng in the eyes. “You want to take care of the young, and I’m here ready to show my respect to the elderly.”

Jiang Cheng stared back at him without a word.

“Want it?” Gu Fei hooked his arm around Jiang Cheng’s neck.

For a couple of seconds, Jiang Cheng went still. Then, with a single movement, he pulled off his shirt and pounced on Gu Fei, grabbed his waistband, and yanked it down.


Chapter 76

 

THE FOLDED PIECE OF PAPER Jiang Cheng had pulled from underneath his pillow was his notes.

He’d approached it like he was preparing for an essay; he had spent two whole nights perusing various gay forums and how-to guides for advice on the best ways to maximize pleasure and minimize pain. Keeping in mind that the would-be recipient of this information was a power slacker among slackers who got through homework by copying from other people—except during exams, when he didn’t even bother to do that—Jiang Cheng had lived up to his overachiever title: He even wrote down a summary of the key points.

Jiang Cheng had planned to let his power-slacker boyfriend do some last-minute cramming before taking the stage; he hadn’t expected the Young Tyrant of the Steelworks to suddenly go all “respect the elderly” and cede this opportunity to him.

Of course, Jiang Cheng also hadn’t expected that after all the mental buildup, after so much time spent imagining how it would feel to lie down and take it, it only took a few simple words from Gu Fei to make him pounce without pause.

Impatient pervert.

…This is probably how impatient perverts behave.

Even further out of his expectations was that the techniques and methods already committed to memory by his well-oiled brain over two nights of meticulous study would be so easily blown into pieces by just two words from Gu Fei:

Want it?

The explosion gave off a blast of golden light that scoured his brain clean down to the nanoparticle.

Gu Fei’s body, his smooth, taut skin—it almost felt like an electric current ran beneath it. He’d touched it countless times, with his fingers and his lips.

Gu Fei’s neck, collarbone, chest, abdomen, and waist.

He’d thought he was already very familiar with Gu Fei’s body, but touching it now, the experience was entirely different. It was as if he’d been transported back to the moment of that first time they touched each other. 

Fluttering, quivering, anticipating…

There was absolutely no way he could make use of the notes on that piece of paper now—or of the stuff he’d committed to his memory, even if it hadn’t already gone up in fireworks. Jiang Cheng firmly believed that if he went by the notes, his floodgates would burst wide open before he even got halfway.

It turned out a summary of a seasoned driver’s experience was only any use for other seasoned drivers. The only option for someone like him, who had only just gotten his license, was to lunge and bite, take a little lick after the nibbles, and then just grab onto whatever he could. Every gasp sounded like battle drums in his ears, reverberating in his head and making him dizzy. Every one of his senses was in hyperdrive.

He could hear someone gasping for breath, but couldn’t tell who it was coming from; he could hear heartbeats, but couldn’t tell which ones belonged to whom. He could see the toned skin reflecting a soft glow under the light—that belonged to Gu Fei. Breath swept over his ears—that also belonged to Gu Fei. As their muscles rubbed against each other, he could even feel a fine electric current running over their skin and beneath it; at every point of contact, their touch crackled with life.

He couldn’t bother with experience, couldn’t remember any summary. As a horny young man holding a grenade with a sizzling fuse, just pausing to put on a condom and slather on some lube was hindrance enough.

“Gu Fei.” Jiang Cheng pressed closely against Gu Fei’s back, nibbling on his earlobe; his hands grabbed at Gu Fei’s sides and legs and kneaded hard. “I…”

Without a word, Gu Fei turned and pecked at the corner of Jiang Cheng’s lips, then ran the tip of his tongue gently over it. A mist clouded Jiang Cheng’s vision. In that moment, nothing else remained in his eyes or his heart.

He straightened up and roughly pushed Gu Fei’s shoulder down. Everything that followed, he did entirely on instinct. Though he was a new driver, no instruction was needed for instincts; the deepest wellspring of desire within him sent him skipping urgently over any gentle foreplay as he went straight for the main event.

Gu Fei let out a choked-off moan as he entered, a sultry, enticing sound Jiang Cheng had never heard from Gu Fei’s lips before. Even when Gu Fei crinkled his brow and drew in a sharp breath, Jiang Cheng couldn’t bring himself to pause for a moment so Gu Fei could adjust. He drove right in. 

The palms of his hands burned on Gu Fei’s hips, and Gu Fei’s body burned just as hot around him.

The night was long, and sleep was the last thing on his mind.
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***

 

All was silent inside and outside the room; it was so quiet that Jiang Cheng almost worried about the thin walls as he listened to their panting. Right now, though, even if someone had been hiding under the bed—no, even if someone had been standing right next to the bed glaring at them—he wouldn’t have cared. Sure enough, lust granted you courage.

He wrapped his arms around Gu Fei in a tight embrace.

“Loosen your arms a little,” Gu Fei said. “I need to catch my breath.”

“Catch your breath later.” Jiang Cheng closed his eyes, nuzzling the tip of his nose gently against the back of Gu Fei’s neck. They were spooning at last, and he didn’t want to let go.

He couldn’t remember where he had seen it—something about how people were attracted to each other because of their scents. You might not be able to consciously perceive certain smells, but your nose could capture them. There would always be someone whose scent drew you in.

Jiang Cheng didn’t know if that was why he was attracted to Gu Fei, but he did very much like the way he smelled. He couldn’t put a finger on how, but he could distinguish it clearly from how other people smelled… Although it wasn’t as if he had smelled anyone else this closely.

“Hey.” As he lay there with his arms around Gu Fei, his heart rate slowly went back to normal. It took a while—he made the surprising realization that it had taken longer for his heart rate to recover from this than it had when he ran several kilometers. “Hey, Gu Fei?”

No sound or movement came from Gu Fei.

“Gu Fei?” he called again.

No reaction.

“Are you asleep?” He propped himself up and looked down at Gu Fei’s face. “Gu Fei?”

“I’ve suffocated to death,” Gu Fei said, eyes closed.

