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Chapter 78

 

IT WAS PAST NINE O’CLOCK by the time they left the store. When people stopped coming in to buy things, Gu Fei locked up, and the two of them slowly strolled down the street.

They hadn’t had much to eat today. The normally-ravenous Jiang Cheng was in much too good a mood to stuff himself. He’d only managed to take a few bites before he felt full; even Gu Miao ate more than he did. Gu Fei had eaten even less, since he had to grill and keep an eye on the heat the whole time.

“Do you want anything else?” Gu Fei asked as they walked.

“Are you kidding? If you’re still hungry, we can just go back for the extra meat we put away in the fridge.” Jiang Cheng rubbed his belly. He felt light. It was a pleasant feeling to only be half full. Especially in a moment like this—the moon had just risen, the night breeze carried gently through the streets, and he ambled leisurely with his boyfriend along a deserted street with no particular destination in mind.

Not that he needed a destination. In fact, a lot of the time, he didn’t really need an end goal in mind. It was nice not having a reason, not needing to think too much. As long as a certain someone was by his side, he could keep on walking forever.

It had been a while since Jiang Cheng first moved here, but there were still quite a few places in the steelworks area he hadn’t seen. He had always thought of this place as dilapidated and grim, its inhabitants passing their days in a bleak stupor—that impression stuck with him even now. But… He glanced over at Gu Fei.

But with Gu Fei here, everything was different. Just catching a glimpse of him in the middle of a crowd was a gentle tug on his heartstrings, lighting up everything around him. Everything he saw, felt, every beat of his heart, would change.

As dramatic as it sounded, Gu Fei really was his happy pill in this hopeless place, his most vital support in the face of everything weighing him down.

 

***

 

Jiang Cheng’s phone chimed with an incoming message.

He pulled it out to take a look. It was from Pan Zhi.

- On how love defeated the friendship and generational bond between grandfather and grandson. In this essay I will—

“Huh?” Jiang Cheng stared at the screen. He swiped up, only then realizing that Pan Zhi had sent him a birthday message at one o’clock that morning. He’d completely missed it.

He chuckled as he sent a reply.

- why not send it at 3 am to make double sure that I won’t see it

- Excuses, excuses. The way things are going, you won’t see my fking messages no matter what time it is

- i’m seeing it now aren’t I

- I’m telling you, Gramps, all good things in moderation

A wave of nervous embarrassment washed over Jiang Cheng. He remembered what had happened last night, and then thought about what was probably going to happen later… He shot a swift glance in Gu Fei’s direction and quickly messaged back.

- i’m sensing the rage of a poor single bastard

- AwkwardSilence.jpg

- do you have something to say? if not I’m just gonna go

- What happened to us, Gramps?! Where is our bond we developed over late night chats until 3am?

- gnight

- I’ll be there the day after tomorrow, the same train as last time, same time

- bringing anyone with you?

- No one to bring. We don’t even get the summer off. Everyone’s in cram school. I only got a 2 day break after I killed off my fourth grandpa 

- you have a fourth grandpa?

- No?! If I did, do you really think I’d kill him?! Where’s your brain? I guess you really are in love

- got it. you may take your leave now

- Yes, Gramps. Good night, gramps

“Is that Pan Zhi?” Gu Fei asked.

“Mm.” Jiang Cheng was lost in thought. Fourth High students might moan about losing half of their summer break to extra classes, but they were already frolicking all over the place; in his old school, they didn’t even get to have a summer break. The disparity. “He’s taking a couple days off to come visit.”

“Just a couple?” Gu Fei was surprised. “I thought he’d come for a week at least.”

“They don’t even get a summer break at my old school.” Jiang Cheng chuckled. “He made up an excuse and got two days off.”

“Then…” Gu Fei looked at him. “Do you need to start getting on that grind too? To keep up with their progress or something? I might’ve booked a few too many photo shoots for you. Should I cancel some of them?”

“Nah.” Jiang Cheng shook his head. “I can always find the time to study. Who do you think I am?”

“You’re a super overachiever,” Gu Fei laughed.

“That’s right.” Jiang Cheng took out his phone again to send Pan Zhi a message, asking him to ask the teachers for some extra notes and worksheets.

- Already did. Poor single bastards like me have excellent memory

Jiang Cheng smiled. As he put the phone back in his pocket, he looked at his feet, slowly striding one step after the other. Beside them were Gu Fei’s feet, moving forward at an equally leisurely pace.

Amused, he took his phone out again and started recording.

“Take a guess…” Jiang Cheng began narrating to himself out of habit, then stopped halfway and shot Gu Fei a look. Gu Fei was walking with both hands in his pockets, very much at ease. “Pretend you can’t hear me.”

“Got it.”

“Take a guess: To whom do these four legs…these two pairs of legs belong?” Jiang Cheng held the phone between the two of them, still recording. “Contestant Jiang Cheng is in the middle of his post-meal hundred steps with his…boyfriend. It should be a fairly easy guess. After all, Contestant Jiang Cheng’s legs are very long and slim, while his boyfriend’s legs…”

Gu Fei suddenly quickened his pace to walk ahead of him, then stopped and turned, sticking his leg straight out.

“Fine.” Jiang Cheng couldn’t stop giggling. “His boyfriend’s legs are very long. Contestant Jiang Cheng did say when they first met that this guy had very long legs.”

Satisfied, Gu Fei drew his leg back and continued walking. As Jiang Cheng tucked his phone away, Gu Fei asked, “You were checking out my legs when we first met?”

“That’s usually the first thing I notice about someone,” Jiang Cheng said.

“And what do you notice next?” 

“If I like their legs, I’ll move on to their face. If their legs don’t look good, I’ll just look at my phone.”

Gu Fei laughed for a long time.

They walked around for more than an hour on the grid-like streets of the steelworks before they returned to Jiang Cheng’s apartment building.

It was an enjoyable stroll. Gu Fei rarely got to take walks like this. He didn’t usually have the time, and even if he did, he always spent it playing with Gu Miao. It was impossible to take a walk with Gu Miao—she was an ultra-high-horsepower machine in perpetual motion, not someone you could keep pace with by walking.

Neither of them spoke when they arrived downstairs. They walked into the building and up the stairs in silence.

Gu Fei watched Jiang Cheng from behind: his back, his waist, his ass, his legs… He gently cleared his throat and said quietly, “I’m going to touch you now.”

“What the—” Jiang Cheng whipped his head around to glare at Gu Fei. “Do you have to say something like that out loud?” he hissed.

“With your reflexes, I’m afraid you’d slap me in the face,” Gu Fei murmured.

“Then do you have to do it now?” 

“Yup.”

“…Do you need me to say ‘Permission granted’ or something?” asked Jiang Cheng.

Gu Fei laughed and reached out to stroke Jiang Cheng’s waist, then allowed his hand to slide down to his legs.

“What the fuck!” Jiang Cheng yelped and bolted away up the stairs.

Gu Fei took off after him immediately, pinching his butt.

“Ah!” Jiang Cheng jumped. He raced up the stairs so fast he didn’t even have time to shoot Gu Fei another glare.

“I have long legs!” Gu Fei laughed as he gave chase.

“I’m warning you, Gu Fei!” Jiang Cheng ran to the door and pointed at Gu Fei as he fumbled for his keys. “You—”

Gu Fei came over and gave him a peck on the lips, then grabbed his waist.

“I…” Jiang Cheng had no more words. Flustered, he quickly unlocked the door. When Gu Fei had finally closed the door behind him, he hissed, “Are you a dog in heat or something?”

“Heat’s over.” Gu Fei fell back onto the sofa with a grin.

Jiang Cheng stood in the middle of the room and stared at him for ten whole seconds, then turned to the bedroom. “I’m gonna take a shower. I’m all sweaty from the walk.”

“I wanna shower too,” Gu Fei said from the sofa.

“Get in line,” Jiang Cheng answered without thinking. It wasn’t until he’d fetched a change of clothes and taken a few steps toward the bathroom that he paused to glance at Gu Fei. “Oh. Did you want to shower together?”

Gu Fei collapsed into giggles. “Never mind, you go first.”

Jiang Cheng tutted at him and went into the bathroom.

A few seconds later, Gu Fei heard the water running. He stretched his legs out, pillowed his head against his arms, and sighed. Then he picked up the remote and flipped to a random channel.

He and Jiang Cheng really were quite innocent. They’d done everything from reaching first base to hitting a home run, but they’d never even showered together… Tsk, tsk.

But he wasn’t planning to tick that off his bucket list just yet. For the first time, Gu Fei felt respect for the power of the overachiever. That dirty little cheat sheet Jiang Cheng had made kept spinning round and round in his brain, the rows of ugly handwriting playing like a perverted slideshow in his mind. He’d never had such crystal-clear memory for anything he’d “studied” before, especially when the material was written so hideously.

Besides memorizing the theories on paper, he was also filled with a keen drive to test out their practical applications. He even made sure to stand up and measure the height of the table against himself before Jiang Cheng came out of the shower—it was pretty suitable. Just bracing his hands against the table and indulging his imagination for a second opened a floodgate of wayward thoughts. 

By the time Jiang Cheng came out of the shower, Gu Fei was no longer facing the table preparing to hump the air. He had scrambled over to lie on the sofa and pretended to be watching TV with his legs curled up. No amount of deep breathing was working to calm himself “down.”

Gu Fei had always thought of himself as a composed person with strong self-control, but reality proved that he was still too inexperienced in life.

“I had the water temperature turned up pretty high.” Jiang Cheng walked past him into the bedroom as he toweled his hair dry. “Remember to change it when you shower.”

“Okay.” Gu Fei didn’t move a muscle. “Grab some clothes for me.”

Jiang Cheng turned and shot him a glance. “Getting demanding now, are we?”

Gu Fei nodded. “Yep.”

Jiang Cheng brought him a set of pajamas and underwear from the bedroom. “I don’t have any new underwear, is mine okay?”

“Sure.” Gu Fei reached out his hand.

“Here you are, Your Lordship.” Jiang Cheng threw the clothes at him, then turned to face the TV so he could watch as he dried his hair haphazardly with the towel.

He stood there incredibly brazenly, blocking off Gu Fei’s entire line of sight to the television. From this angle, all he could see was Jiang Cheng’s back.

Jiang Cheng had no shirt on, and the sweatpants he wore hung loosely on his hips. It looked like they could be pulled off with the slightest tug. Gu Fei had been planning to make him move, but now he simply stared, struck speechless. 

Eventually, Gu Fei grabbed the clothes and stood up to head to the bathroom. As he passed Jiang Cheng, he suddenly bent over, put his arm around Jiang Cheng’s waist, and bit down. 

Jiang Cheng’s superhuman reflexes reached their career peak. Before he could even form a word, he landed a slap on Gu Fei’s head. Then came the roar: “OWWW!!!”

“Hey!” Gu Fei let go and took a few steps back, holding his head. “Sooner or later, you’re gonna slap me stupid.”

“Shut up!” Jiang Cheng glared at him and rubbed his side hard. “You dog-fucker! Why would you chomp down so hard?!”

“Uh-huh.” Gu Fei laughed abruptly and continued to walk to the bathroom, nodding in agreement. “That’s right, I am a dog-fucker…”

He managed to close the bathroom door and lock it from the inside just as Jiang Cheng charged over.

“Gu Fei!” Jiang Cheng yelled, banging on the door. “You’re done for!”

“What?” Gu Fei asked as he undressed, chuckling.

“Come out here and fight me!” Jiang Cheng banged on the door again.

“It’s not like you can beat me in a fight.”

“Bullshit,” said Jiang Cheng. “I should’ve recorded you moaning yesterday!”

Gu Fei had to put a hand on the wall to keep from doubling over in laughter. “Thanks for the reminder.”

“You’re done for!” Jiang Cheng insisted. A couple of seconds later, he banged the door again. “You’re finished!”

Gu Fei dialed the water heater’s temperature down a little, then turned on the shower, still laughing. His arousal had cooled off initially thanks to their shenanigans, but Jiang Cheng just had to mention a recording—his calm had suddenly fled for the hills.

Debauchery really was a two-way street…

When Gu Fei came out of the shower, Jiang Cheng was sitting cross-legged on the sofa and playing with his phone. He only shot a brief glance toward Gu Fei when he heard him come out, busy tapping away at the screen.

Gu Fei recognized the jingle. “Rhythm Master? And here I thought you’d be playing something sophisticated.”

“I play at a level you can never hope to reach,” said Jiang Cheng.

Gu Fei chuckled, leaning against the table as he watched without a word. Jiang Cheng’s fingers were swift and nimble. In the light of the screen, they even left behind an afterimage…which was possibly caused by his 0.70 D astigmatism, but lovely to see nonetheless.

After watching for a while, he sat down next to Jiang Cheng. “And this is how you’re spending your special day?”

“How else should I spend it?” The corner of Jiang Cheng’s mouth turned up in a smirk. “Go to bed and let you record my voice? In your dreams. Enjoy your blue balls.”

“I won’t record you,” Gu Fei promised, pressing up against Jiang Cheng and putting his arms around his waist. He kissed his shoulder. “Cheng-ge…”

“Cheng-ge what?” 

“Don’t make me get rough.” 

“Excuse me?” Jiang Cheng turned around as if in shock, but he couldn’t quite contain the curve of his lips. “You’ve got some guts, young man.”

Gu Fei didn’t respond. He snatched away Jiang Cheng’s phone and tossed it onto the coffee table. Before Jiang Cheng could react, he lunged over and pushed him down onto the sofa.

“How dare you?” Jiang Cheng landed a slap on his back. “You should film yourself right now instead. You look like a dog scrabbling for a…”

“Bone?” Gu Fei supplied helpfully.

“I’m not talking to you anymore.” Jiang Cheng let out a long, drawn-out sigh. “I simply feel profoundly helpless.” 

“You don’t need to help today,” said Gu Fei.

Jiang Cheng paused, then said: “You asshole. I’m not talking to you anymore.”

Gu Fei kissed his ear, then started laughing.

Jiang Cheng clenched his jaw and tried in vain to hold back, only to burst into hysterics right along with him. Eventually, he reached up and stroked Gu Fei’s back. “Hey, all that laughing didn’t make you go soft?”

“…Mm. You can feel it?”

“No shit, it’s not like you’re wearing woolen pants.”

Gu Fei leaned down and kissed Jiang Cheng’s lips earnestly. He started with a gentle peck, then pulled back and stared into Jiang Cheng’s eyes. Jiang Cheng narrowed his eyes. “Is your bouche amused?”

“Mm.” Gu Fei swept the tip of his tongue between Jiang Cheng’s lips. Jiang Cheng immediately bit it.

Gu Fei smiled, then deepened the kiss, his tongue venturing past Jiang Cheng’s teeth. When Jiang Cheng returned the kiss, he bit back gently, drawing another nip of retaliation from Jiang Cheng.

They were being pretty immature with this bite-for-bite, unserious style of making out. Compared to the kisses of seasoned lovers, it wasn’t at all romantic, and it wasn’t a good display of the confidence of thirsty young men, either—but Gu Fei liked it. He enjoyed the feeling of slipping between Jiang Cheng’s tongue and teeth, reaching and retreating, slowly growing more intimate… It excited him. In fact, it was the kind of excitement that made his pants feel a size too small.

He released Jiang Cheng’s lips and bit his chin, then continued lower to bite his throat. He heard Jiang Cheng’s breaths quicken. As he trailed kisses all the way down to Jiang Cheng’s belly, the breaths came even faster.

He pulled Jiang Cheng’s pants down.

“Are we not…going into the bedroom?” Jiang Cheng asked.

Gu Fei flung the pants to the floor in one swift motion. He pinned one of Jiang Cheng’s ankles against the backrest of the sofa, and with his free hand, traced a path up from his ankle to the tattoo on his inner thigh. With a flick of his fingers, he brushed his hand down Jiang Cheng’s leg again.

“There’s no time,” Gu Fei said. The way he held Jiang Cheng’s ankle almost felt like he was holding a car door open. Gu Fei couldn’t help but add, “Get in the car.”

Jiang Cheng’s gasps turned into choked-back laughter. “You fucking weirdo.” 

“Stop laughing.” Gu Fei bent down and traced his tongue around the bite-mark tattoo, then reached a hand into Jiang Cheng’s underwear. Jiang Cheng’s whole body tensed up. He threw his head back and drew in a sharp breath. That made Gu Fei’s breath hitch too. But he was more composed—the benefit of having already rubbed one out in preparation. Even if, in the moment, he was still having a hard time holding himself back. 

Comparing his own restraint to Jiang Cheng’s impatient, headfirst approach, Gu Fei felt he deserved a Most Virtuous Young Pervert award. Despite the enticing scene in front of him, he actually had the self-control to not jump right in and start devouring his boyfriend.

Though his memory of the questionably reliable cheat sheet might be a little fuzzy right now, its words played over and over in his mind like a broken record. Gu Fei didn’t follow the instructions to the letter; it was enough to get a gist of the basic steps. Everything else was improvised in reaction to Jiang Cheng’s live feedback.

Jiang Cheng’s panting was low and rushed. It was bright in the living room, so he lifted an arm to cover his eyes—a very seductive gesture. 

Even as Gu Fei felt around the sofa cushions for the bottle of lube and squeezed some out into his hand, his eyes were fixed on Jiang Cheng’s face the whole time. Jiang Cheng had good bone structure, defined without looking too severe. With his eyes covered like that, Gu Fei could still see his straight nose, slightly parted lips, and his pretty chin…

Jiang Cheng moved his arm away from his eyes slightly when he felt Gu Fei’s fingers draw close. “The hell?” he said in a muffled voice, shooting a glance at Gu Fei. “When did you bring the lube over?”

“While you were showering.” Gu Fei braced a hand on the sofa beside Jiang Cheng’s head and leaned down. As he kissed him, he slid one finger inside. Jiang Cheng knitted his brows and let out a very low moan.

It was probably the most useful tip in the entire cheat sheet: first, this, second, that, third, pay attention to the pace. Slow down…

Gu Fei had no idea how he managed to get through this process; there were no fewer than ten instances when the thought “Fuck the notes, let’s just go” flashed through his mind.

Jiang Cheng’s expression changed from “That doesn’t feel very fucking good,” to “I’ll kill you if your finger moves another inch,” then, “Okay this is tolerable,” until finally it read, “You may begin.”

Gu Fei felt like every nerve in his body had been conscripted to capture Jiang Cheng’s reactions. It was the first time in eighteen years that his attention was so completely devoted to one task, and it was all for the sake of this shameless activity.

At this point, he didn’t need the dirty cheat sheet anymore. He could feel Jiang Cheng’s heartbeat within his own, he could hear Jiang Cheng’s gasps within his own panting; from his own impulses, he understood Jiang Cheng’s.

Gu Fei jumped off of the sofa, pulling Jiang Cheng up with him.

Jiang Cheng was a little confused by the sudden turn of events. “What are you doing?”

It was only then that Gu Fei remembered the living room window. Shit! Good thing they’d closed the curtains to light the candles this morning and hadn’t opened them again yet!

This abrupt tensing and relaxing of his nerves spurred his desire into overdrive.

“I’m doing you,” Gu Fei replied. Grabbing Jiang Cheng’s arm, he pushed him down on the table.

With his arms pulled back behind him, the muscles on Jiang Cheng’s back and sides tightened as they contracted from the effort. Gu Fei’s vision abruptly blurred from all the blood rushing up in excitement. He leaned down and bit Jiang Cheng’s shoulder. Jiang Cheng’s breath caught in his throat, but he didn’t make any noise. When Gu Fei’s fingers skated down the skin of his back and tugged his underwear down, Jiang Cheng turned his head to the side. 
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Sliding his fingers around Jiang Cheng’s inner thigh, Gu Fei brought the wet coolness of the lube to the front. Jiang Cheng’s breathing suddenly grew a lot heavier, turning into a guttural sound like a moan, or perhaps just a sigh.

Gu Fei pressed up against Jiang Cheng’s back and wrapped his arm tightly around his waist, then licked the back of his ear gently, his tongue tracing a trail to the back of his neck. Along the way, he could feel Jiang Cheng’s surging pulse and the tension in his skin everywhere he touched. 

He pushed his knee between Jiang Cheng’s legs and nudged them apart. The image he’d gone over countless times in his mind was suddenly right there before him.

At this point, it was impossible to follow the dirty little cheat sheet or to keep carefully observing Jiang Cheng’s reactions. Gu Fei could practically hear the cries from his own heavy breathing:

Get in the car! Start the engine!




Chapter 79

 

JIANG CHENG LAY PRONE on his bed, hugging a pillow, with his head turned to one side and his eyes half closed. Gu Fei lay beside him in the same position, his head also turned; instead of a pillow, he was hugging a bundled-up blanket.

“Cheng-ge,” Gu Fei said, looking at Jiang Cheng.

“Mm?” Jiang Cheng answered.

“You should buy another pillow,” said Gu Fei.

“Why?” The corners of Jiang Cheng’s lips curved up. “So Pan Zhi can use it when he comes over?”

“That’s how it is, huh, Mr. Overachiever?” Gu Fei clicked his tongue. “You haven’t been fucked into submission yet?”

“You wanna go another three hundred rounds to see who comes out on top?” Jiang Cheng tutted right back, then turned his head to the other side to face the wall.

Gu Fei reached out and stroked his back. “Does it hurt?” 

Jiang Cheng closed his eyes for a moment before he replied. “It’s…all right.” Frankly, it surprised him how easy it could be to abandon his sense of shame—after only twenty-four short hours, he was already able to discuss this topic with Gu Fei without an ounce of embarrassment.

“Do you need me to give you a piggyback ride into the shower?” Gu Fei asked with a grin.

“An attitude like that is gonna come back and bite you in the ass. I won’t go easy on you next time,” Jiang Cheng retorted, not moving from his spot. After a moment, he turned his head to look at Gu Fei. “Hey…Gu Fei?”

“Hmm? What is it?” Gu Fei shifted closer and squished against him, arm to arm.

Jiang Cheng reached out and tapped the tip of Gu Fei’s nose. “It wasn’t your first time, was it?”

“Huh?” Gu Fei blinked.

“Give it to me straight and you won’t be in trouble.” Jiang Cheng bared his teeth at him in a friendly, crocodilian smile.

“Wha—?” After a momentary loss for words, Gu Fei chuckled. “You can’t be serious. Where is this question coming from?”

“You lasted longer than me.” Jiang Cheng fixed his eyes on him, still smiling with all his teeth. “You had more tricks up your sleeve and still kept it together. Let’s talk about how you managed, hmm?”

“Damn it.” Gu Fei looked back at him and couldn’t stop giggling. “I was a virgin through and through, all right?”

“No, I was,” said Jiang Cheng.

“See, I never doubted you.”

“No shit, dude. With my performance, how dare you doubt me?” Jiang Cheng realized he wasn’t the least bit embarrassed to admit the inadequacies in his technique. That old sense of shame had well and truly passed on to the afterlife.

“That cheat sheet of yours…” Gu Fei rolled over and wedged the bundle of blankets under his head as a pillow. “Did you even look at it yourself?”

“Ah.” It was Jiang Cheng’s turn to giggle. “Shit. Never mind that thing.”

“Do you even remember what’s on it?” said Gu Fei, aimlessly stroking Jiang Cheng’s back with one hand.

“Ugh, I don’t need to memorize it,” Jiang Cheng ultimately admitted. “I remember all the notes I make.”

Right. He remembered it all.

But in reality, there were often discrepancies when it came to putting theory into practice, influenced by factors like emotions, physical condition, et cetera. As well as… Oh, fuck it. He simply hadn’t been able to hold himself back—that was all.

“Right, of course. If a slacker like me could read it a few times and remember, how could the overachiever not?” Gu Fei laughed. “But the overachiever was so keen, he couldn’t hold back. The way he looked ready to come all over my face…”

“Shut up.” Jiang Cheng pointed at him threateningly. “Gu Feifei, you shut the hell up.”

Gu Fei slid down from his makeshift pillow, rolling half on top of Jiang Cheng and kissing him.

It was a purposeful kiss. With the overwhelming desire from before now exhausted, it was filled with other things: a steady comfort, a languid ease.

“Are you going to shower?” asked Jiang Cheng.

“You can shower first if you want.” Gu Fei sat up and felt around the desk beside the bed. He found the pack of cigarettes Jiang Cheng left there and pulled one out. “I’ll go later.”

“Give me a break.” Jiang Cheng took the cigarette out of Gu Fei’s mouth. “Why are you always the one smoking after sex, no matter who’s on top?”

“I just wanted a cigarette,” said Gu Fei. “A regular, non-symbolic cigarette.”

“You’re quitting smoking for tonight.” Climbing out of bed, Jiang Cheng found no tissues of shame on the floor—Gu Fei had cleaned them up at some point. “I’m going to shower now.”

“Why are you always the one showering first, no matter who’s on top?”

“Because I’m one month older than you.” Jiang Cheng grabbed his clothes and walked out, dragging his slippers.

As he shuffled through the living room and past the window, he suddenly jumped and whipped his head around, nearly breaking his neck in the process. When he saw the tightly shut curtains, he breathed a sigh of relief, supporting himself against the bathroom doorframe.

Only thinking of this detail now, half an hour after they finished… It was a classic sign of hypoxia. All the blood in his brain must have drained downward.

But as the hot water enveloped him in the shower, the lost blood must’ve risen back up and forced every detail to the forefront. His mind flooded with images, replaying the process of Gu Fei pressing him down on the table and later dragging him to bed… It was one hell of a scene.

That was the downside of having such a good memory. No matter how minute the detail, he remembered every part of the experience and every single sensation, whether emotional or physical. All of these memories rushed back up to parade themselves in front of his eyes, and not even his rapidly strengthening constitution could handle it. The water coursing down his cheeks didn’t feel as hot as the skin he had touched.

What a feeling.

Speaking of feeling… He was suddenly racked with guilt. Poor Gu Fei. Even with all the preparation Gu Fei had done for him today, like a seasoned pro, Jiang Cheng still felt a little uncomfortable. He wondered how Gu Fei had felt yesterday after all his unbridled enthusiasm.

And he had the gall to ask Gu Fei if it felt good! How conceited must he have sounded?! How could it possibly have felt good?! 

Ah, fuck.

 

***

 

By the time both of them had showered and got back in bed, Jiang Cheng was shocked to see how late it was. It didn’t even feel like they’d done much fooling around—just a little fucking and some pillow talk, and it was already midnight.

The old poem was right. Evening entertainment really could keep the emperor from morning court.

“Go to sleep.” Gu Fei got up to turn the light off, then came back and wrapped his arms around Jiang Cheng, throwing one leg over him. “There’s a photography gig tomorrow morning, and Er-Miao’s therapy session in the afternoon.”

Jiang Cheng closed his eyes. “Busy day.” 

“And you have to find time to buy a pillow.” Surprisingly, Gu Fei wasn’t letting it go. He was clearly unhappy about the rolled-up blanket under his head. “You should get one of those extra long ones for couples.”

“Yeah,” Jiang Cheng agreed.

“You probably won’t have time for modeling once Pan Zhi gets here, right? Want me to talk to them about rearranging the schedule?”

“That’s okay.” Jiang Cheng enjoyed the sensation of Gu Fei speaking softly by his ear. It felt pleasant, as if a fine current was running through him—it made him feel a little dazed. “We don’t have anywhere to go anyway. He can come on set and watch.”

“All right.” Gu Fei gave his earlobe a gentle peck. “I did the math the other day. We can squeeze all the jobs in before the extra classes start. We’ll make a decent chunk of money by then.”

“If I never met you,” Jiang Cheng said, leaning over and rubbing his nose against Gu Fei’s, “I’d probably have to live frugally and tighten my belt to avoid starving to death.”

“Probably not. Part-time jobs are pretty easy to find here. The pay might not be as good, though,” Gu Fei said, smiling.

Jiang Cheng smiled too.

He didn’t remember what Gu Fei said after that, or what he said in reply. Gu Fei’s voice drifted in and out of his consciousness as he sank heavily into a deep slumber.

 

***

 

They slept so deeply that when Gu Fei’s phone rang in the morning, they were still practically comatose. When Gu Fei sat up to answer it, Jiang Cheng realized the bastard had slept pillowed against his arm, which no longer felt like it was attached to his body.

“Hello?” said Gu Fei. “Yes, that’s me… Ah, what time is it? Ten thirty? Crap…I overslept. Sorry… Mm, I can be there in thirty minutes. The model…? The model probably overslept too…”

Gu Fei glanced over at him, and it hit Jiang Cheng that this must’ve been the client calling after neither of them showed up on set. He immediately sat up, but as soon as he moved, the soreness in his inner thighs made itself known. It was like he’d run five miles the day before. He almost cried out in pain.

“Yes. I’m sorry, Luo-zong.” Gu Fei hung up and turned to him. “Shit, it’s ten thirty. Your overachiever’s biological clock—”

Before Gu Fei could finish, though, Jiang Cheng fell back onto his pillow and groaned, “Ah, my legs!”

Gu Fei jumped. “What is it?” He flung away the blanket draped over Jiang Cheng and checked him over, only to conclude that there was nothing wrong with his legs. Looking at Jiang Cheng incredulously, he said, “Did I break your legs with my dick?”

“Fuck off!” Jiang Cheng glared at him, then started laughing as he rubbed his legs. “Shit, why do they feel so sore now?”

Gu Fei reached over and massaged his inner thigh for him. “Because…of the, uh…the position.”

“I know it’s because of the fucking position!” The memory of being pushed face down on the bed moaning the night before drifted through his mind, and he was immediately overcome with embarrassment. “I’m asking why my legs are sore now when three basketball matches a day can’t make me sore.”

Gu Fei looked at him without a word.

Jiang Cheng met his gaze squarely. “What are you staring at me for? Out with it.”

“Because you’re not using the muscles in your inner thighs the entire time you’re playing basketball,” said Gu Fei.

Jiang Cheng opened his mouth just to close it again. He had nothing to say to that.

“See, when you’re on your knees with your legs spread so wide apart,” Gu Fei continued, “it puts a lot of stress on the inner thighs. Not to mention the addition of my weight near the end—”

“Okay.” Jiang Cheng reached out a hand to stop him. “That’s enough. You don’t need to paint the picture for me. I get it.”

Gu Fei got out of bed. As he pulled on his pants, he looked at Jiang Cheng and found laughter bubbling to his lips.

“Hey.” Jiang Cheng pointed at him. “C’mere for a sec.”

“I’m sorry.” Gu Fei took two steps back. “I was wrong, Cheng-ge. I won’t laugh at you anymore.”

Jiang Cheng wasn’t convinced. “Too late. Get over here and fight me.”

“I will when your legs aren’t sore anymore.” Gu Fei held back his giggles. “Even if I tied up both my arms and my legs, you couldn’t beat me right now.”

“Do you have any shame?” Jiang Cheng was laughing too. “What will you fight me with if all your limbs are—”

“With this.” Gu Fei thrust his hips at him, then turned and fled out of the room.

“Gu Fei! You’re asking to be fucked!” Jiang Cheng yelled after him.

“Come do it, then!” Gu Fei answered from the bathroom.

“You dog-fucking…” Jiang Cheng paused halfway through what he was saying, having found it amusing. He giggled to himself the whole time as he climbed out of bed and got dressed.

When he walked into the bathroom, Gu Fei was brushing his teeth.

“Young man.” Jiang Cheng stood behind him and wrapped his arms around his waist, looking into the mirror together.

“G’mornim’, Scheng-ge,” Gu Fei mouthed unintelligibly around his toothbrush.

“I didn’t realize what a smart mouth you have.” Jiang Cheng tugged on the short hair that had grown out on Gu Fei’s head.

Gu Fei spat out the toothpaste. “Only toward you. We have to hurry up, Cheng-ge. Gotta be there in half an hour.”

“Okay.” Jiang Cheng picked up his toothbrush only to find a line of toothpaste had already been squeezed onto it. Smiling, he took a step back as he brushed his teeth, putting his hand on Gu Fei’s ass. “Hey, Gu Fei.”

“Hm?” Gu Fei bent over the sink, washing his face.

Jiang Cheng tugged Gu Fei’s waistband down an inch, pressed himself up against him, and pushed forward lightly. “Does it…still feel uncomfortable?”

“Better now.” Gu Fei turned to look at him. “Please don’t tell me you want to have a quickie right now. We don’t have time, Cheng-ge.”

Jiang Cheng laughed as he readjusted Gu Fei’s waistband. “Nah. I just wanted to make a reservation in advance—for when you feel better.”

“Trying to make it up to me?” Gu Fei dried his face and turned around to face Jiang Cheng, placing his hands on either side of Jiang Cheng’s hips. “You’re going to follow the instruction manual this time?”

“Can you stop talking about that thing?!” Jiang Cheng remarked with a mouth full of foamy toothpaste. “Where’d you put it, anyway? Hurry up and throw it away. No, burn it!”

“Why burn it? You didn’t sign your name or anything.” Gu Fei grinned.

“It’s just…my handwriting, you know?” Pressing up against Gu Fei, Jiang Cheng leaned over his shoulder to spit into the sink. “It’s uniquely hideous. I feel like no one else’s handwriting is ugly in that specific way, and I’m worried that someone’s going to recognize that it’s mine.”

“All right.” Gu Fei couldn’t contain his amusement. “Let’s burn it, then.”