“Damn it.” Jiang Cheng laughed. “I already let go.”

“Which is why I can talk now.”

Jiang Cheng leaned down and gave him a firm kiss on the cheek. “Shower?”

“Mm.” Gu Fei opened his eyes and turned to look at him. “What time is it?”

“Dunno.” As Jiang Cheng sat up, his eyes swept over the used tissues on the floor, and he felt a little embarrassed. When he turned around, he saw another clump of tissues at the foot of the bed and felt another wave of self-consciousness. He swiftly kicked the tissues to the floor. “Are you going to take Gu Miao to that therapy thing tomorrow?”

“Today,” Gu Fei corrected him.

“Today.” Jiang Cheng pinched Gu Fei’s waist. “It’s in the afternoon, right? I’ll come along too.”

“It’s at two-thirty in the afternoon.” Gu Fei flipped over to lie flat on his back. “I’ll take the two of you there.”

“You mean the two of us are taking Gu Miao there.” Jiang Cheng got off the bed. With a glance at him, he hesitated, then finally asked, “I’ll shower first, then?”

“Okay.” Gu Fei smiled before reaching over to grab his phone, probably to play his stupid Aixiaochu.

While Gu Fei stared at his phone, Jiang Cheng took the opportunity to quickly bend down and throw the tissues into the nearby trash can. He only realized when he straightened up that there wasn’t a single thread of clothing on his body, and instantly felt a fresh wave of intense embarrassment. Grabbing a change of clothes to cover his crotch, he half ran into the bathroom.

It wasn’t the first time he and Gu Fei had faced each other so starkly, but today was different. He didn’t even have the courage to ask Gu Fei whether he’d hurt him, let alone take a shower together.

Standing in the shower, Jiang Cheng let the hot water wash over him and slowly began to recover from the nerves, awkwardness, embarrassment, and all the other emotions overwhelming him. He didn’t take very long in the bathroom; he didn’t want to leave Gu Fei in bed by himself to play with his phone. Rinse, lather, rinse again, brush his teeth, wash his face—all of it took less than ten minutes. He dashed out of the bathroom.

Gu Fei was lying on his front on the bed, still on his phone. He stared, surprised to see Jiang Cheng walk in already. “That was fast.”

“Was it?” As soon as Jiang Cheng saw Gu Fei in this position, he was immediately overcome with worry. He couldn’t even bother feeling embarrassed about his question: “Are you…not feeling well?”

“Hm?” Gu Fei blinked, then laughed. “Nah, I just don’t want the phone to fall on my face.”

Now that he’d said something, Jiang Cheng threw all his feelings to the wind, awkward or otherwise. “You really don’t feel any discomfort? Any pain? Or…”

“A little…you know.” Gu Fei sat up. “But it’s not a big deal.”

“Oh.” Jiang Cheng nodded. “Then you wanna go wash up?”

“Pass this level for me.” Gu Fei handed the phone to him and walked over to the closet. “I’m taking your clothes, okay?”

“Go ahead, take whatever you want,” Jiang Cheng said. As Gu Fei walked out with his clothes, Jiang Cheng cradled the phone in his hands, but all his attention was on Gu Fei’s naked body in his peripheral vision.

After a couple of steps toward the door, Gu Fei turned, walked back to his side, and reached a hand out in front of his face.

“Hm?” Jiang Cheng immediately looked up at him.

Gu Fei pressed his finger to the screen and said, with a hint of a smirk, “The screen’s dark.”

“Ah! Yes! So it is!” Jiang Cheng exclaimed loudly, like someone awoken from sleep insisting that he hadn’t drifted off. 

Gu Fei didn’t say anything else, just grinned as he turned to walk out.

Jiang Cheng stood in the spot and zoned out for a long time before collapsing onto the bed with the phone. “Ah…”

How embarrassing, Contestant Jiang Cheng! That smile on Gu Fei’s face as he walked out was pure unadulterated mockery!

“Ah…” Jiang Cheng flipped over and looked at the phone; the screen was dark again. “Ah, fuck.”

By the time Gu Fei came back from his shower, Jiang Cheng was still leaning against the headboard, holding the phone and staring into space.

“Did you beat the level?” Gu Fei asked.

“…It locked again.” Jiang Cheng handed the phone back to him.

“Uh-huh.” Gu Fei took it and glanced at him. “Then are you gonna keep playing for me?”

Jiang Cheng sighed. “Just unlock it.” 

Gu Fei unlocked his phone and handed it back to Jiang Cheng. As he started on the game, he could hear Gu Fei laughing. Jiang Cheng wanted to ignore him, but Gu Fei wouldn’t stop, so in the end Jiang Cheng looked up with a glare. “What are you laughing at?”

“You, of course,” said Gu Fei, still giggling.

“You wanna bet I’ll…” Jiang Cheng continued to glare at him; after a while, he started laughing too. “Shit.”

“Hurry up and play.” Gu Fei lay down on the bed next to him. “Or else Li Yan is going to pass me again.”

“Why does he have so much free time?” Jiang Cheng tutted and put his head down to concentrate on the game. “Is it because he doesn’t have a boyfriend?!”

“I’ll make sure to ask him tomorrow,” Gu Fei said, then turned away to laugh again.

“Are you done yet?” Jiang Cheng eyed him sideways. “The way you’re fucking laughing, you’d think I came too fast or something.”

“Oh.” Gu Fei managed to keep it in for a while before he started cackling again. “You did all right, actually. Not too fast.”

“…Ay!” Jiang Cheng sighed loudly and didn’t speak again. He trained his eyes on the phone screen at the rows of cartoon baby animal heads.

What he’d just experienced was indeed like nothing else. Even his greatest superpower of one-second focus wasn’t working. He stared for a while at the animal heads and couldn’t find a single row he could clear. He tried to push through, but after wasting two hearts, he tossed the phone to the side and wiggled down on the bed until he lay on the pillow. “Forget it, I’m just wasting lives.”