“Mm. Good boy.” Jiang Cheng rubbed his back in satisfaction, then said, “Move aside, your Cheng-ge needs to wash his face.”

Gu Fei moved out of the way and leaned against the wall, watching him.

“What are we shooting today?” Jiang Cheng asked. “Why was some CEO personally calling to rush you?”

“I call everyone ‘zong,’” said Gu Fei. “We’re shooting outdoors today. It’s a pretty big tennis club that recently opened here, so they need to do some marketing. The guy who called is in charge of the marketing material. They only need you for a small part, and you won’t need to wear makeup.”

Jiang Cheng nodded. “Sounds good. Is it okay if I don’t know how to play tennis?”

“That’s not a problem. You’ll only have to strike a few poses for photos. You won’t be on video. Don’t worry,” Gu Fei said with a smile.

“What if their students come in and say, ‘Wow, that instructor in the photo is hot! I want that instructor to teach me’?” Jiang Cheng asked. “What then?”

“They’ll say, ‘That instructor works at the main location, and it’s too far for him to come here.’”

“Shit.” Jiang Cheng snorted, then shook the water off his face and rubbed it roughly with a towel. “All right, let’s go.”

 

***

 

“Fly High?” Jiang Cheng read the sign outside the tennis club. “There’s a branch in the city I came from. Some people from my school played there.”

Gu Fei smiled. “Really?” 

“They’ve expanded all the way here…” It was a complicated feeling, to suddenly see something familiar from his past show up in this city.

The tennis club here wasn’t open to the public yet, but there were a lot of people on the courts already. He guessed they were either instructors or existing members from other branches. There were people taking photos on two of the courts.

“They’ve started already?” Jiang Cheng said, taken aback. “Did they switch out the photographer because you were late?”

“Of course not.” Gu Fei laughed and took out his phone, dialing a number. “There’s a lot of material to cover, so they hired more than one photographer. I think they’re planning to make a promotional video too.”

After Gu Fei finished his call, a man walked out of the office behind them. “It’s Xiao-Gu, right?”

“Yes.” Gu Fei turned around. “Luo-zong?”

“Luo Yiyang,” the man introduced himself, shaking hands with both of them. “Just my name is fine; no need to be so formal. I’ll be counting on both of you today. One of our staff will be with you shortly to give you the specifics for the shoot.”

Gu Fei nodded. “All right.” 

“And you’re the model?” Luo Yiyang studied Jiang Cheng. “Attractive guy indeed. Looks athletic, too… We were going to get our own instructors to do this, but they’re not handsome enough. Our head honcho is pretty handsome, but I can’t get him to come pose for photos… Hey, Xiao-Tang! Come here for a sec!”

The girl named Xiao-Tang jogged over, and Luo Yiyang gave her a few reminders, then left. While Xiao-Tang talked to Gu Fei about the company’s vision for the photos, Jiang Cheng walked up to the glass display windows nearby that showed off the club’s awards and accomplishments and the profiles of the instructors.

The head instructor’s name was Bian Nan. Jiang Cheng figured he had to be the “head honcho” Luo-zong mentioned. He wasn’t bad looking—pretty handsome, actually.

“Let’s go.” Gu Fei walked over to him. “Go change. We’ll do a set of action shots on the court first, then take some pictures of you posing with the racket.”

Jiang Cheng nodded. “Okay.” 

Gu Fei leaned closer and whispered in his ear, “Will you be…all right? Moving and stuff?” 

“…Shit.” Jiang Cheng almost reflexively went to touch his butt. “No problem. Just don’t make me run.”

They followed Xiao-Tang to an empty court. Jiang Cheng went to change into a set of the club’s branded clothing while Gu Fei stayed outside getting his equipment ready. His occasional photography assistant Nini hadn’t left late like they did, but she was stuck in traffic and wouldn’t be here for another ten minutes.

Since he didn’t have an assistant, and Nini knew how to do hair and makeup, he usually asked her to help out whenever he needed it. Fortunately, Jiang Cheng didn’t need makeup today; he only had to change into two sets of the club’s clothes…

Gu Fei stilled for a moment. What do tennis shorts look like?

He looked back at the people in tennis outfits playing on the court behind him. The shorts weren’t as oversized as basketball shorts, but they weren’t so short that they’d reveal the bite mark tattoo on Jiang Cheng’s thigh.

As he turned back to fiddle with his camera, he caught a glimpse of Tan Lin, who was walking over from the other side of the courts. Brow furrowing, he ignored Tan Lin and picked up a lens, sweeping it gently with a brush.

“Gu Fei,” Tan Lin called out from behind him.

“Lin-ge.” He picked up another lens and continued cleaning it, not turning around.

“I didn’t come here to see you,” Tan Lin said. “I was just bringing our model around and spotted you here, so I thought I’d come say hi.”

“Mm.”

Tan Lin sat down on a chair beside him. “Are you here with your friend again?”

“I thought you just came to say hi?” Gu Fei turned to him.

Tan Lin sighed. “Look, I’m just making some small talk. You don’t need to be so testy.”

Gu Fei didn’t reply.

“Gu Fei,” Tan Lin said, looking at him. “I want to properly apologize to you again. I really didn’t know—”

“Let’s stop right here, Lin-ge,” Gu Fei cut him off. “I’m very busy today.”

Tan Lin sighed again, then went quiet.

“Also, you don’t owe me an apology. You didn’t do anything wrong.” Gu Fei fixed his gaze on him. “But you’re in the same category as Xiao-Bing to me, and you know how I feel about him. I’m not holding anything against you, but I don’t have anything to say to you either. The next time you see me, there’s no need to come say hi.”

“But don’t you think I’m a victim too?” Tan Lin stood up. “I just kinda liked you back then, that’s all. I didn’t think about anything else. I had no idea he—”

Still staring at him, Gu Fei said in a much colder voice, “You have ten seconds.” 

Tan Lin halted for a moment, holding his gaze. When Gu Fei counted to eight in his head, Tan Lin turned and walked away.

Gu Fei frowned and set down his camera.

The sight of Tan Lin wasn’t enough to affect his mood, but the memories he brought with him were far from pleasant. Even though it’d been a long time since then, and it no longer filled Gu Fei with the same strong revulsion, it didn’t mean he’d forgotten what happened. The helplessness and panic of being cut open and laid bare when his guard was down was still fresh in his memory…

Jiang Cheng walked out of the changing room and waved at him, smiling.

He didn’t know about Jiang Cheng, but whenever Gu Fei saw him, any bad mood or unhappiness would vanish in an instant.

Gu Fei lifted his camera and snapped two pictures in quick succession. No matter how many photos of Jiang Cheng’s smile he’d collected, it would never be enough.




Chapter 80

 

GU FEI GAVE JIANG CHENG a smile back. Whenever other people were around, Gu Fei’s smile was usually more subtle, but Jiang Cheng felt like he could get lost in even a small quirk of that mouth all the same.

Only…Jiang Cheng could sense something different this time, even if he was sure that no one else would’ve noticed. After all, Gu Fei’s persona as the young tyrant of the steelworks was still intact, and not many people had ever seen Gu Fei smile at all.

Jiang Cheng walked over and asked, “What’s wrong?”

“Hm?” Gu Fei had his head down as he assembled his lenses. “What?”

“Never mind.” Jiang Cheng caught sight of a figure in his peripheral vision. At first, he thought it was the makeup artist who doubled as a photography assistant from last time, but when he took a closer look, he realized it was a man. Even from the back, he recognized Lin-ge, the man they’d run into at the lipstick photo shoot. He quickly averted his gaze. “I’m ready to start.”

There was nothing strange about running into Lin-ge here. It was normal for him to bring his models around for a shoot, and it was also very normal that he’d come say hi when he saw Gu Fei here.

What wasn’t normal was Gu Fei’s behavior. Every time they ran into this guy, he could feel the shift in Gu Fei’s mood. It was too subtle for Jiang Cheng to tell if it was anger, displeasure, irritation, or something else, but Gu Fei seemed to react badly to the guy’s presence. Take right now, for example—even his smile looked forced.

Jiang Cheng could see that Gu Fei didn’t want to talk about this person, and he wasn’t going to be annoying and interrogate him about it, especially not while they were working. But still, he felt a little down. Even now that they were together, even though Gu Fei had said he would tell him anything about his past, there were still people and things he’d rather not mention.

 

***

 

The day’s shoot was fairly simple. Even though Jiang Cheng didn’t know how to play tennis, the athletic abilities he’d gained from years of playing basketball meant that striking a few poses for the camera was easy enough. 

“There’s only two we have to retake.” Gu Fei bowed his head as he flipped through the photos on his camera. “Smashing the ball just now, your arm cast a shadow over your face.”

“Okay.” Jiang Cheng picked up the racket again.

“That one looks pretty good to me,” Nini said. “A little bit of shadow shouldn’t be an issue, right?”

“You’re underestimating his handsomeness.” Gu Fei held up the camera and pointed it at Jiang Cheng. “You’ll see later. Anyway, shadows are fine, but not like this.”

“All right, I’m here to learn,” Nini said with a smile.

After they retook the shots, their work was done for the day. Nini leaned close to look at the photos before turning to Jiang Cheng. “Hey, I’m serious—have you thought about being a professional model? You’re so good in front of the camera, and your facial features are so—”
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“No way,” Gu Fei interrupted. “Do you know what kind of grades he gets?”

“Are they really good?” Nini asked in surprise.

“Better than good,” Gu Fei said.

Feeling Nini’s shocked gaze on him, Jiang Cheng was a little unsure of what to say in response, so he just smiled. 

An overachiever like him always put in his best effort, all the better to show off and look down on everyone else. But he didn’t think much of it whenever anyone praised him, either—he deserved the praise! Still, it was different when the praise was coming from Gu Fei. Gu Fei’s praise, and Gu Fei’s praise alone, made him feel a sense of joy growing out of the bottom of his heart and blooming out from his head.

Jiang Cheng watched Gu Fei gather up his equipment. Fly High paid as soon as the job was done—all they had to do before they left was go to the office and sign for it.

“Xiao-Gu.” Luo Yiyang was sitting in his office watching the accounting staff process their payment, looking bored out of his mind. “Do you play tennis?”

“Nope,” said Gu Fei.

“What about you, Xiao-Jiang?” Luo Yiyang turned to Jiang Cheng.

“Nope,” said Jiang Cheng.

“You’re both in the prime of your lives! What a waste not to play tennis! Tennis suits you—I thought that when I first saw you.” Luo Yiyang dug out two business cards from his pocket to hand to them. “Just drop by here if you ever want to play. Give them my name to get a discount.”

Jiang Cheng took the card and glanced at it. “Bian Nan?”

“Oh, sorry, wrong one.” Luo Yiyang quickly pulled another card out, confirmed it was his own, and handed it over. “Luo Yiyang.”

“Qiu Yi?” Gu Fei looked at him, holding his own card.

“Oh, what?!” Luo Yiyang rummaged in his pocket some more and finally took out his own card. “Been a busy couple of days, and I’ve been left to deal with everything. I have at least five people’s cards in here… Anyway, feel free to drop by!”

 

***

 

By the time they got back to the steelworks, ate, and walked back to Jiang Cheng’s building, there was no time for a midday nap. Little Gu Miao was due to go to her recreational therapy.

“Ha, tennis.” Gu Fei glanced at his phone clock. “Where would I find the time?”

“Should we leave now?” Jiang Cheng checked his phone as well; there was just enough time to pick up Gu Miao and head over.

“You don’t have to come.” Gu Fei glanced around, then reached out and gently squeezed Jiang Cheng’s waist. “Why don’t you take a nap? You still have to go pick up Pan Zhi tomorrow.”

“I…” Jiang Cheng was pretty sleepy. He was tired from fooling around and staying up late the night before. The shoot today had taken a few hours. If he went to stand outside the therapy center for another couple hours this afternoon and stayed up again tonight… Once he was done with a few more hours of modeling tomorrow, he might just keel over right in front of his grandson. But at the moment, he couldn’t bring himself to stay back in his apartment. “I don’t know. I want to go.”

“You have another fashion shoot tomorrow morning.” Gu Fei smiled. “It’ll take hours. What if you can’t get through it? Don’t you want to space out work and rest so you can get back at me once Pan Zhi leaves?”

That made Jiang Cheng laugh. “Shit. You’re a weirdo.”

“If you really have nothing to do this afternoon, why not go buy a pillow?” said Gu Fei.

“Ah, okay, fine. I’ll buy a pillow.” Jiang Cheng laughed. “Do you have OCD or something? You’re obsessed. It’s just one pillow! How many times have you brought it up already?”

“One of those extra long ones. For two.” Gu Fei gestured with his hands. “This long.”

“…I got it!” Jiang Cheng said, exasperated.

 

***

 

Jiang Cheng only napped briefly in his room before he woke up, having dozed for only an hour at most. It was difficult to get into a deep sleep once he missed the window for a noon nap, but just closing his eyes for a while made him feel much lighter. 

He got up and washed his face, then sat down in front of his desk.

His summer break might have been cut in half, but there was still summer homework to do. Usually, he’d finish his homework every day, then get some studying in no matter how late it was. But since he’d spent the last couple of days indulging in carnal pleasures, he hadn’t gotten anything done.

Time to get it together, Jiang Cheng decided. He opened a book and twirled a pencil in his hand. Now that he and Gu Fei had rounded all the bases, it was time to reset his mind and focus securely on studying.

Speaking of security—not two pages into his homework, he frowned at the image of Lin-ge’s back that flashed through his mind. Tsk. What exactly is going on between Gu Fei and that guy?

Even though Gu Fei clearly didn’t want to talk to him, he kept on trying to chat with Gu Fei anyway.

He either owes Gu Fei money, wronged Gu Fei in the past, or he’s pursuing Gu Fei.

Tsk, tsk, tsk. 

Oh my god. A rival!

Jiang Cheng quickly wrote down three tsks in a row on a piece of scrap paper, then took a deep breath, calmed his mind, and dove into his homework again. He quickly finished the rest of his homework without a single stray thought in his head, then headed to the market to buy a long pillow as Gu Fei had requested.

After a long search, he found the only place selling long pillows was the place he’d bought his from the last time—and they were scarily expensive.

“It’s latex!” The shopkeeper patted the pillow. “I’m telling you, kid, this isn’t your average pillow. It’s breathable and durable, and it won’t lose its shape!”

“It’s too expensive. Do you have one that’s not breathable, not durable, and will lose its shape?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“No!” The shopkeeper looked him over. “A strapping young lad like you shouldn’t be so cheap! Last time when I told you to get two, you skimped out and refused—and see, now you’re back here again. You think this long one is expensive, but I’m telling you, if you buy one that’s not breathable and not durable, you’ll be back in two months to get this one! You’re establishing a pattern now!”

“…Ma’am, you have a remarkable memory.” Jiang Cheng never would have thought that the shopkeeper would remember him after all this time. He suddenly realized what a great idea it had been to come alone today.

“Just get this one.” The shopkeeper was adamant. “I’m telling you, even if you search the whole city, I’m the only one who sells latex pillows this long. Everyone else only has those small single ones! And those aren’t even in regular shapes like this one. If you don’t believe me, you can check for yourself. You might be able to find one online, but definitely not at this price!” 

Jiang Cheng sighed. He wasn’t very good at haggling, and after this onslaught from the shopkeeper, he didn’t know what else to say. The problem was, it might be expensive, but this really was the only long pillow he could find; there were no cheaper alternatives.

To keep his boyfriend who had been running around all day from disappointment, he coughed up the cash and bought the pillow.

“Are you interested in these blankets? There are larger ones, too. Doubles are six and a half feet long…” The shopkeeper jumped at the chance to upsell.

Jiang Cheng didn’t dare to let her keep talking; he clutched the pillow and bolted from the store like his life depended on it.

 

***

 

Unfortunately, the pillow failed to fulfill its destiny on its first night home. Gu Fei had come over after he ate dinner with Gu Miao, and he’d only been lying on it for an hour when he received a text from Gu Miao.

- return

“Ah…” Jiang Cheng slumped over his desk. “I really don’t want to fight Gu Miao for her brother, but, uh, you see, her brother is also my boyfriend…”

Gu Fei sent a reply to Gu Miao, then glanced at him. “I told her I’ll be back in half an hour. Did you wanna do something, Cheng-ge?”

Jiang Cheng tossed his book down and jumped onto the bed. But just as his knees touched the edge of the bed, before his hand even reached Gu Fei, he howled and grimaced in pain. He collapsed, smacking his face right onto Gu Fei’s belly.

“Fu—” Gu Fei had to hold his breath to keep it from being knocked out of his lungs. “Is your head made of iron? Why is it so heavy?”

Jiang Cheng didn’t move. “We overachievers have denser brain matter,” he said in a muffled voice against Gu Fei’s belly. “They’ve got more mass, and they tend to be heavier than the brains of super-slackers.”