“What’s wrong?” Gu Fei rolled over and wrapped his arms around him.

“A million different thoughts.” Jiang Cheng reached out and switched off the light. As darkness enveloped them, Gu Fei’s warm breath by his ear gave him a sense of comfort, the kind you only felt after the exhaustion of excitement.

Gu Fei didn’t say anything, just lightly rubbed Jiang Cheng’s belly.

“Gu Fei.” Jiang Cheng took his hand, turned to face him, and asked quietly, “It, uh…really didn’t hurt?”

“I already told you,” Gu Fei chuckled, “it’s not a big deal.”

“Oh.” Jiang Cheng paused for a long time, trying to figure out how to phrase his next question so he wouldn’t sound like a pervert, but in the end he just threw it straight out. “Then did…did it feel good?”

“Yikes,” Gu Fei laughed. “So blunt.”

Jiang Cheng laughed along with him. “I couldn’t figure out a more diplomatic way of asking.”

“It felt pretty good,” said Gu Fei.

“For real?” Jiang Cheng couldn’t tell whether Gu Fei was telling the truth or trying to make him feel better. 

Jiang Cheng had been pretty out of it for the entire process; his head spun the whole time, with his eyes and ears filled with nothing but Gu Fei. Everything he saw, heard, touched, and felt was pure heightened exhilaration.

But he really couldn’t be sure if Gu Fei had actually enjoyed it. In theory, there was not much enjoyment to be had, since they were both new drivers on this road. If a guy operated a wheelchair day in and day out and then suddenly decided to drive a race car, there was no way his skills would be up to par. Their bodies probably weren’t used to it, either.

“You can try it,” Gu Fei said.

“Hah?” Jiang Cheng didn’t catch on right away.

“Then you’ll know if I’m for real or not.”

“Damn it.” Jiang Cheng was suddenly a little embarrassed. “I was originally planning to…try it.”

This made both of them laugh. Looking at each other, they giggled for a long time, their breaths spilling all over each other’s faces.

Bliss.

 

***

 

When he woke up the next morning…or, rather, at noon—Jiang Cheng reached beside himself and found the bed empty. He instantly awoke. Eyes wide, he bellowed, “Gu Fei!”

“Hey.” Gu Fei appeared in the doorway a few seconds later with a cigarette between his lips. “Right here.”

“Whatcha doin’?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“Catching up on a post-coital smoke at the window all by my lonesome.”

“Damn.” Jiang Cheng sat up. “Do please continue.”

Gu Fei laughed and walked back out.

Jiang Cheng yawned. He got out of bed and tugged on his waistband, then walked to the bedroom window, lifted the curtains, and looked outside.

Every year around summer break, everything from the air to the scenery would suddenly burst with the flavors of summer. The greenery filled his vision, the sun dazzled in the sky, and the air was warm, with a touch of dry heat. Even this ramshackle building was showing some signs of life under the sunlight.

Jiang Cheng had slept very well. Last night’s tangle of emotions—the mishmash of awkwardness, arousal, and embarrassment that made it so hard to find his balance—had all dissipated. When he walked out of the bedroom and saw Gu Fei’s back lit up against the window in the living room, he felt only joy.

“Should we go out for lunch?” He went over and put his arms around Gu Fei, resting his chin on his shoulder. He ran his hands over Gu Fei’s waist a few times for good measure, massaging it firmly. 

“Sure. Or we can eat the cake?” Gu Fei put out his cigarette.

“Oh, right. There’s cake. We’ll have that, then.” Jiang Cheng paused, then remembered—“There’s another one at your place too.”

“We can eat that one tonight.” Gu Fei pulled out his phone. “Let’s order some noodles, too, or all that sugar will be cloying.”

“Mm.” Jiang Cheng nodded. “I want a large bowl of dalu noodles with an extra order of meat sauce.”

“Anything to drink?” asked Gu Fei. “They have freshly squeezed juices here too.”

“What are their options?” 

“Only two: cucumber…juice,” Gu Fei said, his voice suddenly tinged with laughter, “and chengcheng juice.”22 

It took Jiang Cheng a few seconds to realize he was talking about orange juice. “Fucking hell.” 

“Why don’t you get the cucumber juice, and I’ll have the cheng­cheng juice?” said Gu Fei.

“Geez.” Jiang Cheng clicked his tongue. “Can we talk properly?”

“Sure, Jiang Chengcheng.” Gu Fei looked at him.

“Screw your uncle,” Jiang Cheng shoved him, “Gu Feifei.”

“I’ll place the order now,” Gu Fei said. “Once we’ve we eaten and rested for a bit, it’ll be time to take Gu Miaomiao out.”

 

***

 

Jiang Cheng wasn’t too hung up on the birthday cake. He’d never been allowed to have it as a kid, and he’d lost interest over time. Sweet things weren’t really to his taste, anyway—he didn’t remember if he’d ever actually eaten cake at his school friends’ birthday celebrations. All he could remember was getting into all sorts of juvenile shenanigans with the frosting. 

The cake Gu Fei had made was the one he looked forward to. There was nothing unique about his store-bought one. Nonetheless, since this was the first birthday he got to plan on his own and the first time he could eat cake for his birthday, it made it all the more meaningful. 

And so he and Gu Fei brought the cake out, intending to go through the complete birthday ritual.

“Let’s close the curtains,” Jiang Cheng said. “It’s too bright.”

Gu Fei nodded. “Okay.”

Jiang Cheng pulled the curtains shut, but it was still too bright for him, so he closed the doors to the bedroom and bathroom. The living room finally darkened. When he got back to the table, he found Gu Fei sticking eight candles atop the cake.

“Why only eight?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“Because we’re both eight years old.” Gu Fei lit up the candles one by one with a lighter.

Jiang Cheng tutted. “Don’t play cute.”

“Because they only give you twelve candles with the cake.” Gu Fei glanced at him. “If you want eighteen…I can go out and buy another pack?”

“No, no. It’s fine.” Jiang Cheng paused for a moment, then added, “I don’t have any expectations for this. I’ve never even had cake on my birthday before.”

“Oh.” Gu Fei’s hand stilled for a second before he finished lighting the rest of the candles.

“Should we blow them out now?” Jiang Cheng asked, leaning against the table.

“Wait.” Gu Fei thought for a moment, then quickly pulled the candles out and set them back in new positions, adding the remaining ones from the pack to form the shape of the number eighteen. “Now we’re eighteen years old.”

Jiang Cheng laughed. “Now do we blow them out?”

“Yeah. Do you wanna make a wish?” 

“I’ve been doing that this whole time,” Jiang Cheng said. “Already done.”

“Go ahead then,” said Gu Fei. “One…two…three.”

The two of them huffed and puffed at the candles until they’d extinguished each one, knocking a few over in the process.

“Hey.” Jiang Cheng sat down in the chair. “I just realized—I didn’t ask them to write our names on it, only ‘Happy Birthday.’ When they asked me what I wanted it to say, I even wondered why they were asking.”

“I wrote on mine,” Gu Fei said as he cut the cake. “I’ll bring it tonight.”

“What did you write?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“I wrote…” Gu Fei looked at him solemnly for a moment—and then he suddenly waved his arm in the air, yelling, “CHENG-GE, CHENG-GE—NO ONE’S PRETTIER!”

“What the—” Jiang Cheng jumped back in surprise, then burst out laughing. “That’s so damn shameless. Did anyone see you write it?”

“Yep,” Gu Fei said. “The people at the workshop.”

“Did you really write that?” Jiang Cheng looked at him. “I don’t believe it one bit.”

“You’ll see tonight.” Gu Fei handed him a slice of cake, then placed the chocolate medallion with the words “Happy Birthday” on top of the slice.

Jiang Cheng took a bite. He had to admit, the cake tasted fairly mediocre, but there probably weren’t any good bakeries around this area.

Still, it was a wonderful feeling to sit here across from Gu Fei, each digging into a slice of birthday cake. He didn’t want to speak or move. He just wanted to stay like this forever, taking one bite after another.

 

***

 

The recreational therapy Gu Fei took Gu Miao to was likely not cheap. Jiang Cheng didn’t enter the room, just observed from the window, but he thought the teachers who led the children in all sorts of games and activities all seemed patient and professional. Compared to the other children, Gu Miao seemed to be a little better off—at least she was able to engage in some limited communication. It was the sight of the kids who had no reaction at all when spoken to that seemed truly heartrending and bleak.

The activities didn’t last very long—probably taking into consideration the limited attention spans of these kids. They usually ended before the kids became restless.

Gu Miao looked to be in a pretty good mood when she came out, hugging her skateboard. Gu Fei was inside talking to the teacher, so Jiang Cheng took her out to the sidewalk to skate around in the sun while they waited. He sighed softly as he watched Gu Miao flit back and forth in front of him, tiny beads of sweat collecting on the tip of her little nose.

Gu Fei came out to the sight of Jiang Cheng crouching beside a flowerbed on the sidewalk and clapping for Gu Miao. He didn’t even realize that Gu Fei was standing behind him. Reaching out a hand, Gu Fei gently poked his shoulder. Jiang Cheng barely gave him any time to react—he jerked his elbow back and caught him in the thigh.

“Ow!” Gu Fei rubbed his leg. “Sharp as ever, huh?”

“Geez.” Jiang Cheng turned around. “You could’ve called out to me first. If I’d aimed any higher, you’d have to keep lying on your front tonight…” Jiang Cheng broke off halfway and quickly glanced around.

Gu Fei bent down to whisper in his ear, grinning. “Tonight?”

“Shit.” Jiang Cheng stood up and looked at him with a serious expression, as though they were discussing an academic problem. “Let’s not talk about that in broad daylight.”

“Sure.” Gu Fei nodded solemnly and pulled out a folded piece of paper from his pocket. “Then I’ll just…”

When Jiang Cheng swept his eyes over the piece of paper, his eyeballs practically dropped out of their sockets. “What the fuck?! What are you carrying that around for? Is your brain stuffed up with cake?! Do you need me to help you dig it out?”

“It’s my boyfriend’s handbook of secret martial strategies,” said Gu Fei. “Obviously I have to keep it with me and study wherever I go.”

“Hurry up and put it away,” Jiang Cheng said in a hushed voice, “before someone sees!”

“Relax.” Gu Fei laughed. “With handwriting like yours, I’d have to conjure up some spiritual energy just to decipher it. If you showed anyone else, they might not even recognize it as Chinese.”

That made Jiang Cheng laugh. “Bullshit,” he said. “Is it that bad?!”

“It really is.” Gu Fei flicked the page with a finger. “Didn’t you say you’ve been going one stroke at a time with your handwriting now? Well, I can’t tell at all.”

“No shit, do I look like I’m so shameless that I’d write sexy cheat sheets one careful stroke at a time?!” Jiang Cheng glared at him. “Put it away.”

“All righty.” Gu Fei folded the paper and tucked it back in his pocket, then whistled in Gu Miao’s direction.

Frankly, Gu Fei hadn’t given much thought to whether it was going to be his turn tonight, or whether he was going to be on his stomach or his knees. But looking at Jiang Cheng’s silhouette in front of him now, sauntering along with Gu Miao in tow, he suddenly realized that if he really thought about it, there was much to consider.

Especially as Gu Miao tugged on Jiang Cheng’s hem, and the tightly stretched fabric showed off the smooth contour of his waist and back… 

Ah.

Gu Fei quickly looked up and stared at the sun, then sneezed two times to ruthlessly cancel the flag-raising ceremony before it had a chance to begin. 


Chapter 77

 

WITH GU MIAO’S PRESENCE, the birthday celebration began to head in a more wholesome direction for the afternoon. In the convenience store, Jiang Cheng sat down with an earnest expression on his face and attempted to explain their birthdays to Gu Miao. “Your brother and I are celebrating our birthdays together today.”