Gu Fei laughed and stroked his head. “What’s wrong?”

“Legs are sore.” Jiang Cheng turned his head and frowned. “I stopped feeling it when I was walking around today, but now I’ve been sitting still they feel sore again.”

“Then it would seem that they’re unable to do anything at the moment,” Gu Fei said. “Maybe I should do a little something, then.”

“Excuse me?” Jiang Cheng’s eyes widened instantly.

“Get your mind out of the gutter, please. I was going to massage your legs.” Gu Fei glanced at him. “Do you want me to or not?”

“Come on.” Jiang Cheng rolled over and flattened himself out, putting his legs on top of Gu Fei’s.

Gu Fei had no actual technique to speak of when it came to leg massages, but the pressure was just right, and he was spot-on with the points that needed it the most, so it felt pretty good.

Jiang Cheng closed his eyes and let out a long breath. Ah, yes. “Talk to me,” he said.

“About what?” 

“Anything.” The corners of Jiang Cheng’s mouth quirked up. “I like the sound of your voice.”

“All right, I’ll just ramble, then. Let me think…” Still kneading Jiang Cheng’s legs, Gu Fei thought for a moment. Then he cleared his throat and recited, “There once was an old man Ding, who owed me two little bits, when I said three days more, he said make it four…”

With his eyes closed, Jiang Cheng started laughing.

“It’s raining, it’s pouring, the turtle’s put his straw hat on.” Gu Fei continued with his medley of nursery rhymes as he rubbed Jiang Cheng’s legs. “Although you should go to Li Yan for these things. When he was little, his grandma would hold him and recite these all day long. He can come up with a whole bunch on the spot.”

A smile tugged at the corner of Jiang Cheng’s lips. He didn’t want to say anything; he just wanted to keep listening. No matter what Gu Fei said, Jiang Cheng enjoyed it.

Gu Fei went on to recite several more nursery rhymes, which actually included quite a few that were meant as insults, mixed in with his laughing explanations. Slowly, his voice went out of focus; it seemed to drift to Jiang Cheng from a great distance away, gently sweeping past his ears.

 

***

 

Jiang Cheng was a little disoriented when he opened his eyes again. He spent a long time staring up at the ceiling before he realized he was still lying on his bed with his head on the pillow.

“Gu Fei?” He lifted up his head and looked around. There was no one else in the room.

He got up and looked in the living room and bathroom, but there was no sign of Gu Fei. When he ran back to the bedroom to give Gu Fei a call, he saw a note under his phone.

“You were sleeping so soundly that I couldn’t wake you up at all. I’m going back for now to keep miao-miao company, message me when you’re up. mwah mwah.

—Gu Fei, whose handwriting is 80+ times better than yours.”

Jiang Cheng couldn’t stop laughing. It was true that Gu Fei had pretty good handwriting. It totally clashed with his slacker image. 

It was almost eleven o’clock at this point, so he’d been sleeping for a while. He sent a message to Gu Fei.

- i’m up

Gu Fei replied two minutes later.

- Good, now go back to sleep.

- whatcha up to?

- Sleepin

- did I wake you?

- Nah, I kept a single nerve up for you

Jiang Cheng smiled and sat down in front of his desk, ready to study for another two hours.

- you can relax that nerve now. goodnight

- Night

 

***

 

Because they didn’t spend the night together, neither the photographer nor the model was late the next day. They met up and had breakfast together, then arrived in the studio right on time.

There were a lot of people there; Jiang Cheng was going to be to partnering with a female model for a shoot for the first time. The other model was young and very pretty, with an outgoing personality. Jiang Cheng felt it from the get-go when she came over to say hello.

“You can call me Xiao-Zhen. It’s a bit of a country bumpkin name, but I like it,” she said, extending a hand. “Nice to work with you.”

“Jiang Cheng.” Jiang Cheng paused for a beat before shaking her hand. “Here’s to that.”

“You’re the handsomest male model I’ve met in half a year,” said Xiao-Zhen. “Do you need a girlfriend? If you do, maybe we can exchange contacts?”

“I…don’t,” Jiang Cheng said.

“That’s okay.” Xiao-Zhen smiled. “This probably isn’t the only time we’ll work together. You can still reach out to me if you ever do in the future.”

Jiang Cheng didn’t answer. When Xiao-Zhen left to get her makeup done, he finally let out a breath of relief. He glanced at Gu Fei, who had long escaped far across the room to fiddle with his camera. Gu Fei looked up and quirked a smile at him.

He was just about to walk over when Nini clapped her hands at him. “Time for your makeup, Jiang Cheng. Hurry up!”

“Okay.” He had no choice but to go sit down.

Xiao-Zhen had gotten here early, so he hadn’t been seated for long before she finished her makeup and started taking her solo shots.

Jiang Cheng had never gotten to witness what Gu Fei looked like when he took photos of other people before. He was…pretty cold. He didn’t look displeased exactly, but his face was completely expressionless. From time to time, he would open his mouth to give a short direction, but when he did, his voice was impassive.

Jiang Cheng thought that if Gu Fei had acted like that the whole time he was modeling, it would’ve put him under a lot of pressure. It would’ve made him feel like the poor photographer was being forced to grit his teeth and suffer through Jiang Cheng’s abject hideousness for the sake of his livelihood.

Xiao-Zhen, however, clearly felt no such pressure. She had no problem smiling and posing the way she was asked to, joking occasionally with Nini. But even when Nini was doubled over in laughter, Gu Fei still looked like he heard nothing at all. 

In fact, seeing Gu Fei like this had a peculiar kind of allure. After Jiang Cheng finished his makeup and changed into his clothes, he sat waiting nearby and stared at Gu Fei the whole time. Gu Fei’s attitude was sexy—the way he looked so serious and cold, as if he couldn’t be bothered to look at you… It made Jiang Cheng want to charge over, slam him to the ground, and take him right then and there.

Jiang Cheng pinched his thigh.

Tsk.

Tsk, tsk.

“Lin-ge,” someone beside him said, looking at the doorway.

Fuck.

Jiang Cheng felt a rush of annoyance at the name. He turned around just in time to see Lin-ge walking in with a girl in tow. Lin-ge nodded and introduced the girl to the person who greeted him; she was a model for a later photo shoot.

Jiang Cheng went back to watching Gu Fei. He was suddenly a little worried. Gu Fei hadn’t noticed yet, but he really didn’t want to see Gu Fei’s mood suddenly change again.

Hurry up and leave! Are you done with the intro? Then go! You don’t need to stay for the whole time if you’re just bringing your model here! Leave!

This kind of prayer was about as useless as a slacker’s prayer at the feet of the exam-passing gods right before a test. Jiang Cheng didn’t even have time to repeat the words in his mind before Lin-ge grabbed a chair and sat down right next to him.

The fuck?? Jiang Cheng couldn’t help but turn and glance at him.

Lin-ge smiled. “Your name is Jiang Cheng, right?” 

“Yes.” Jiang Cheng was surprised that he knew his name.

“I’m Tan Lin, Gu Fei’s…friend.” He extended his hand. “Everyone calls me Lin-ge.”

Tan Lin? Lin-ge’s surname isn’t Lin? Why don’t people call you Tan-ge?! Probably because Tan-ge sounded kind of weird. If Gu Fei called him Jiang-ge, Jiang Cheng would want to fight him.

Jiang Cheng glanced at his hand and nodded, but didn’t reach out with his own. “Lin-ge.”

Tan Lin withdrew his hand and leaned back in his chair, looking in Gu Fei’s direction. “Do you only work with Gu Fei? I don’t think I’ve seen you around before.”

“Mm,” Jiang Cheng answered.

“You go to the same school, right?” Tan Lin asked.

“Mm.” 

“I’m surprised that he’s actually close with someone from school.” Jiang Cheng didn’t reply, but Tan Lin seemed to be a pretty chatty guy. “I know pretty much all his friends,” he went on. “I’ve really never seen him hang out with anyone from school before.”

Jiang Cheng wanted to correct him and say that he wasn’t here to hang out, but after some thought, he realized that he had focused on the wrong thing. The most pertinent part of that sentence was that, though Gu Fei had said he didn’t have much contact with this person at all and that they only ever ran into each other during photo shoots, this guy claimed to know pretty much all of Gu Fei’s friends.

Jiang Cheng felt something choking him, starting from the middle of his chest and rising all the way up his throat.

What is going on?

He went over what Gu Fei had told him again in his head. Maybe they knew each other back when he played in the band, and that was how Tan Lin got to know Gu Fei’s friends? But then why would Gu Fei call him just an “acquaintance”?

For the first time ever, Jiang Cheng understood what it felt like to be overwhelmed with jealousy. It wasn’t a wonderful feeling at all. He couldn’t taste even a bit of the unique flavor that said “I like him and that’s why I’m jealous.” Instead, it was the intense vexation of not finding an answer to a question. Gu Fei didn’t want to tell him about this guy. And Jiang Cheng didn’t want to keep prodding him like a nagging old lady. 

It was clear that what little Gu Fei had said didn’t match up with what this guy was claiming. But if Jiang Cheng really listened to this guy and brought up the contradiction with Gu Fei, then he’d be the world’s biggest idiot.

Gu Fei wouldn’t talk about it, so he couldn’t ask.

He’d circled back to the original point, which was that Gu Fei didn’t want to tell him.

“You two are really friends from school?” Tan Lin asked abruptly.

“Mm.” A little irritated, Jiang Cheng took a bottle of water from the case beside him, tilted his head back, and poured two big gulps down his throat.

Tan Lin kept prodding. “Just friends from school?” 

Jiang Cheng paused, and without a word, turned to look at Tan Lin.

“What I mean is, you’re not neighbors or something?” Tan Lin smiled as he spoke. His eyes drifted over to Gu Fei for a moment before he nodded in that direction with another smile.

Jiang Cheng followed his gaze to see Gu Fei, whose face was so overcast that it looked ready to dispense a whole season’s worth of rain in one storm.




Chapter 81

 

“JIANG CHENG,” Nini called out, clapping her hands. “You’re up, let’s go!”

Jiang Cheng set his bottle of water on the ground and stood up. Gu Fei was no longer staring this way. Instead, he was looking down and flipping through the photos on his camera. Jiang Cheng couldn’t quite make out his expression from this angle, but it didn’t seem too different from how he usually looked when he was fiddling with his camera.

For a moment, Jiang Cheng thought he’d imagined the tempestuous expression on his face.

“I’ll talk to you later,” Tan Lin added from behind him.

Jiang Cheng paused for a moment, then walked away without looking back.

Talk later? Talk later, my ass! Did that even count as a conversation?!

When he got closer to Gu Fei, he realized he hadn’t just imagined that storm; he could see that the clouds hadn’t dispersed. From the front, it was very obvious. Even Gu Fei’s eyelashes were overcast.

Before Jiang Cheng could get a word out, Gu Fei twisted the lens into place with a click and said, “Don’t talk to him.”

His voice wasn’t very loud, but it was chillingly cold.

Jiang Cheng frowned. He was already irked by Tan Lin’s nonstop questions and Gu Fei’s reluctance to speak on the subject. He’d hardly even said anything to Tan Lin just now, anyway… Why was Gu Fei giving him the bitch face?!

“I only ‘mm’ed three times.” Jiang Cheng fixed his eyes on Gu Fei. “If that counts as talking, that’s how I’ll talk to you from now on.”

Gu Fei lifted his eyes to look at him.

“Hm?” Jiang Cheng stared back.

“Let’s get to work first,” Gu Fei said.

“Mm,” Jiang Cheng answered, and turned and walked onto the set.

 

***

 

It was time for his joint shots with Xiao-Zhen, wearing matching couples’ outfits. When Xiao-Zhen had finished changing and went to stand beside Jiang Cheng, the brand representatives off to the side nodded in satisfaction. “These two look pretty good together. Very shippable.”

“Really?” Xiao-Zhen laughed and glanced at Jiang Cheng. “Give me a dozen ships like this one, then. I don’t mind.”

“Let’s get started.” Gu Fei held up his camera.

With the camera blocking Gu Fei’s face, Jiang Cheng couldn’t see his expression very clearly, though he could sense the tension in the atmosphere. When Gu Fei took photos of him, he usually gave him all kinds of helpful tips and reminders, like how high to raise his hand for the best look, how to tilt his face to best capture the light…but today, Gu Fei stayed silent throughout the whole process, clicking away with his camera, and only speaking up to tell Nini to adjust the lights.

Jiang Cheng wasn’t used to this. Since he wasn’t a professional model and didn’t have very much experience, he usually just followed Gu Fei’s instructions. But today, the son of a bitch refused to say a word, so he had no choice but to wing it. Luckily for him, Xiao-Zhen had years of modeling experience under her belt and was very outgoing. She was more than happy to give Jiang Cheng pointers.

“A little more intimate, please. Right now, you look more like BFFs, not lovers,” the brand representative said beside them.

BFFs? BFFR!

Jiang Cheng was unusually irritated; in any other situation, that would have been enough to send him out the door. But even though he wasn’t desperate for money yet, this was still a paid, professional job. He had no choice but to put on a lovey-dovey act with Xiao-Zhen. Although he didn’t like to be touched by other people, he didn’t mind being physically closer with girls if he was mentally prepared—unlike a certain someone, who’d jump on his bike and fly away like he was being hunted for sport just to avoid carrying a girl on his back seat. He fled so fast it was like he thought going any slower would get him sniped on the spot…

The memory made Jiang Cheng want to laugh. But when his peripheral vision swept across the cluster of storm clouds in front of him, his amusement immediately evaporated.

These were probably the most agonizing hours Jiang Cheng had spent on a shoot since he started working as a model. When he went to the bathroom to change into the next set of clothes, he shot Gu Fei several looks to graciously indicate his availability. If you have anything to say, I may have a few minutes to spare.

But not once did Gu Fei meet his eyes.

Tan Lin, meanwhile, took the chance on two occasions to smile amiably at him. Jiang Cheng had half a mind to go over to Tan Lin and tell him to come out and say whatever the hell he wanted to say, just to get it over with.

It was only when they’d finished shooting that Gu Fei finally walked up to him. “Let’s go,” he said. “I’ll wait for you to change.”

“Mm,” Jiang Cheng replied.

When he came back out after washing his face and changing back into his own clothes, Gu Fei had already finished packing up and was waiting for him in the hallway. There were other models shooting in the studio now, while Tan Lin stood to the side. He smiled when he saw Jiang Cheng. “Leaving now?”

Jiang Cheng nodded, wiped the water from his face with one hand, and walked out.

As he followed Gu Fei to the elevator, Jiang Cheng couldn’t keep it in anymore. “Gu Fei?”

“Hm?” Gu Fei turned.

“If you have anything to say, go ahead and say it,” Jiang Cheng said. “Your face is so long that your jaw is touching the core of the fucking Earth.”

“I just wanted you to stay away from Tan Lin.” When Gu Fei reached out a hand to push the elevator button, Jiang Cheng slapped his hand away. He turned to face Jiang Cheng.

“I don’t know who that guy is to you,” Jiang Cheng said, looking back at him, “but to me, he’s only a stranger. A stranger whose relationship to you isn’t what you said it was.”

Gu Fei didn’t speak. With knitted brows, he swiftly reached out a hand to press the elevator button again. Jiang Cheng’s second slap missed.

“What can I do if he wants to talk to me? I only ‘mm’ed three times, is that not staying far enough away for you?” Jiang Cheng snapped. “Why the hell are you giving me that attitude?”

The elevator door opened, and Gu Fei walked in. Jiang Cheng didn’t move from his spot.

“Come on, let’s go,” Gu Fei said. “I just meant stay away from him, that’s all.”

“If that’s all, then why’s your face eight fucking feet long? It barely fits in the damn building.” Jiang Cheng’s annoyance was reaching its peak. Frankly, he didn’t mind Gu Fei’s peeved look so much—he knew that Tan Lin’s presence would put him in a bad mood—but he was done suffering through the elusive question of their mysterious relationship at this point. “Have you ever considered, maybe, asking him to stay away from me? It’s a small city, and if I have to stare at your face looking like that for hours on end next time we run into him, I’d rather quit modeling and go hand out flyers on the street instead.”

Gu Fei held the closing elevator door open with one hand and walked out. Tossing his camera bag along with all the equipment on the ground, he headed back where they came from.

“Where are you going?!”

“I’m going to tell him to stay away from you,” Gu Fei said without looking back.

Jiang Cheng froze, staring as Gu Fei walked back into the studio, his mind momentarily blank.

Nearly ten seconds passed like that before he jumped with a start and raced after Gu Fei. He took two steps, then remembered that Gu Fei’s equipment was still on the ground. That stuff cost a fortune, and it would be difficult to replace if any of it got lost. He had no choice but to run back, pick up the bags, and carry them with him.