Gu Miao was in a pretty good mood, so she looked at him intently, though she probably didn’t understand.

“My birthday is today, and your brother’s, well, it’s still a month away. But to save time and money,” Jiang Cheng persisted, “we’re celebrating it together. Get it? Nod if you understand.”

Gu Miao stared at him, but did not nod. After a few seconds, she suddenly beckoned at him, grabbed her skateboard, and turned to run outside. Gu Fei rapped his knuckle on the counter and called, “Gu Miao!”

Gu Miao paused at the door, still facing the outside, not looking back.

“Eat first.” Gu Fei crouched down in front of her, looking into her eyes. “After dinner, rest for half an hour, then you can go play, okay?”

Gu Miao looked back at him for a while, then nodded.

“She nodded to you, but not to me.” Jiang Cheng watched from the side. “That means she still didn’t understand what I said just now, huh?”

“Yeah, she didn’t understand.” Gu Fei smiled. “She usually understands the mundane things that she does all the time. But stuff like what you talked about just now? You gotta explain for at least half an hour, and only if she has the patience to listen. Normally, her attention wanders off after a few minutes.”

“That place we went to today… Will it help her?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“It helps a little,” Gu Fei said. “I saw a kid at the hospital once in a similar state, and he’s seeing some improvements now.”

“How long did it take him?” 

“Seven years.” Gu Fei glanced at him. The overachiever was certainly living up to his name; he was quick to see to the heart of the matter. And in this case, it was time.

Gu Miao’s situation wasn’t the worst. She couldn’t control her emotions very well, she wasn’t able to properly sense and empathize with other people’s emotions, and she was occasionally aggressive…but with an abundance of patience and the right approach, she could manage basic human interactions, and she rarely got hurt. Any progress beyond that would take a very long time, though—much longer than Gu Fei dared to even think about.

Jiang Cheng opened his mouth to speak but nothing came out.

“Wanna order something to eat?” Gu Fei changed the subject and pulled out his phone. “We can get some expensive dishes. Anything in particular you’re craving?”

“Sure,” said Jiang Cheng. “Chicken, duck, fish, or pork—I’m not particular. I just really want to eat meat right now… Ah, that great pork belly.”

“Let me see… We could just get them to deliver some grilling meats here. We could use the frying pan to…” Gu Fei dragged a chair over and sat down. Since he wasn’t paying much attention, when he plopped down on the chair, the discomfort radiating from a certain spot made him want to sing the rest of the sentence at the top of his lungs—he had no doubt he’d qualify for the opera. He made himself finish the rest of the sentence with poise, teeth clenched: “Grill. The. Meat.”

“Great.” Jiang Cheng snapped his fingers happily at the suggestion and walked toward the shelves. “Come on, Gu Miao. Let’s see if we can find some barbecue sauces. You can read a lot of words now, right? Can you point them out to me?”

“Yeah, they’re right…there.” Gu Fei shifted his position and leaned his weight on an elbow propped against the counter, taking some pressure off his butt.

Did it feel good? Jiang Cheng had asked him.

Frankly, it didn’t feel great. It wasn’t exactly painful; he just wasn’t used to the sensation. And as to Jiang Cheng’s question, he very much wanted to throw it back in the face of that overachiever who’d done so much research on the topic: Who would feel absolutely peachy after their first time? This boyfriend of his had gone through all the trouble to shamelessly put together a sexy cheat sheet, and he still didn’t end up following the suggested procedure.

But Gu Fei didn’t say any of that out loud, because he didn’t want to put pressure on Jiang Cheng. They were both inexperienced young lovers, after all. They couldn’t help following their primal instincts on these matters; it was a feat to be celebrated that he didn’t come prematurely.

By the time the ingredients arrived, Jiang Cheng had finished picking out the various sauces from the shelves with Gu Miao and laid them out in a row on the table.

“Now we’ll scoop the sauces out into the plates and bowls. Sound good?” Jiang Cheng said as he set down some bowls and plates, pulling Gu Miao to the table.

Gu Fei watched them as he played with his phone. The teachers at the therapy center had led Gu Miao in a similar activity that afternoon. Jiang Cheng had watched outside the window the whole time with only half his face showing. Gu Fei hadn’t expected him to remember it so well.

Gu Miao grabbed a spoon and started to scoop sauces into the plates and bowls, intent on her task. But after scooping from three different jars of sauces, she started to grow impatient; the oil from the sauces would occasionally drip onto the table, and the thicker sauces would sometimes stick to the spoon.

“Let’s switch to a different spoon. Do you like—” Jiang Cheng was about to go get another spoon for her, but Gu Miao had already thrown hers to the floor. When Jiang Cheng bent to pick it up, she flipped a plate onto the floor as well. Then she stilled and fixed her eyes blankly on the table. Jiang Cheng stared at her and sighed. “Ay, damn this crappy temper of mine.”

The corner of Gu Fei’s mouth twitched, but he held his smile back. He was used to this kind of reaction from Gu Miao. It didn’t happen all the time, but it never truly stopped, either. He had accepted these fits of frustration and gotten used to them as if they were regular temper tantrums from other people’s kids.

“Listen here, Gu Er-Miao,” Jiang Cheng said, picking up the plate and cleaning up the sauce on the ground with a paper napkin, “you’re lucky you’re pretty. If you were uglier, I would’ve picked you up and tossed you outside by now… Do you think I’m handsome?” He tossed the napkin in the trash, then leaned down to face Gu Miao again. “Hmm?”

Gu Miao stared at him for upward of ten seconds before nodding.

Jiang Cheng’s face immediately lit up in excitement. He turned to Gu Fei smugly. “Hear that? Your sister says I’m handsome.”

“You are handsome,” Gu Fei replied.

When Jiang Cheng turned back to Gu Miao, she reached out and cupped his face in her hands; yanking on his ears to pull him closer, she planted a kiss on his forehead.