When he got back to the studio, he couldn’t find Gu Fei anywhere in the room. Jiang Cheng spun around on the spot. There was no sign of Tan Lin either.

“What are you doing back here?” Xiao-Zhen had just finished removing her shoot makeup, and she was sitting there holding a compact mirror, getting ready to put on her everyday makeup. Jiang Cheng almost didn’t recognize her bare face.

“Have you seen Gu Fei?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“And here I was thinking you came back to ask for my number.” Xiao-Zhen sighed, then pointed at a door beside them. “He’s in there with Lin-ge, probably talking.”

The door led to a storage room filled with set pieces and clothes. Jiang Cheng went over and tried the door handle. It didn’t budge.

He pressed his ear against the door and listened. There was music playing in the studio, so he couldn’t hear anything from inside.

It wouldn’t be a big deal if Gu Fei was just going to talk with Tan Lin. But if they got physical… Jiang Cheng wasn’t afraid of fistfights, but he didn’t want Gu Fei to do that here. This place wasn’t the steelworks, or any kind of student fighting ground. If they really did get into it here, it would reflect badly on Gu Fei.

Jiang Cheng backed away a few steps and pulled out his phone to call Gu Fei. Before he could tap on Gu Fei’s contact, though, the door opened and Gu Fei walked out.

Jiang Cheng put his phone back in his pocket. He quickly swept a glance over Gu Fei’s face and confirmed that it remained clean, unblemished, and handsome, so he proceeded to look past him into the room.

Tan Lin was just walking out. He looked presentable as well, but Jiang Cheng saw him wipe his mouth and check his hand after. It was far too conspicuous a gesture. Jiang Cheng knew right away that Gu Fei had hit him.

But when Tan Lin stepped out of the room, he looked as calm as ever. He even nodded at Jiang Cheng in greeting. 

“Let’s go.” Gu Fei took the bags from his hands and walked out.

Jiang Cheng followed him, carefully combing his eyes over Gu Fei’s clothes, but he couldn’t see any sign of a fight. Tan Lin must’ve just taken a punch from Gu Fei without retaliating.

Jiang Cheng was a little surprised. Tan Lin appeared civilized enough on the surface, but Jiang Cheng had a feeling he wasn’t the kind of person to take a beating without fighting back, let alone act so calm about it.

When they stood in front of the elevator this time, Jiang Cheng didn’t stop Gu Fei from pushing the button again. He didn’t know what to say once they walked inside.

They spent the whole ride back in silence. By the time the taxi stopped outside Jiang Cheng’s apartment and Gu Fei finally spoke to him, Jiang Cheng could no longer summon up any energy to answer.

“Wanna get something to eat?” Gu Fei asked.

“Mm,” Jiang Cheng replied.

“Where do you want to go?” Gu Fei asked again.

Jiang Cheng didn’t answer. It didn’t matter where they went; he didn’t have much of an appetite for any kind of food.

“It’s a long story if I’m going to tell it in its entirety,” Gu Fei said, looking at him. “If you want to hear—”

But Jiang Cheng interrupted him. “If you don’t want to talk about it, then don’t. I’m not forcing you to dredge up things you don’t want to talk about. But if that’s the case, then keep the whole damn thing bottled up. Don’t get all pissy with me. I’m totally in the dark. If you don’t tell me where your sore spots are, I’m not going to tiptoe around trying to avoid them! It’s not like I owe you or something! Fuck it, you’re not the only one who gets to be a pwecious widdle pwincess!” 

Gu Fei froze for a second, then turned his head to the side and burst out laughing.

“I don’t wanna eat,” Jiang Cheng said. “You go ahead. I’m going to take a nap before I pick up Pan Zhi in the afternoon.” He turned and walked into the building.

He knew he was being a hypocrite. On the one hand, when Gu Fei didn’t want to talk about something, Jiang Cheng figured he shouldn’t press him—after all, everyone deserved their own space. On the other, he couldn’t help thinking the motherfucker was being way too secretive not telling him anything. But now that Gu Fei was willing to tell him about it, he wondered if he’d been a little too fussy. If the guy didn’t want to talk about it, then why couldn’t he just let it be? Why did he have to be upset over it? Frankly, it was a little embarrassing. But he also couldn’t help thinking, Ohhh, so now you want to talk about it! Well, this pwecious widdle pwincess doesn’t feel like listening anymore. Hope you choke on it!

Jiang Cheng sighed as he reached the door of his apartment and pulled his keys out. Perhaps it was just human nature. They were still young, after all, and young people in love weren’t at all levelheaded. It practically didn’t count as young love if they didn’t add a little drama. Perhaps he was still too inexperienced, jumping at even the slightest disturbance…

As he stuck the key in the lock, Jiang Cheng suddenly smelled something familiar—it was the pleasant scent he always smelled on Gu Fei.

A figure flitted past the corner of his eye.

Even though his brain had already identified this figure as Gu Fei, he still couldn’t stop himself from jumping in surprise. He almost snapped his key in the lock.

“What the hell is your problem?!” Jiang Cheng exclaimed, glaring at Gu Fei. Quieting his voice, he said, “There’s a poster on the power pole downstairs advertising a PI that hunts down cheating husbands—why don’t you give them a call and ask if they’re hiring tails?”

“I walked up the stairs normally. I wasn’t sneaking,” Gu Fei said.

“Then would it have killed Your Highness to call out to me first?” Jiang Cheng yanked on the key several times before he managed to pull it out of the lock. He glanced down and found that it was a little bent.

“I didn’t dare to,” said Gu Fei. “I was afraid if you noticed, you wouldn’t let me follow you upstairs.”

“And now that I’ve noticed, I’ll still make you leave.”

Gu Fei didn’t answer. He quickly pushed the door open, squeezed Jiang Cheng aside, and walked in with all his bags and equipment. Jiang Cheng watched, stony-faced, as Gu Fei swept inside, then walked in behind him and closed the door.

“You got noodles here, right?” Gu Fei asked, heading for the kitchen. “Maybe we can have some noodles?”

“All gone.” Jiang Cheng sat down on the sofa. “Even if I did, I have nothing else to go with them. There isn’t even oil. I’ve got nothing but salt.”

Gu Fei glanced at him and walked into the kitchen, probably to check the fridge and pantry. But he came back out immediately and walked out of the apartment.

Tsk.

Jiang Cheng lay down on the sofa. Gone after just one sentence.

Gu Fei hadn’t shut the door, but Jiang Cheng was too lazy to get up and close it. He figured once Gu Fei got downstairs and realized his camera equipment was still up here, he’d have to come back to get it.

However, lying on the sofa, he didn’t hear Gu Fei walking down the stairs. Just as he started to wonder, he heard someone knocking on the apartment next door, followed by Gu Fei’s voice saying, “Auntie, I live next door.”

Amid his shock, he listened as Gu Fei “borrowed” cooking oil, salt, green onion, and ginger. Then, taking it a step further, he proceeded to borrow noodles too, and finally topped everything off with four eggs and two tomatoes.

Jiang Cheng sat up as Gu Fei walked back with an armful of ingredients. He had no words to describe how he felt just then. He even heard the auntie next door say there was no need to return it, and to feel free to go back for more if it wasn’t enough.

“I’ll make noodles,” Gu Fei said. “She gave me fresh noodles, too—I like them better than dried ones.”

“Hang on,” Jiang Cheng said, incredulous. “You know my next-door neighbor?”

“Nope,” Gu Fei said. “But now I do… Don’t you know her?”

“No shit, of course I don’t. I didn’t even know if anyone lived next door.”

“Then remember to say hi next time you run into her.” Gu Fei walked into the kitchen. “She’s easy to recognize—she’s got a mole between her eyebrows.”

“Oh,” Jiang Cheng answered. A second later, he stood up again and went into the kitchen. “Who said you can eat here? I’m still mad!”

“Before Tan Lin had his own studio, he played music too,” Gu Fei said as he set a pot of water to boil on the stove, then started beating the eggs in a bowl. “He was the lead singer in Xin-jie’s band back then.”

He launched into the story so abruptly, Jiang Cheng stared blankly for several seconds before he realized what Gu Fei was saying. “Oh.”

Tan Lin didn’t look like a lead vocalist at all.

“By the time I started hanging out with them, he’d already left the band, but he still visited often,” Gu Fei continued as he beat the eggs. “So we…knew each other pretty well.”

“Didn’t you say he’s not a friend?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“I stand by that.” Gu Fei looked down, his hands still moving. “It’s also true that we haven’t been in contact.”

“Ah.”

Gu Fei glanced back at him. “Do you remember when you first realized that you liked guys?” 

Jiang Cheng frowned. “I…don’t.” 

“Me neither. But at that point, I already knew.” Gu Fei set the bowl of eggs aside and started washing the tomatoes. “But I was scared. Apart from Ding Zhuxin, I didn’t tell anyone and never planned to.”

A pang went through Jiang Cheng’s heart, double-layered—half of it was jealousy, and the other half was an ache for Gu Fei. “You, scared?” Jiang Cheng sighed. “And here I thought nothing could shake you.”

“It’s only when you have too many things to be afraid of that you need to put up that kind of front.” Gu Fei half smiled. “I was afraid of a lot of things, and I still am…but back then, I wasn’t just scared. I was lonely.”

Jiang Cheng was silent as Gu Fei continued.

“Tan Lin was maybe…ten years older than me. He was out and proud, and the longest he stayed with any of his boyfriends was two months. He’d bring them along when he hung out with us, he never cared what people thought.” Gu Fei turned to check the water in the pot, then started chopping tomatoes. “At times, I found his presence comforting, because it felt like we were the same.”

Jiang Cheng tutted audibly, then paused, unsure why he’d tutted at all.

“He must’ve…liked me.” Gu Fei’s hand paused while holding the knife. “Though he didn’t say it so directly.”

“Fuck.” Jiang Cheng gritted his teeth. This time he knew exactly why he was cursing.

“The keyboardist in the band, Xiao-Bing,” Gu Fei went on, chopping the tomatoes, “was about the same age as me, or maybe a couple years older; I don’t remember. All I remember is how much of a fuckwit he was.”

Jiang Cheng watched him quietly. Gu Fei spoke calmly, like he was telling an old story from someone else’s life. But the way he kept his hands busy, avoided eye contact from start to finish, and only showed Jiang Cheng his back told him how Gu Fei really felt. There was no way he was as calm as he made himself out to be.

“He was pretty close with Tan Lin. They hung out together all the time. I don’t know if there was anything between them, but…” Gu Fei set the knife down and swept the chopped tomatoes onto a plate. “Noodles with tomato and egg sauce—is that okay?”

It took a while for Jiang Cheng to come around. “Oh. Yeah.”

“So one day, we were all at a bar together, and there were a lot of people there—band members and some other friends. We all had a lot to drink.” Gu Fei took a break from the food prep. Leaning on the counter with his hands, he gazed out the window into the distance. “Tan Lin called me outside, said he wanted to talk to me about something.”

“A confession, huh?” Jiang Cheng could practically taste how salty he was about this. He reached out, grabbed the container of salt nearby, and put it in the cupboard.

“He was drunk and said a lot of nonsense. He probably didn’t even know what he was saying, though it must’ve sounded heartfelt. I had a lot to drink too, and at the time, I actually felt touched.” Gu Fei laughed, and it was a moment before he continued. “Finally, he asked if I was repulsed by him.”

At that, Gu Fei stopped. Jiang Cheng waited for a long time, but he didn’t speak up again. Jiang Cheng couldn’t bring himself to rush him. He only leaned against the wall and watched Gu Fei’s back as he waited for him to continue.

It was several minutes later when Gu Fei spoke again. “I said no, I wasn’t repulsed. I said I was the same as him, but I…didn’t like him like that.”

Gu Fei fell silent again.

Jiang Cheng cleared his throat. “Is that it?”

Gu Fei didn’t answer.

“But there’s nothing wrong with that. He liked you, you rejected him…” Jiang Cheng thought about it for a moment. “Fuck. Did he tell other people?”

“No.” Gu Fei turned around and looked at Jiang Cheng. “But Xiao-Bing recorded us.”

Jiang Cheng’s eyes widened. “What?!”

“From start to finish,” Gu Fei said slowly. “He recorded the whole thing. And everyone who was there saw it.”

“What the fuck?” Jiang Cheng could hear his own voice crack; even his breathing grew uneven.

“When I got back to the room, everyone was laughing.” Gu Fei spoke with some difficulty. “I felt like someone had cut me open. Every single person was laughing like it was the funniest thing they’d ever seen.”

Jiang Cheng couldn’t speak. He couldn’t bear to imagine it; he only saw things like that in nightmares, and even in his dreams the horror was unforgettable.

“Was…Tan Lin…in on it?” he asked.

“Tan Lin didn’t know. According to Xiao-Bing, he wanted to use him to see if I was into guys. He said it was only a joke.” Gu Fei fished a cigarette out of his pocket and held it between his lips. “But now, every time I see Tan Lin, I remember what happened that day. Besides, he won’t stop pestering me, so he annoys me too.”

Jiang Cheng stared at him.

“I’m done.” Gu Fei took the unlit cigarette out of his mouth. “Cheng-ge hug.”

Jiang Cheng paused, then immediately rushed over and held him tight. “I shouldn’t have asked. Shit. Honestly, I’m not the kind of person who has to dredge up everything about your past, I was just… Ah, I was just…”

“You were just jealous.” Gu Fei tilted his head and rested it on Jiang Cheng’s shoulder.

“…Yeah.” Jiang Cheng sighed.

“It’s not that I didn’t want to tell you. It’s just that I’d rather not make you feel sorry for me.” Gu Fei put his hand on Jiang Cheng’s waist. “I don’t want you to feel bad for me or anything.”

“No, no, no.” Jiang Cheng rubbed his back. “I don’t feel bad for you at all, really.”

Gu Fei chuckled. “You sure are great at consoling people.” 

“But there is something I have to say,” Jiang Cheng said. “From now on, don’t you give me that eight-foot-long face again. If you’re angry or annoyed, even if we have to fight it out, that’s still better than giving me the cold shoulder. I just…I hate being hung out to dry like that. In my adoptive family, when they couldn’t be bothered to scold me, they’d just give me the silent treatment, and nobody would talk to me. It’s…a really depressing feeling.”

Gu Fei nodded. “Okay.”




Chapter 82

 

IF JIANG CHENG HADN’T blown up, Gu Fei probably never would have talked about that incident. He would’ve rather let it rot in his guts. Even the occasional regurgitation of a thought made him feel sick to his stomach, let alone laying it bare for Jiang Cheng to hear.

But once he’d started talking he didn’t really hold anything back, aside from insignificant details like how Xiao-Bing and the others had placed bets on him that day.

Gu Fei feared many things. There were some fears he wasn’t even conscious of, ones that hid in his subconscious for a long time only to surface with a jolt when he wasn’t expecting them.

He was afraid that Jiang Cheng would pity him, feel for him, form some notion of wanting to rescue him from a miserable circumstance—that he’d harbor thoughts like “I can never ever hurt him” that would end up being shackles on him.

Jiang Cheng was naive and impulsive. Gu Fei liked that about him, but he also feared that Jiang Cheng was too naive, and too dauntless. 

Jiang Cheng had arrived here without a care, so he should get to leave without a care.

Nothing in this place was anything more than scenery that was never meant to appear along his journey.

 

***

 

Noodle soup with tomato and egg was the closest thing Gu Fei had to a failsafe recipe, but today it turned out mediocre. Li Yan had once said that these were magical ingredients that tasted good no matter how they were prepared. He then added later that “Occasionally, for you, they do fail.”

This was probably one of those occasions. Gu Fei wasn’t in a good place emotionally—he could hardly taste anything when he checked for seasoning. But perhaps the hours of posing for photos and the burst of anger after had left Jiang Cheng worn out and ravenous, because he slurped away at the noodles quite contentedly.

“Is it time for you to take Gu Miao to the therapy center?” Jiang Cheng finished the noodles, set his chopsticks down, and rubbed his belly with satisfaction on his face.

“Mm.” Gu Fei nodded as he got up to collect the dishes. “You and Pan Zhi can go ahead and eat later. I have to talk with my mom tonight.”

“I’ll wash the dishes,” Jiang Cheng said, holding Gu Fei’s hand down. “Talk about what?”

“She hasn’t been coming home at night for the past few days,” Gu Fei said. “Who knows if she’s found her one true love again… I have to track her down at home before she goes out.”

Jiang Cheng sighed. “Rain’s gonna fall and momma’s gonna marry.”

“It’d be great if she actually did get married,” Gu Fei said. “Right now, I’m just thankful if she’s not butting into someone else’s marriage.”

Glancing at the time, Gu Fei figured Gu Miao must be all packed and waiting for him at home right about now. He leaned in and pecked Jiang Cheng on the lips. “I have to go.”

“Hurry up and get lost,” Jiang Cheng said, squeezing his waist. “Get out of my sight right now.”

“Put the new pillow away,” said Gu Fei. “If Pan Zhi sleeps on that pillow, you and I will really have to duke it out.”

Jiang Cheng leaned back with his eyes closed. He couldn’t stop laughing. “Got it! Pan Zhi will sleep on the sofa for sure anyway. He wouldn’t sleep on the bed even if I told him to.”

“I gotta go.” Gu Fei kissed him again.

“Mm,” Jiang Cheng replied. “Would you mind if Pan Zhi and I go watch a movie? Sometimes, when we got really bored, we’d go to the cinema.”

“Can you buy an extra ticket so that there’s another seat between you?” Gu Fei asked.

Jiang Cheng cackled. “Damn it.”

“I’m going now,” Gu Fei said with a glance at his phone.

“You’ve said that three times already,” said Jiang Cheng. “Are you gonna manage to walk out of this door before the tenth time?”

“Of course.” Gu Fei grinned as he walked over to his bags and picked them up. “Going now.”

“Mm.” Jiang Cheng turned and watched him.

Gu Fei walked out of the apartment, but right before the door closed, he stuck his head in again. “Really going now.”

“Fucking hell, hurry up and go.” Jiang Cheng glared at him. “Or I’m gonna kick your ass.”

Gu Fei retreated outside and set his bags on the ground. Suddenly, he dashed inside, where Jiang Cheng was still leaning back in his chair. He rushed over and lifted Jiang Cheng’s shirt, bit down on his stomach, then flew back out as swiftly as the wind, shutting the door behind him.

As Gu Fei ran down the stairs, he heard Jiang Cheng open the door and roar into the stairwell, “Fuck!”

Gu Fei still felt like laughing even when he got downstairs. He was about to look back at the window, but as he turned his head, he saw something fly down from above, landing precisely next to his feet before bouncing away. Squinting at it, he saw that it was a little white pebble.

“Shit.” He chuckled and glanced up.

Jiang Cheng was leaning on his windowsill with what looked like a handful of pebbles in his hand, probably snatched from the flowerpot by the window. Just as Gu Fei looked up, Jiang Cheng flicked his wrist again, and another pebble pelted toward him, still landing precisely by his feet.

“Hey!” Gu Fei jumped back. He was surprised Jiang Cheng had such good aim without a slingshot.

After he’d backed away several steps, he seemed to be out of Jiang Cheng’s range. Jiang Cheng mimed throwing with his hand but didn’t end up tossing another pebble.

Gu Fei chuckled as he pulled out his glasses from his pocket and put them on. He wanted to see Jiang Cheng’s expression. As soon as he put the glasses on, he noticed the rubber band in Jiang Cheng’s hand. Jiang Cheng hooked it back with two fingers and started taking aim.

“Fuck!” Gu Fei turned and fled.

He only managed to take two steps when he felt a pebble hit his butt cheek. It didn’t hit hard, but the location was… He looked back as he ran. Standing at the window, Jiang Cheng curved his arms over his head in a heart shape.

Gu Fei felt a smile hanging on his lips the whole way home.

 

***

 

When he got Pan Zhi’s call, Jiang Cheng was crouching under a tree outside the train station, sucking on a frozen fruit pop. 

“You’re here?” he asked when he picked up.

“Soon,” Pan Zhi said. “Tell me you’ve left the house already.”

“I’ve been crouching outside the station for the last ten minutes,” said Jiang Cheng.

“Damn.” Pan Zhi’s words overflowed with feeling. “I’m so, so, so touched, Cheng-er! Ain’t no mountain high enough, to keep me from gettin’ to you—”

Jiang Cheng hung up and went back to slurping on his ice pop.

Since he only got two days off, Pan Zhi had hardly packed anything this time. When he sprinted out of the station, he only had a backpack with him. Jiang Cheng stood up and waved at him, and Pan Zhi came charging over with wide open arms and kicking legs.

With a quick little turn to adjust his stance, Jiang Cheng readied himself into a half squat just in time to offset the momentum of Pan Zhi’s hug attack.

“Didja miss me?!” Pan Zhi yelled.

“Nope,” said Jiang Cheng.

“I love how your words don’t match your heart.”

“I did miss you,” Jiang Cheng corrected himself.

“I love how you always say what you mean,” Pan Zhi immediately countered.

“Were you chatting to a pretty girl the whole way here or something?” Jiang Cheng glanced at him. “Is that why you’re still going on and on even now?”

“I did talk the whole way, but it was with an auntie, not a pretty girl. She was way too talkative.” Pan Zhi sighed. “She talked everyone on the other side of the aisle to sleep, so she turned to me. I was the only one in the row with my eyes still open, and couldn’t find an opportunity to close them, so I had no choice but to keep her company… I’m parched! Let me have a sip of that.”

Pan Zhi snatched the frozen fruit pop out of Jiang Cheng’s hands and took a giant slurp, but he got nothing but air and noise. “Fucking hell, Grandpa, do you know what it feels like to approach this with a mouthful of hope and come away with nothing?!”

“Let’s go,” Jiang Cheng laughed. “I’ll treat you to all-you-can-drink first.” 

There wasn’t anywhere fancy around the train station, so Jiang Cheng just bought two bottles of cola from a convenience store and sat down on a bench outside with Pan Zhi.

“Ahh!” Pan Zhi exclaimed contentedly after taking a few big swigs. He stared at Jiang Cheng for a while. “You’re positively glowing, huh, Gramps?”

Jiang Cheng glanced at him and didn’t reply.

“Looking completely different from us poor single bastards now,” said Pan Zhi.

“Even when I was a poor single bastard, I was different from single bastards like you,” Jiang Cheng replied as he took a sip.

“Right, you were a handsome, overachieving single bastard… Oh, yeah!” Pan Zhi reached over with his bottle and clinked it against Jiang Cheng’s. “Happy birthday.”

“Thank you,” said Jiang Cheng.

“There’s something for you in my bag that I think you’ll like.” Pan Zhi reached back and patted his bag. “Wanna guess?”

“Condoms,” Jiang Cheng replied without thinking.

Pan Zhi had his head thrown back to pour cola into his mouth, and Jiang Cheng’s remark made him choke. He bent down in a coughing fit, then wiped the soda off his face with the tissue Jiang Cheng handed him. “Holy fuck,” he said, looking up at him again. “You’re real bold these days, huh, Gramps?”

“It’s not that I’m bold,” Jiang Cheng laughed. “I just think you’ve always been pretty brazen.”

“I’ve recently been enlightened and decided to abandon my wicked ways,” Pan Zhi said, once he’d caught his breath. “It’s not condoms. Guess again.”

“You’ve already given me a tin whistle, and last time you abandoned your wicked ways, you gave me a pen…” Jiang Cheng pondered for a while, then tutted. “Don’t tell me you got me a set of Five-Threes.”

“I’m not that enlightened. I’m not gonna spend a fortune on fancy-ass study guides for you,” Pan Zhi said. “I’ll show you when we get to your place later.”

 

Back in his apartment, as Pan Zhi pulled the gift box from his bag, Jiang Cheng finally understood why he’d wanted to wait until they were inside to take it out. It was a pink heart-shaped box decorated all around with tiny red rhinestone hearts and topped with a gigantic bow. If Pan Zhi had pulled this thing out in the middle of the street, Jiang Cheng would’ve been too embarrassed to take it.

“What the hell is wrong with you?” Jiang Cheng expressed his heartfelt confusion. “You have awful taste.”

“This is in protest of my loss of favor in your harem!” Pan Zhi said, cradling the box. “In protest of you prioritizing ho over bro! In protest of you shunning our years-long intergenerational bond! In protest of—”

“Thank you,” Jiang Cheng interjected, taking the box from his hands. It was as big as a shoebox. Whatever was inside was very heavy and clunked audibly when he shook it—the weight and sound were enough for Jiang Cheng to make a pretty good guess.

He opened the lid. Sure enough, it was a slingshot.

“Damn, you could’ve at least cushioned it with something. This doesn’t feel sincere at all.” Jiang Cheng chuckled. The box was completely empty aside from the slingshot, lying there all by itself. 

“Thunderstrike. Recurve fork, wrist support. A perfect fusion of stainless steel and red sandalwood, giving you the joy of executing a fierce critical assault in the great outdoors…” Pan Zhi rattled off a list of features like he was reciting from the ad copy. “So, do you like it?”

Jiang Cheng took out the slingshot and weighed it in his hand. “Love it.”

“I got you the sling band too. Such a majestic gadget needs a high-quality band.” Pan Zhi pulled a bag out of his backpack, and inside it was a roll of rubber tubing. “This is from North Star—you said that was a good brand, right?”

“Mm-hm.” Jiang Cheng took the bag and laughed as he peered inside. As if it wasn’t enough that the heart-shaped box was pink with rhinestones, the sling band was a flamboyant purple. “Have you been going through some kind of unspeakable pain lately?”

“Well, it costs too much not to get it in a unique color! How do you show its value if it’s just beige?!” Pan Zhi pointed at the bag. “Now this—as soon as you pull it out, everyone will know, ‘Oho! This guy’s a master. Even his sling band is hom—’”

“Homo purple, huh?” Jiang Cheng burst out laughing as he leaned back on the couch. “Grandson, I can see that you really are getting tired of being alive.”

“No, not at all. Look into my sincere eyes, Grandpa.” Pan Zhi sat down beside him. “The first time I even heard the term ‘homo purple’ was from you!”

Jiang Cheng smiled. Taking out the sling band, he gave it a little tug and said again, “Thank you.”

“What’s with this formality? Thanking me over and over, too.” Pan Zhi raised his arms up in a stretch. “We’ve really grown apart.”

“Nah,” Jiang Cheng said. “I mean it. Seriously. I’m really glad that you’re here, too.”

“Really?” Pan Zhi glanced at him, preening at his answer. “How many days did you take off to keep me company?”

“I didn’t have to take any days off,” said Jiang Cheng. “We’re still on summer break here.”

“Holy shit! No extra classes?”

“We still have a week before they start.” Jiang Cheng looked at him. “Jealous?”

“Of course I’m jealous. It’s not like I’m an overachiever or anything,” Pan Zhi said, then, after thinking about it, squeezed next to him again. “But wait, does that mean you guys are behind?”

“For sure.” Jiang Cheng got out a pair of scissors and cut a length of sling band, then set about methodically tying it onto the slingshot. “But I’ll just study on my own.”

“Oh, right! I brought a bunch of worksheets and textbooks for you. They’re all from the school, money can’t buy you these. I was gonna photocopy them, but Lao-Yuan gave me an extra set to mail to you.” Pan Zhi dragged his backpack over, pulled out a thick stack of study materials, and set it on Jiang Cheng’s lap.

With the heavy weight on his lap anchoring him, Jiang Cheng felt like he’d suddenly landed on solid ground.

The feeling probably wasn’t one most people would understand. It wasn’t just about preparing for the looming university entrance exams; these things gave him a crucial sense of direction.

 

***

 

Jiang Cheng had nothing planned for that evening—or for the entire two days that Pan Zhi would be here, frankly.

Fortunately, Pan Zhi didn’t have any specific demands on how to spend their time together. In the past, the two of them had often skipped class to go nowhere in particular. They would just sit down by a streetside flowerbed and space out for a whole day.

Pan Zhi wasn’t picky about food, either. After thinking about it at length, he ended up requesting the fried rice cakes from last time.

“Let’s ask Gu Fei to come with us.” Pan Zhi pulled his phone out. “And that cute baby sister of his.”

“He’s busy tonight, no need to call him,” Jiang Cheng said. “We’ll eat by ourselves.”

“All righty.” Pan Zhi put his phone back in his pocket. After a moment, he said in a hushed voice, “Have you two moved in together? Maybe I should get a room at the hotel.”

“We haven’t moved in together.” 

“There’s no need to pretend in front of me.” Pan Zhi shot a glance at the bedroom. “Last time I came here, you had a single pillow, but now you’ve got one of those long ones for two.”

It was only then that Jiang Cheng remembered he’d forgotten to put the pillow away at his boyfriend’s request. He’d thought he was nearly invincible now, so impervious to shame that he didn’t even hesitate to say “condom” in broad daylight, but when Pan Zhi pointed this out, he suddenly felt a little embarrassed.

Looking at that pillow now… Sure, he and Gu Fei hadn’t yet had the chance to do anything on the allegedly ultra-durable pillow, but the bed alone was like the scene of the crime itself. Just one glance made frames upon frames of not-safe-for-work footage appear in his mind. He sheepishly turned away and opened the front door. “Come on, let’s go eat.”

When they were sitting down eating their fried rice cakes, Jiang Cheng ordered some beer too. After all, he and Pan Zhi hadn’t seen each other for…not very long, but it was a reunion nonetheless, and the occasion called for a drink.

“Let’s drink something harder,” Pan Zhi said. “You’re a legal adult now.”

“Who the hell drinks baijiu on such a hot day?” Jiang Cheng opened a beer bottle with his teeth, setting it down in front of Pan Zhi. “How are we supposed to talk tonight if we’re smashed?”

Pan Zhi smiled. “You’ve been up here for so long, I was convinced you’d go straight for the liquor.”

“Such a short amount of time isn’t enough to change me.” Jiang Cheng opened a bottle for himself and took a swig.

“That’s good. And you’ll be gone before any changes take effect.” Pan Zhi nodded approvingly.

Jiang Cheng’s hand stilled briefly in midair.

“What?” Pan Zhi noticed the subtle hesitation. “Won’t you be gone after the exams next year?”

“Yeah,” Jiang Cheng said faintly.

Pan Zhi picked up a piece of rice cake and put it in his mouth. After a while, he glanced up at Jiang Cheng again. “Cheng-er, don’t tell me you don’t want to leave anymore?”

“No way,” Jiang Cheng answered. “Of course I do.”

“You’d better.” Pan Zhi put his head down and took another couple of bites. “Dating is one thing, but you gotta retain at least a tiny shred of reason.”

Jiang Cheng smiled. “You think I only have a tiny shred of reason left?”

“Not in theory.” Pan Zhi looked at him. “But I don’t know what you’re like when you’re in a real relationship. I’m a little worried, that’s all.”

“Relax. You don’t need to worry about this with me.”

“Yeah,” Pan Zhi said with a nod and a smile. “Why don’t you get Gu Fei to put in a little more effort? There’s no way you two are gonna go to the same university, but it’d be nice if you could at least end up in the same city. That way you won’t have to play out the tearful long-distance goodbye scene when the time comes.”

Jiang Cheng couldn’t make himself reply. His chest had tightened. Nothing Pan Zhi had said was unusual—in fact it was all very ordinary—but he suddenly felt very scared.

Pan Zhi looked up from his rice cakes. “What’s wrong?”

Jiang Cheng shook his head. “Nothing.” 

“You two aren’t having problems, are you?” Pan Zhi asked.

“Nope.”

This time it was Pan Zhi’s turn to fall quiet. He looked at Jiang Cheng, unsure what else to ask.

“I haven’t thought that far ahead,” Jiang Cheng clarified. “I mean, it’s not like I haven’t thought about it at all…just not in much detail.”

“Wait, Gramps,” Pan Zhi said, a little confused, “it’s not that far down the road, is it? It’s only a year away.”

“It’s a long time from now,” Jiang Cheng reiterated.

“…Oh.” Pan Zhi opened his mouth to say something, but in the end nothing came out. After a few seconds, he swung the beer bottle in his hand and asked, “Are you bringing me to watch your photo shoot tomorrow?”

“Yup.” Jiang Cheng nodded. “It might be a bit boring.”

“Are there female models?” Pan Zhi asked.

“Yes.” Jiang Cheng shot him a look. “All pretty ones, too.”

“Why would it be boring, then?” Pan Zhi said with an eager smile. “That’s the opposite of boring. If I meet a girl I might have a chance with…”

“You’ll, what, do long-distance?” Jiang Cheng side-eyed him.

“What’s wrong with long-distance? Anyway, I’m not like you.” Pan Zhi lit a cigarette, then set the pack down in front of Jiang Cheng. “No one’s expecting it to last forever. It’s just dating.”

“Fuckboy.” Jiang Cheng continued to give him the side-eye.

“…Fine, fine. I’m a fuckboy.” Pan Zhi resigned himself to the title. He spaced out for a while with the cigarette in his mouth. Then, as if finally making up his mind, he looked at Jiang Cheng and asked, “You’re not really thinking of forever, are you? With Gu Fei?”

Jiang Cheng didn’t answer. He also pulled out a cigarette and lit it. After two puffs he tapped it on the ashtray, but no ashes fell. “Why not?”

“You think that’s possible?” Pan Zhi turned the question back on him.

It was only because the person asking this was Pan Zhi that he didn’t dump his beer directly on the speaker’s face. Instead, something in his chest jerked violently.