“Huh?” Jiang Cheng was stunned. After a moment, he whipped his head back around to Gu Fei. “Did you see that?!”

“Yeah.” Gu Fei was surprised too. Gu Miao was rarely able to express her likes and dislikes very well. She liked Li Yan—though she always acted stony-faced with him, she would let him play with her favorite toys. The way she expressed her fondness for Jiang Cheng was something he’d never seen before.

“Thank you, Er-Miao.” Jiang Cheng turned back and grinned at her. He was about to return a kiss to her forehead when Gu Fei got to his feet.

“Cheng-ge.” Gu Fei stopped him. “Don’t.”

“Hm?” Jiang Cheng paused for a moment, but he understood immediately. “Oh, got it.”

“Er-Miao.” Gu Fei crouched down in front of Gu Miao and waved his fingers in front of her face. “Look at me.”

Gu Miao looked at him.

“You shouldn’t kiss boys, and you shouldn’t let boys kiss you, either,” Gu Fei said slowly and clearly. “Gege hasn’t kissed you since you were six, right? Because you’re grown up, and I can’t kiss you anymore.”

Gu Miao stared at him intently.

“I’ve told you this before. Do you remember?” he said.

Gu Miao nodded.

“Let’s try a different way, okay?” 

Gu Miao turned and stared at Jiang Cheng for a long time, like she was thinking hard. Eventually, she reached out a hand and snapped her fingers at Jiang Cheng, following it with a thumbs-up.

“Hey!” Jiang Cheng quickly snapped his fingers back at her and returned the thumbs-up. “You’re the coolest.”

Gu Miao smiled, then shifted her eyes back to the sauces on the table.

“Why don’t you finish it for her?” said Gu Fei. “She’s about at the limit of her patience and attention span.”

“Okay.” Jiang Cheng scooped out the sauce from the remaining two jars as Gu Miao watched intently.

“We can eat now.” Gu Fei grabbed the portable stovetop and pan and set them on the table. “Should I go get the cake?”

“Nah, not yet.” Jiang Cheng was determined not to see the cake yet. “Let’s wait til we’re done eating and it’s completely dark outside. The cake has to come out in the right atmosphere. After all, it’s my first time eating a cake baked for me by my boy—uh, deskmate. I want it to be a surprise.”

“Boy deskmate, huh?” Gu Fei tutted. “So your girl deskmates have made them for you before?”

Jiang Cheng glared at him. “Don’t get me started.” 

Laughing, Gu Fei turned on the induction cooktop and brushed a layer of oil on the pan. “Let’s start grilling then, boy deskmate.”

Before Jiang Cheng could move, Gu Miao swiftly picked up a slice of meat with her chopsticks and put it in the pan to stir it around. Jiang Cheng sighed and also put a slice of meat into the pan, stirring it along with her. “A little girl with such a huge craving for meat. What will you do if you get fat?”

“It’s fine, she’s very active,” Gu Fei said. “She’ll skate around on her skateboard all day if you don’t stop her.”

“I checked out that skateboard today,” said Jiang Cheng. “Isn’t it time to change the wheels on it? They’re totally worn.”

“Yeah.” Gu Fei nodded. “Gotta wait til she’s asleep, though. She’ll throw a fit if she sees it.”

“Will she check her wheels?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“She usually only pays attention to the board itself. It’s all good as long as the deck stays the same.” Gu Fei reached in with his chopsticks and flipped over the slice of meat that Gu Miao had been prodding.

Eating in like this was much more comfortable than eating out; they could do whatever they wanted and be completely at ease. But occasionally, something interrupted that ease. For example, when someone came into the store in the middle of their meal to buy something.

“Oh, having dinner, huh?” Auntie Lü from upstairs greeted Gu Fei when she walked in. She paused and stared when she saw Jiang Cheng. “Isn’t this…Jiang Cheng? Lao-Li’s…”

Jiang Cheng turned and looked at her without a word.

Auntie Lü was about to open her mouth again when Gu Fei cut in. “Did you come to buy some cooking oil, ma’am?”

“Aye, to get oil.” She nodded, then took a couple more glances at Jiang Cheng. “Hey, are you—”

“I’ll go grab it for you.” Gu Fei stood up and walked to the shelves, carrying over a jug of oil. “Is this the soybean oil you got last time?”

“Oh, yeah, yeah,” Auntie Lü said. “You sure got a good memory, Da-Fei.”

“I only remember folks like you who come in all the time.” Gu Fei walked behind the register, rang up the item, then stood there as though waiting for her to pay. “You must be in a hurry to get back to the stove, huh?”

“Ain’t that right,” she said, handing him the money. “I already got the wok on the stove when I realized I forgot to buy more oil.”

Gu Fei quickly made change and handed the jug of oil to her. “Better hurry then, or your grandson’s gonna start fussin’ and crying.”

“He’s already started!” Made all the more anxious by his words, Auntie Lü immediately bolted out the door with the oil. “That kid will have my life!”

When Gu Fei returned to his seat at the table, he heard Jiang Cheng let out a soft sigh.

“They’re gonna talk about it for a year, at least—to your face and behind your back.” Gu Fei picked up a slice of grilled meat and placed it in Jiang Cheng’s bowl. “If you’re pissed off, you can snap right back at them.”

“Mm.” Jiang Cheng gave Gu Fei a little smile. “They’ll spice it up too, I bet?”

“Of course they will,” said Gu Fei. “In these parts, life is way too depressing if you don’t add some extra drama for yourself and spice for other people. Do you want me to ask around to see what the rumor mill is churning out these days?”

“Nah.” Jiang Cheng clicked his tongue. “I can guess as much. I couldn’t imagine it before, but these days, I think I have a pretty good idea.”

“Just look at it as life experience,” Gu Fei said. “You’re bound to go through a lot of different experiences in your lifetime; it’s all proof of your existence.”

“There you go writing poems again,” Jiang Cheng chuckled. “You count as proof of my existence too, right?”

“I’m proof of your affection,” Gu Fei said, the corners of his mouth quirking up. “And proof that you’ve gotten laid.”

“What the hell?!” Jiang Cheng chided, throwing a furtive glance at Gu Miao.

Though compared to what Gu Fei had said, his “what the hell” clearly grabbed Gu Miao’s attention more. She hadn’t reacted at all to Gu Fei’s words, but she looked right up at Jiang Cheng when he spoke.

“Cussing is wrong,” Jiang Cheng said immediately.

Gu Miao nodded, then reached out a hand to snap her fingers and gave him a thumbs-up.

“You can snap that loudly with your left hand too?” Jiang Cheng said, looking at Gu Fei in surprise. “She used her right hand before, right?”

“Yeah, but she doesn’t snap her fingers much,” Gu Fei said with a smile. “She normally prefers to whistle.”

Gu Miao set down her chopsticks and snapped her fingers with both hands simultaneously, then reached out and gave him two thumbs-up.

“Wow, I can’t snap with my left hand.” Jiang Cheng laughed. “Bravo, Cool Miao.”

They lounged around for a while after dinner. Gu Fei wanted to take Gu Miao home to sleep, since he planned to eat cake with Jiang Cheng only. But because he’d promised Gu Miao earlier that she could play on her skateboard half an hour after dinner, he had no choice but to squat at the door and watch as Jiang Cheng and Gu Miao took turns shooting up and down the two streets on the skateboard.

Gu Fei checked his phone; there was ample time. They could play for a while, take Gu Miao home, come back to the store for cake, then… His mom would watch the store tomorrow morning so they could sleep in until noon like they had today, then take Gu Miao for her therapy exercises in the afternoon.

The day after that wouldn’t be as relaxing. He’d have to start working on the photography jobs he took—not to mention the photoshoot he recommended Jiang Cheng for would start that day as well. On top of all that, this summer break was a much shorter one than usual… Ah, so busy.

Gu Fei was a little bummed when he realized his thoughts had strayed seamlessly from thinking about the after-dark activities they had planned for tonight to this summer’s annoying moneymaking activities. Clicking his tongue, he looped his thoughts back around and took out Jiang Cheng’s cheat sheet from his pocket.

…What hideous handwriting.

“Gu Fei!” Jiang Cheng yelled as he flew by on the skateboard, probably because he noticed the paper in his hand. When Gu Fei glanced up, Jiang Cheng flipped him off.

Gu Fei gave a long whistle.

There was actually something useful to be gleaned from this summary. Atrocious handwriting aside, the overachiever was an excellent note-taker. The cheat sheet was clear and concise. It promised instant understanding, instant mastery, guaranteed cure-all, guaranteed Cheng-pleaser…

Gu Fei cleared his throat, making a conscious effort to keep his raging thoughts under control. But when Jiang Cheng glided past him a second time, the strip of skin revealed by his windswept shirt hem rendered all Gu Fei’s previous efforts moot.

It was…just as well. He stood and turned back into the store, walking into the back room and shutting the door behind him. Gu Fei usually only used the cot in this room for midday naps; he’d never jacked off here before, so this would be a sort of ground-breaking ceremony.

He tapped open a folder on his phone and pulled up a video of…Jiang Cheng. He’d recorded it in secret, but the content couldn’t have been more mundane and uninteresting. It was a clip of Jiang Cheng slouched over his desk, having fallen asleep halfway through studying. But Jiang Cheng looked really good when he was asleep, especially at times like this, like he was in a hurry to get some rest so he could get up and continue studying. He always looked as though he was intently working hard at napping—it was very sexy.

When Jiang Cheng brought Gu Miao back in, Gu Fei had already finished cleaning up the scene of the crime, washing the dishes, and tidying the table.

“Wait here for me,” Gu Fei said to Jiang Cheng as he wiped the sweat from Gu Miao’s face with a towel. “I’ll take her home and come right back.”

“Got it.” Jiang Cheng sat down on a chair and stretched out his legs. “Man… That wore me out. Her endurance is no joke.”

“No need to envy her,” Gu Fei laughed. “She can’t even tell when she’s tired.”

Normally, when Gu Fei took Gu Miao home, he would walk while Gu Miao rode her skateboard. But today, to save time, he put Gu Miao on the back of his bike. It took less than thirty minutes in total to pedal Gu Miao back home, remind his mom to supervise her bathtime, then pedal back to the store. Jiang Cheng had already fallen asleep in the chair, his head tilted back and legs stretched out long.

Gu Fei tiptoed over and quietly called out to him, “Cheng-ge?”

Jiang Cheng didn’t stir.

He stood behind Jiang Cheng and took a quick glance outside to make sure no one was passing by, then bent over and gently bit Jiang Cheng’s lip, pinning his arms down.

If Jiang Cheng were to properly hone this reflex of his, he could probably use it to jumpstart his career as an assassin. His arms might have been pinned down, but as Gu Fei ended the kiss and moved his lips away, he was still taken aback by the height of Jiang Cheng’s kick.

“Holy shit!” Jiang Cheng swore and slouched back against the chair in resignation once he realized it was him. “Gu Fei, when are you going to stop with these silly games…?”

“Dunno.” Gu Fei laughed as he let go of Jiang Cheng’s arms, then leaned down again and whispered in his ear, “You’re pretty flexible, huh?”

“Hm?” Jiang Cheng paused. “What the fuck. You sure are a shining example of the modern virtuous youth.”

“Cake?” Gu Fei asked.

“Quit changing the subject!”

“Okay, I won’t change the subject.” Gu Fei walked to the fridge and shot him a look. “Should we continue discussing your flexibility?”

“Cake.” Jiang Cheng pointed at the fridge.

Gu Fei’s cake was not quite a pound in weight; it was a little smaller than the one Jiang Cheng had bought yesterday. It was beautiful, though, and chocolate flavored. The exterior was a white chocolate shell covered entirely with rose-shaped frosting, finished with two cherries on top. It was a simple base color with a not-so-simple design, brightened by the two striking dots of red.