Pan Zhi was his best friend. Normally, no one would be so thoroughly insensitive that they’d say something like this. Pan Zhi was the only one who would dare to be so blunt with him.

 

***

 

After dinner, they walked around for a while before heading back to the apartment. They each took a shower and collapsed on the sofa, not wanting to move anymore. They didn’t continue the conversation from earlier—not that there was any way of continuing it.

So they chatted about nothing in particular. There was plenty of meaningless shit for them to shoot. Even just watching TV, they could talk and giggle about any nonsensical plot point for at least half an hour.

“We should go to bed.” Jiang Cheng had checked the time on his phone when he got tired from talking so much, and he’d only just realized it was already past midnight. “I have a photo shoot in the morning. Gotta be there at nine o’clock.”

“Let me use that single pillow of yours.” Pan Zhi squirmed in his seat and shifted down to lie on the sofa. “Don’t make me use a blanket roll as a pillow again.”

Jiang Cheng laughed as he retrieved the pillow from his room. “You’re not gonna sleep on the bed with me?”

“Nah.” Pan Zhi tutted. “How awkward will that be if Gu Fei checks in on you in the middle of the night—you in bed with a straight boy like me?”

Jiang Cheng turned to go back to his bedroom. When he sat down at the edge of his bed, he heard Pan Zhi say from the living room, “Cheng-er, what I said before, it might’ve been a little out of line…”

“It wasn’t,” Jiang Cheng said.

“I’m just a little worried. ’Cuz you…” Pan Zhi paused for a breath. “You can’t just treat everything like studying for tests…you know?”

Jiang Cheng didn’t answer.

“G’night, Gramps,” Pan Zhi said.

Jiang Cheng stayed sitting on the edge of his bed for a while. He was very tired, but he had a feeling he wouldn’t be able to sleep even if he lay down.

He checked his phone for messages, but there was nothing from Gu Fei.

Jiang Cheng scrolled through the entirety of their chat history until he felt like he could hardly keep his eyes open. He crashed down on his pillow, and as he drifted off, he sent Gu Fei a message.

- have you thought about the future?

By the time he fell asleep, Gu Fei still hadn’t replied.

I’m going to start dreaming soon, Jiang Cheng thought in a sleepy haze as he rolled over. What happened to keeping one nerve up for me?

Tsk, tsk.




Chapter 83

 

THE APARTMENT was dead quiet when he woke up in the morning—a sharp contrast to the noise outside, where elementary school kids on summer break screamed and shouted with abandon, the noise mixing with the chiding voices of grandpas and grandmas.

Jiang Cheng yawned and glanced at the time on his phone. He had just enough time to wash up, eat breakfast, and head over to the photo shoot.

“Grandson!” he yelled toward the living room as he got out of bed. “Time to get up!”

There was no answer from Pan Zhi. Jiang Cheng pulled on a shirt and walked out. “Grand…”

There was no grandson on the living room sofa, only a folded blanket and pillow. He paused, then took out his phone to call Pan Zhi.

“Oh, you’re up,” Pan Zhi answered the call. Jiang Cheng could hear a mess of background noise from the other end—he was clearly outside.

“Where’d you go?” Jiang Cheng asked, surprised. “Don’t tell me you’ve adopted a morning exercise routine.”

“What morning exercise?! I’m out here at the breakfast stands. I already got food for you and Gu Fei, so hurry up, get ready, and get down here, or it’s gonna get cold.”

“Wait, what’s your problem?” Jiang Cheng rushed into the bathroom with the phone cradled between his shoulder and his ear. Hastily squeezing out toothpaste, he said, “I’ll need at least twenty minutes.”

“Wash your face while you piss and brush your teeth while you shit,” said Pan Zhi. “If it takes longer than ten minutes, I’ll call you Grandpa.”

“You call me Grandpa every day,” Jiang Cheng said. “I just want to know why you’re being so weird.”

“It’s all Gu Fei. He asked me this morning if you were awake, I said no, then he asked what I wanted to eat and said he’d go buy it…”

“Let him buy it, then. What are you fighting him for?” Jiang Cheng mumbled as he brushed his teeth.

“Don’t you think he’s acting like he’s taking care of his wifey and his wifey’s BFF?” Pan Zhi demanded. “As a heterosexual man of the twenty-first century, I refuse to stand by and let my best friend’s boyfriend take care of me.”

“I feel like he’s acting more like a twenty-first century fuckboy trying to hit on my BFF,” said Jiang Cheng.

“That there is the difference between a straight guy like me and a gay guy like you… All right, hurry and get your ass down here. I can see him walking toward me. Surely it’d be inappropriate for me to be alone with him.”

“Got it.” Jiang Cheng laughed and ended the call.

It was only after he hung up that it struck him: When Pan Zhi called them Gu Fei’s “wifey” and “wifey’s BFF,” why hadn’t he corrected him?

 

***

 

By the time Gu Fei ambled up to the breakfast stands outside Jiang Cheng’s building, Pan Zhi was already setting dishes out on a table covered with food.

He walked over and greeted Pan Zhi. “Morning.”

“Morning. If you’re hungry, go ahead and have a few bites first,” Pan Zhi said. “The trays of buns I ordered aren’t ready yet.”

“That’s okay. I’ll wait for Jiang Cheng to come down.” Gu Fei glanced up at the building. “Is he up yet?”

“Yeah.” Pan Zhi shot him a look. “You didn’t ask him?”

“He’s coming down soon anyway.” Gu Fei smiled.

Gu Fei sat down at the table while Pan Zhi squeezed through the crowd to bug the stall keeper about the buns. He felt a little awkward about Pan Zhi’s question.

It was true he hadn’t talked to Jiang Cheng. After Jiang Cheng sent that message the night before, Gu Fei hadn’t been in contact with him at all. He’d longed for Jiang Cheng intensely the whole night, but as soon as he remembered that message, the idea of reaching out felt insurmountable. He just didn’t know how to respond to it. He’d slept fitfully, waking up and dozing off several times as Jiang Cheng’s question rattled around in his dazed mind.

If Jiang Cheng asked it to his face, he wasn’t sure how he’d respond.

When Jiang Cheng came out of the building and headed this way, Gu Fei waved at him. Jiang Cheng gave him a smile and waved back. The smile made Gu Fei want to rush over there, grab him, and give him a big kiss.

“What is this, a feed trough?” Jiang Cheng remarked as he walked to the table. He grabbed a bun off a tray Pan Zhi had just brought over and took a bite.

“I always had to eat breakfast at home when I was little because my mom said street food isn’t sanitary. I was super envious of those other students who got to eat breakfast outside.” Pan Zhi sat down and looked at the table of food. “So I thought that someday, when I can eat breakfast outside on my own, I’ll order every dish at the breakfast stalls and cover the table with them.”
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“Haven’t you been eating outside since high school?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“Yeah, but I’m still going through it. I was too repressed! It’ll take at least a decade for me to get over it,” Pan Zhi said and chugged some soy milk.

The feast was a little too bountiful. Gu Fei listened to Jiang Cheng and Pan Zhi chat as he worked hard at eating, but in the end, they still had half a tray of buns left.

“Ah, what a waste.” Jiang Cheng patted his stomach.

“Just take it to go. We can feed any stray dogs or cats along the way,” Pan Zhi said, putting the leftover buns in a plastic bag.

 

***

 

Jiang Cheng was modeling clothes that day: a series of collaborations between Ding Zhuxin and another independent brand. The photo shoot was going to use the set in her studio, so it was, relatively speaking, an easier job.

Pan Zhi’s personality was entirely different from Jiang Cheng’s. Gu Fei sometimes thought their tight friendship stemmed from their ability to make up for what the other lacked. Jiang Cheng didn’t tend to strike up conversation with people he didn’t know very well. Pan Zhi, on the other hand, was chatting away with the two female models just minutes after arriving on set. Even as the two girls were having their makeup done, they still dragged him over to continue the conversation.

While sitting on the side awaiting his turn, Jiang Cheng leafed through the promotional pamphlet for the brand. “Impressed?”

Gu Fei nodded. “Very.”

“How did the talk with your mom go yesterday?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“We had an argument, but it was all right, I guess. It’s impossible to talk to her without a fight.” Gu Fei smiled a little.

“Did Gu Miao make a fuss?” 

“Nah, she drew something yesterday. I’ll show you later.”

“Sure. Is it in the same style as your display icon?” Jiang Cheng laughed.

“More or less. I think the bunny in my icon was her creative peak.” Gu Fei twisted on the camera lens, then held it up and looked through the viewfinder at his surroundings.

“When I messaged you yesterday…why didn’t you reply?” Jiang Cheng asked hesitantly.

“I was asleep.” The camera was still in front of Gu Fei’s face. “Didn’t hear it.”

“Didn’t you say you’d keep a single nerve up for me?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“I was too tired yesterday,” Gu Fei said quietly. He turned and pointed the camera at Jiang Cheng, looking at his profile through the lens. “Crashed on my pillow and slept through until morning… I’ll change my notification to something louder. Won’t miss it that way.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Jiang Cheng said with a glance at him. “You should try to get better sleep at night. You’ve got dark circles around your eyes.”

Nini waved at Jiang Cheng, beckoning him to sit down for makeup. When he stood up to walk over, Gu Fei pressed a hand briefly against his side. His body blocked Gu Fei from view, so no one else saw this discreet gesture, but on a summer day like this the heat of Gu Fei’s palm felt very obvious, brushing warmly over Jiang Cheng’s waist.

Jiang Cheng was used to makeup now. He would plop right down in the chair, close his eyes, and sometimes even doze off. 

Gu Fei had been lying when he said he’d crashed on his pillow and slept straight through till morning. Jiang Cheng was intimately familiar with everything about Gu Fei. If Gu Fei really had slept that soundly, there was no way he’d have those dark circles today. And aside from that—though perhaps this was something no one else would notice—the subtle fatigue on Gu Fei’s face was plain for him to see.

Gu Fei hadn’t slept well last night.

And it wasn’t because of his mom or Gu Miao. If it were about them, Gu Fei wouldn’t keep it from him. It had to be because of that message. The message that was too late to unsend by the time he wanted to take it back.

He wasn’t sure if Gu Fei had thought about what would happen after high school, and he wondered whether asking the question made him sound like someone who was bugging his boyfriend for commitment.

Or perhaps Gu Fei had thought about it, and he just didn’t have an answer.

 

***

 

During the shoot, Gu Fei acted like usual, patiently instructing Jiang Cheng on his movements and angles. Even though Jiang Cheng still felt a little uneasy and upset, the sight of Gu Fei still comforted him.

Gu Fei’s every motion pleased him: the way he held the camera, the way he half kneeled to take photos, the way he bent down at the waist to look for an angle, and even the way he looked down to check the photos. Jiang Cheng couldn’t tear his eyes away.

When his gaze occasionally connected with Pan Zhi’s, Pan Zhi would give him a knowing smile, then continue staring at the girl beside him. Of course, Jiang Cheng would quickly give him a knowing smile in return.

When they finished the day’s photos and got ready to leave, he saw that Pan Zhi and one of the female models had already connected on WeChat. They were still making eyes at each other and lamenting their parting even as they were leaving.

Jiang Cheng began, “You work as fast as—” 

“As people work when both of them have nothing better to do,” Pan Zhi said as he swiped at his phone. “Although I do like her face a lot. At least it’s not the dime-a-dozen pointy-chin influencer face.”

“Really?” Jiang Cheng tried to recall. “I hadn’t noticed.”

“Duh. Forget a girl, you probably wouldn’t even notice a hot guy in your charming state of mind,” Pan Zhi scoffed. “Now I know what you’re like when you’re in a relationship.”

Jiang Cheng glanced at Gu Fei walking in front of them. What I’m like?

Even Pan Zhi misread him sometimes. Yes, Gu Fei looked heart-wrenchingly handsome as always, and it made him want to pounce on him and rub him every which way—but Jiang Cheng still felt a little annoyed.

He had discovered a side of Gu Fei that he hadn’t known about before, which was that this guy was very good at holding things in. He seemed able to repress anything, no matter what it was.

It was probably how Gu Fei grew up, forced to bottle things up so often that it became second nature. But for Jiang Cheng, these situations made him feel as if a thick and heavy blanket was wrapped around him—repressed, smothered, and suffocated. He was too weak to struggle, and wrapped too tightly for a struggle to tear him free.

 

***

 

After the three of them had lunch, Gu Fei got ready to head home. He still had to take Gu Miao for her therapy session in the afternoon. 

“All right. We’re gonna go window-shopping, then,” said Pan Zhi. “The two of us can walk round and round for hours.”

“Mm.” Gu Fei nodded and smiled.

Jiang Cheng didn’t say anything. He waited until Pan Zhi was farther away before he glanced at Gu Fei and urged, “Go on, then.”

“Should we meet up for dinner?” Gu Fei asked. “At Wang Er’s Meat Pies?”

“We’ll see.” Jiang Cheng felt a little listless.

“Cheng-ge,” Gu Fei said, looking at him. “I—”

“You should go,” Jiang Cheng interrupted.

“Once Pan Zhi is gone”—Gu Fei glanced in Pan Zhi’s direction—“I’ll take you out for a feast.”

“You’re shameless. When Pan Zhi is here it’s meat pies, but when Pan Zhi is gone, we eat a feast.” Jiang Cheng looked sideways at him. “Absolutely shameless.”

“Hey.” Gu Fei started laughing. “Fine, we’ll feast tonight, all right? Or tomorrow before he leaves?”

“We’ll see,” Jiang Cheng repeated.

“Doesn’t that bring us right back where we started, then?” said Gu Fei. “In an endless cycle.”

“Right. Feels like shit, doesn’t it?” Jiang Cheng asked, looking at him.

Gu Fei looked back at Jiang Cheng in silence for a moment. He sighed softly. “I have thought about it. I’ve been thinking about it ever since you asked me if I ever considered getting a boyfriend.”

Jiang Cheng froze, staring at him without a sound.

“I might have thought about it more than you have, but this isn’t something I can explain properly with a short answer,” Gu Fei said in a low voice. “Don’t you think?”

“Sure, I guess.” Jiang Cheng couldn’t quite make sense of it.

It wasn’t until Gu Fei had left, and he and Pan Zhi had spent a good while aimlessly strolling about, that he slowly realized something. He frowned. 

Gu Fei claimed to have thought about it more than he had, and maybe that was true. After all, Jiang Cheng definitely hadn’t been thinking about it for as long as Gu Fei had; in fact, it wasn’t until Pan Zhi asked him the question that he’d felt like it was time to think it through. But all he wanted was an answer—not a detailed one, a certain one.

I have thought about the future. In the future, I want to be with you. No matter what, we will be together. 

That was all.

Perhaps it was because he was still looking at the problem in a conventional way. His perspective was entirely different from Gu Fei’s. He was asking about the outcome, but Gu Fei wanted to talk about the process.

Now that he thought about it, if they established an outcome, then everything along the way would be in service of the outcome. But if they started with the process, they could end up anywhere.

Jiang Cheng sighed quietly.

Gu Fei, you’ve thought about it a lot. But what exactly were you thinking about?

 

***

 

Jiang Cheng and Pan Zhi walked to the mall downtown, eating and drinking the whole way. Eventually, they ended up on a bench in the square listening to music for almost an hour.

The shop across the street had put a karaoke machine outside their door. Jiang Cheng hadn’t expected the people in this shitty little city to be so bold, but the singing hadn’t stopped for almost the entire time they’d been sitting there.

Some people sang well, some sang so quietly nobody could hear them, and some basically read the lyrics out loud. Others were so off-key that it made him want to run over there and pull the plug.

“Cheng-er, you should go up and sing something,” Pan Zhi said. “Broaden their horizons. Show them what real singing’s supposed to sound like.”

“I prefer to keep my powers hidden.” It had been a long time since Jiang Cheng sang. He used to go out for karaoke with Pan Zhi and the others all the time. But in a setting like this, he would rather sit here and listen to other people sing off-key.

“Then I’ll go sing,” Pan Zhi announced, standing up and straightening his clothes. “Record it for me so I can post it to my timeline later.”

“…Your fourth grandpa is currently passing away. Maybe you shouldn’t post such happy content,” Jiang Cheng said.

“It’s not like I’m sending it to Lao-Yuan,” Pan Zhi said, then paused in contemplation. “What should I sing?” Before Jiang Cheng could answer, Pan Zhi was already making his way over and saying, “‘Red Sun’ it is. Let me see if they have the sped-up version.”1

Jiang Cheng laughed. They picked this song almost every time they did karaoke. It was always the last song before they left, and everyone would belt it out together.

Pan Zhi was a pretty good singer, even if his Cantonese pronunciation wasn’t always on point. However, with his predecessors serving as points of comparison, he sounded practically like a professional. Almost as soon as he opened his mouth, nearby pedestrians stopped to look at him.