“Damn impressive workmanship, Gu Feifei!” Jiang Cheng marveled sincerely. “I thought at best you’d squeeze out some swirly blobs, but you actually did roses?”

“I told you, I’ve taken Gu Miao there before.” Gu Fei gave a little smile.

“Where’s the writing?” Jiang Cheng asked as he looked at the flowers on the cake. “Didn’t you say there was writing? It doesn’t look like there’s space for it.”

“Here,” Gu Fei said, rotating the cake.

Jiang Cheng noticed a line of text on the side of the cake bare of frosting. They were words Jiang Cheng had seen before, and ones he still remembered to this day.

Gu Fei had sent it to him in a message.

- I want one look to last a lifetime.

“Shit.” Jiang Cheng suddenly felt his eyes overcome with warmth.

He’d read that message many times over. He saw it every time he went through their message history, but never once had it made him feel like this; he suddenly couldn’t keep his feelings in check.

“What’s wrong?” Gu Fei asked.

“Nothing.” Jiang Cheng inhaled deeply. After a short pause, he clicked his tongue and said, “You wrote that yourself?”

“Yep.”

“Sure is…pretty.” Jiang Cheng stared at the words. “Your handwriting’s…better than mine.”

“Is that a compliment?” Gu Fei asked.

Jiang Cheng lifted his eyes and shot him a look. “Is it not a compliment?”

“Better than your handwriting,” Gu Fei said, gazing back at him, “is a compliment?”

“Shut up! I’m finally realizing now what an annoying mouth you have. But I’ll get you to behave sooner or later.” Jiang Cheng took out his phone. “Hold up the cake. I want to take a picture.”

Gu Fei laughed as he held the cake up. “Like this?”

“Give us a smile.” Jiang Cheng looked at Gu Fei through his screen. Gu Fei bared his teeth. Jiang Cheng frowned. “Can you give a gentler smile?” 

Gu Fei gave him a different smile, and Jiang Cheng snapped a picture. 

Gu Fei was about to set the cake down when Jiang Cheng gestured at him to stop. “Hold on, I want to take a short video, too.”

Gu Fei held up the cake again.

“Start talking,” Jiang Cheng said as he pressed record.

“About what?” asked Gu Fei. “Happy birthday, Cheng-ge.”

“Tell us,” Jiang Cheng said, zooming in, “do you like this Cheng-ge?”

“I do,” Gu Fei laughed. “I really, really do.” 
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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 naïve 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 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 voices, 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 51

[1] Pan An (潘安) was a legendarily handsome poet from the Western Jin dynasty. “Shuai” (帅) means handsome. The “Zhi” in Pan Zhi’s actual name means “intelligence.”

 

Chapter 52

[2] Song Yu was a poet from the Warring States period who, like Pan An, was among the top four most beautiful men of ancient China.

 

Chapter 53

[3] This is a line from the song “Da Hua Jiao” (Wedding Palanquin) by Huo Feng.

 

[4] A popular song about friendship by Wakin Chau.

 

Chapter 54

[5] A heavily country-flavored song called “Women Aren’t Demons” by Situ Lanfang. 

 

[6] Lei Feng was a Chinese soldier who, after his death in 1962, was promoted in state media as a paragon of altruism.

 

Chapter 55

[7] Children’s Day is celebrated on June 1st in China. Many kids have the day off of school. 

 

Chapter 56

[8] The Chinese government heavily restricts depictions of ghosts and supernatural beings in TV and film.

 

Chapter 58

[9] Monkey’s surname, Ma, means “horse.” A big horse monkey (大马猴) is a creature from folk legends used by parents and grandparents in northeast China to scare children into obedience, much like the boogeyman. It’s widely accepted that they look comical and ugly. 

 

Chapter 59

[10] “-er” is a diminutive suffix sometimes added to a person’s first name. It’s often used to demonstrate closeness.

 

[11] Modified lyrics from the song “Walk On Bravely, Sister” from the movie Red Sorghum.

 

[12] A mole beside the mouth is a stereotypical trait of a busybody matchmaker.

 

Chapter 61

[13] “Ge” means older brother, but unlike “gege,” -ge as a suffix or as a standalone address conveys reverence for older male figures and is often used in gang/brotherhood settings.

 

Chapter 62

[14] This is a children’s song which was adapted into a popular creepypasta online. 

 

Chapter 63

[15] In Chinese, the word for “daisy” means “baby chrysanthemum.” “Chrysanthemum” is a common Chinese euphemism for anus.

 

[16] Like shu or shushu, da-shu is a term of address for an older man roughly a generation above the speaker.

 

Chapter 67

[17] “Three pin” refers to a mahjong tile with three circular markings arranged in a diagonal row across the rectangular tile’s surface.

 

Chapter 68

[18] Lyrics from the pop song “You’re So Toxic” by Jacky Cheung.

 

Chapter 70

[19] A made-up slogan in the style of public information posters common throughout China. 

 

Chapter 73

[20] First line from the song “Summer Breeze” by JJ Lin and Kym.

 

Chapter 74

[21] Some people choose to celebrate their birthday based on the Chinese calendar instead of the Gregorian calendar. A person’s Chinese calendar birthday falls on a different Gregorian calendar day most years, usually before the Gregorian calendar birthday.

 

Chapter 76

[22] The word for “orange” is a homophone for the “Cheng” in Jiang Cheng’s name.
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Basketball, homework, goofing off, making out... His
budding relationship with Gu Fei is a bright spot for
Jiang Cheng as he begins to settle into life away from
the big city where he grew up. But it’s not all high school
sports tournaments and kissing in the back of the movie
theater. Gu Fei is determined to keep Jiang Cheng away
from the town'’s dangerous underbelly, but Monkey, the

leader of a local street gang, is holding a grudge—and
the only way for Gu Fei to put it to rest is to face off
against Monkey in a deadly contest that could leave
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