Jiang Cheng pointed the phone camera at him and recorded.

Pan Zhi was the kind of person who became more energetic the more people there were. Now that he had an audience, he sang with even more enthusiasm. When he got to the accelerated part at the end, he spun around without warning and pointed at Jiang Cheng as he sang: 

“Even if fate makes you wander and drift, 

Even if fate gives you twists and turns,

Even if fate scares you and makes living a tedious chore,

Don’t shed tears of sorrow, or give up and give in.

I hope to accompany you, forever and always…”

Everyone immediately looked his way. At first Jiang Cheng wanted to give Pan Zhi the middle finger, but after those lines, he suddenly felt a sharp twinge in his nose. He didn’t know if it was the earnest way Pan Zhi was looking at him, or the memory of his carefree days in his old city.

Or perhaps only…because he thought of Gu Fei.

He stared at his phone screen. When Pan Zhi finished, he quickly got up and squeezed his way out of the crowd of clapping bystanders with his head down. By the time Pan Zhi caught up to him, he’d already recovered his composure.

“What do you think?!” Pan Zhi exclaimed, flinging an arm around his shoulder. “Let me see the video.”

“I recorded a few clips,” Jiang Cheng said, tapping around on the screen. “I’ll send them to you. You can watch for yourself.”

“We should’ve just found somewhere to sing karaoke instead of wandering around earlier,” Pan Zhi said. “It’s been too long. How about…next year, we’ll get a bunch of people together after the university entrance exams and go somewhere? We’ll go on a trip or something. Eat, drink, sing, and play to our hearts’ content!”

Jiang Cheng smiled. “Sure.” 

“I was thinking, there’s no way I can get into the same school as you, but I have to be in the same city as you, even if my parents have to blast a path open with the power of money.” Pan Zhi raised his arms up in a stretch. “I used to think that even if you were gone, I’d still have lots of other friends. But now I’ve realized it’s not the same at all. Hanging out with you is still the best, and I miss you when you’re not there…”

“Get a hold of yourself,” Jiang Cheng said. “Remember that you, sir, are a straight guy. Talking like that, you’d think you have designs on me or something.”

“The only design I have is us being best friends for life,” Pan Zhi said. “No boyfriend, partner, or wife can hold a candle to a best friend.”

Jiang Cheng laughed. “Uh-huh, right.”

“Don’t laugh.” Pan Zhi clicked his tongue. “It’s only that I don’t like men, otherwise Gu Fei would have no chance.”

“You should tell that to Gu Fei,” said Jiang Cheng.

“Never mind that. It’s enough that you know,” Pan Zhi said. “I probably couldn’t beat him in a fight.”

 

***

 

After an entire afternoon idling around with Pan Zhi, by the time they were sitting in Wang Xu’s family’s restaurant waiting for Gu Fei and Gu Miao to arrive, Jiang Cheng was in a much better mood. Listening to Wang Xu talk out of his ass with Pan Zhi really made him want to laugh. 

Wang Xu was in the middle of a long, unfiltered speech, even bringing out Yi Jing as a prop in his boasting.

“Don’t think that just because you grew up in the big city,” Wang Xu said, slamming the table and staring at Pan Zhi, “that you’re really better at everything. Just answer me this: Can you outdrink me?”

“…No, but I wasn’t planning to drink at all.” Pan Zhi looked at him for a moment, then sighed. “Damn it. Why did I lower my intelligence to bullshit with you for so long?”

“Because you weren’t that intelligent to begin with. Take that girl you posted on your timeline just now,” Wang Xu scoffed, pulling his phone out and scrolling. “Based on that, I’d say your taste is just as bad as your brains.”

“Fine, fine, fine, all right. I’m worthless, and everything about me is worthless.” Pan Zhi stayed Wang Xu’s hand. “That girl really can’t compare to your class president, truly.”

Wang Xu glared at him. “Tch. You sound so fake. I bet that deep down, you’re not actually convinced, are you?” 

“I’m convinced! I yield. I yield so hard! I bow to you on all fours,” Pan Zhi said as he glanced out the door. “Hey, now here’s a real beauty.”

Wang Xu turned, following his gaze. “Yes, that’s right!”

Gu Miao walked into the room, hugging her skateboard, and headed straight toward Jiang Cheng. She leaned her skateboard on the ground against the chair, picked up the cup in front of him, and chugged all the water in one go.

“Did you skate here?” Jiang Cheng asked. He pulled out a tissue and wiped the sweat from Gu Miao’s brow. Gu Miao nodded.

“Miaomiao, my queen?” Wang Xu nudged his cup over to her. “There’s more water here.”

Gu Miao looked at him blankly.

“It’s clean. I haven’t drunk it,” Wang Xu said. Still, Gu Miao regarded him nonchalantly.

Pan Zhi picked up his cup and poured his water into Jiang Cheng’s cup. Gu Miao took the cup and chugged it again.

“Hey!” Pan Zhi couldn’t stop laughing.

“Er-Miao, thank the big brothers,” Gu Fei said as he walked in.

Gu Miao stood up and bowed to them, then stuck out her hand, snapped her fingers at Jiang Cheng, and gave him a thumbs-up. Jiang Cheng immediately returned the gesture.

After saying hello to everyone, Gu Fei left to wash his hands, but not before saying, “Wang Xu, can you give Er-Miao a pack of wet wipes?”

“Sure thing.” Wang Xu immediately found some for Gu Miao to clean her hands. Jiang Cheng watched her. She seemed to be in a pretty good mood; they must’ve had fun this afternoon.

Pan Zhi stood up from his spot next to Jiang Cheng and moved over to sit beside Wang Xu. Wang Xu looked at him. “What, you wanna see who can drink more?”

“…We’re just here to eat meat pies. Why would I do that?” Pan Zhi didn’t know what else to say.

“Are you looking down on our meat pies? Let me tell you! In this town, ask anyone, Wang Er’s Meat Pies…” The mention of their meat pies charged Wang Xu with endless enthusiasm. He locked eyes on Pan Zhi and launched into his spiel with the passion of a brand ambassador.

Gu Fei paused when he came in and saw the newly empty seat beside Jiang Cheng, then looked at the much-aggrieved Pan Zhi being proselytized at by Wang Xu. He sighed. “Captain, we’re all hungry. Let’s eat.”

“Would’ve started long ago if we weren’t waiting for you! Hold on!” Wang Xu stood up and went into the kitchen.

Gu Fei sat down. On the other side of the table, Pan Zhi let out a breath of relief. “I wanted to smack him so badly.”

Jiang Cheng couldn’t contain his laughter. He still felt a little upset with Gu Fei, and every time he thought about it, he felt confused and wronged. But as soon as Gu Fei sat down beside him, close enough for him to smell the familiar scent of his presence, he immediately felt his mood take a turn for the better.

Ah, humans and their contradictory nonsense.

Gu Fei dropped his arm, reached under the table, and gently touched Jiang Cheng’s leg. Jiang Cheng glanced at Gu Fei, who grinned at him, then grabbed his hand and gave it a squeeze.

Pan Zhi cleared his throat.

Gu Fei grinned and looked at him. “What?” 

“Can’t stand the sight of you two,” Pan Zhi said. “Gu Miao, wanna come with me to get the meat pies from the kitchen?” Gu Miao only looked at him with her hands around her cup. Pan Zhi leaned over the table and tried again. “Let’s go get the meat pies?” 

Gu Miao reacted this time, probably propelled by hunger; she stood up and followed Pan Zhi into the kitchen. She even closed the door behind her as she walked out.

The moment the door closed, Gu Fei turned and planted a kiss on Jiang Cheng’s cheek. Jiang Cheng quickly leaned in to bite his neck.

“Does it taste salty?” Gu Fei asked.

“Mm.” Jiang Cheng took a sip of tea.

Gu Fei smiled. “Er-Miao was very into the games today. I played along for a while and got all sweaty.” 

When Gu Fei was smiling and talking quietly to him like this, Jiang Cheng felt utterly helpless to do anything but keep staring at him. He didn’t want to think or worry about anything. Who cared about being upset, or insecure, or whatever—who gave a rat’s ass about any of that stuff? For now, it was all flung aside.

 

***

 

Right up until the end of Pan Zhi’s fictitious fourth grandpa’s funeral brought his two-day vacation to a close, Jiang Cheng didn’t spare those annoying questions another thought. It was only after he’d seen Pan Zhi off, returned to his apartment with Gu Fei, and they’d rolled around between the sheets for a while that all the unease and unhappiness slowly came back to the surface. Like stubborn, inexterminable weeds, a moment of carelessness was enough for it to rear its head again.

After all, the root was still there.

As Gu Fei lay on his side and played on his phone, Jiang Cheng hugged him from behind. “Hey.”

“Hm?” Gu Fei stroked his arm.

“I’m going to study for a while later, can you keep me company?” Jiang Cheng asked. “And not go back tonight?”

“Sure.” Gu Fei turned over to lie flat, pulling Jiang Cheng’s arm to rest on his body.

“Do you also want to…study a little?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“I should probably copy the homework first.” Gu Fei chuckled.

Jiang Cheng was quiet for a long time. At length, he asked quietly, “Gu Fei…are you not planning on applying to any universities?”

“Even if I am, it’ll just be the local ones,” Gu Fei said. “Those shitty colleges.”

“Is it because of Gu Miao?” 

“There are a lot of reasons.” Gu Fei set his phone to one side. “Er-Miao can’t move to a new place, and I can’t leave her behind and go to school somewhere else. If I’m not here, and it’s just her and my mom? It’ll be a mess.”

“Mm.” Jiang Cheng nodded. He knew all this well. Gu Miao couldn’t even stand a change of wheels on her skateboard. He knew these problems even if Gu Fei didn’t mention them, and he understood, too. But he still sensed that something wasn’t quite right—even if he couldn’t figure out what that something was for the life of him.

The two of them lay there like that for a while, each lost in his own thoughts, neither speaking for a long time.

“If I go away to school,” Jiang Cheng said, “you’re still going to stay here, right?”

“Mm,” Gu Fei answered.

Jiang Cheng looked at him. “And then what?”

With a slight crease between his brows, Gu Fei turned to look back at Jiang Cheng. “I don’t know what’s going to happen. Some things can’t be predic—”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Jiang Cheng cut him off, sitting up. “Do you not have faith in long-distance relationships?”

“It’s not that,” Gu Fei said, sitting up as well. “That’s not what I meant. I was saying—”

“Gu Fei.” Jiang Cheng cut him off. “You asked me once if I wanted to be with you, or if I wanted to be in a relationship with you, right?”

“Yeah.” Gu Fei took Jiang Cheng’s hand.

“I’ve been wondering why you would ask me that. And now I know. The one who wanted to be with you was me, and the one who only wanted a fling”—Jiang Cheng pulled his hand back and pointed at him—“was you.”




Chapter 84

 

GU FEI LOOKED at Jiang Cheng, whose gaze hadn’t shifted from him since he pointed at him and said, “You.”

Sometimes Gu Fei felt that aside from the unique qualities and skills of an overachiever, Jiang Cheng also possessed a superior reasoning ability that other overachievers lacked—he could completely flip the narrative around. Upon further reflection, you might even find yourself agreeing with him, as though he’d been right all along.

Gu Fei had been on the receiving end of this before, when they’d argued about the tattoos, but he hadn’t explained his reluctance then, and now Jiang Cheng was demonstrating his superpower again.

Frankly, the question Gu Fei asked him back then no longer had any significance at this point in their relationship. Whatever answer it led to, whatever the question meant, none of it mattered anymore. Back then, Gu Fei would have preferred it if Jiang Cheng was only after a fling. To go out with him just to try it, just on a whim, just out of loneliness—whatever.

But Jiang Cheng hadn’t answered back then. He seemed unable to completely separate the two concepts. So Gu Fei chose to dive in headfirst: I’ll keep liking you until you don’t need me to anymore.

I can do that, as long as the one you want is me, and not anyone else. 

That was why when Jiang Cheng pointed at him and accused him with his own words, Gu Fei felt—despite his surprise, his anger, and his urge to scoff—that there was no fault in Jiang Cheng’s logic.

That’s right. I’m the one who’s ready to stop this whenever you want to.

Gu Fei felt the need to say something now, but it wasn’t something he could do lightly. Jiang Cheng was a dangerous cocktail of sensitive and impulsive that was lethal when combined with his ability to rationalize anything. 

But scariest of all, Gu Fei could tell that Jiang Cheng was insecure. It was something he frequently sensed in the way Jiang Cheng strove to hold on tight for fear of losing what he had.

Anything you say right now can and will be kept as evidence in Jiang Cheng’s heart.

Proceed with caution.

It wasn’t that a long-distance relationship was out of the question. But if one person was at a top-tier university and the other was stuck back here, their completely different situations would erode the common ground they shared over time. Their relationship would gradually fade into nothing.

Maybe even before distance separates us, the constant bickering and probing over differences like this will wear us down, and we’ll finally return to our own respective worlds.

Of course, it’s also possible that miracles do happen, and we can walk together until the end.

Not everything could be solved like a math problem. With those, each question only had one correct answer; whatever the process, all you had to do was look for the path that would lead you to the right answer. The overachievers knew how to find shortcuts, while the less adept slackers might take the long way round. However, they would all arrive at the same finish line, because there would only be one right answer. Anything besides that was the wrong answer.

Meanwhile, their situation right now had infinite possibilities and infinite endings, all of which were valid answers. There could be one, two, or three; there could be six, even, but no one could say one was more correct than another.

Compared to Jiang Cheng, Gu Fei thought maybe he was too careful, too pessimistic. Perhaps he wanted too much to protect Jiang Cheng from any harm. But Jiang Cheng was the opposite of him. He was optimistic, hotheaded, direct, and sensitive. Jiang Cheng was a solid believer in the philosophy of “what does this little bit of pain matter in the midst of wind and rain?”2

No matter how many times Gu Fei pondered these thoughts in his mind, he couldn’t say a word of it to Jiang Cheng.

Gu Fei had no way of leaving this place. He dared not even dwell too much on the word “leaving,” let alone actually try to figure out a way out of here. 

Meanwhile, there was no reason for Jiang Cheng to stay.

It was a stalemate that could not be resolved, at least for now. If the board wasn’t laid out in just the right way in preparation for a timely miracle, they were bound to reach a dead end.

Clearly, Jiang Cheng hadn’t considered this possibility, nor did he want to. And there was no reason for him to force Jiang Cheng to confront these questions when Jiang Cheng didn’t even consider them an issue.

“That’s not true,” Gu Fei said instead, meeting Jiang Cheng’s eyes. “Do you overachievers cherry-pick the things you want to remember? How unreasonable.”

“Quit trying to change the subject.” Jiang Cheng smirked. “Gu Fei, sometimes I think it’s a real disservice to call yourself a slacker when you process and react on par with an overachiever.”

“Apart from that question, did I say anything else?” Gu Fei was still looking straight at him.

“Anything else?” Jiang Cheng narrowed his eyes, his expression haughty. “I don’t remember anything else, only that you were reluctant to get a tattoo because you were worried about having my mark on your body in case we break up.”

“Wanna bet that I’ll smack you?” 

“I’ll believe it when you do.”

Gu Fei didn’t say anything. He stared at Jiang Cheng for a few seconds, then suddenly lifted his elbow and swung it at Jiang Cheng’s face.

As usual, Jiang Cheng’s reflexes were impressive. As soon as he started to move his arm, Jiang Cheng was already leaning back to dodge it. But Gu Fei never planned on hitting his face. He moved forward as Jiang Cheng leaned back and pressed his forearm against Jiang Cheng’s throat, pinning him down; Jiang Cheng was forced to fall back onto the bed with Gu Fei on top of him.

“Fuck,” Jiang Cheng cursed, glaring at him.

“You don’t know me well at all.” Gu Fei locked Jiang Cheng’s neck in place with his arm and held one of Jiang Cheng’s hands down with his leg. When Jiang Cheng tried to lift his other hand, Gu Fei immediately caught it in his grasp. “How could I bear to hit your face?”

“Tsk, tsk, tsk.” The corner of Jiang Cheng’s mouth twitched.

“I will keep liking you until the day you don’t need me to anymore,” Gu Fei said as he maintained his hold. “I said that, didn’t I?”

“You did,” Jiang Cheng answered.

“Then why’d you say you don’t remember?” Gu Fei asked.

“I was fucking mad,” Jiang Cheng said. “I don’t remember anything when I’m mad. What, you got a problem with that? If you do, keep it to yourself!”

Gu Fei opened his mouth, but nothing came out, so he closed it again.

“That’s how unreasonable I am, and if you can’t accept that, keep that to yourself, too,” Jiang Cheng said with a frown. He was quiet for a while before looking at Gu Fei again. “I thought it was sweet talk at first. It sounded oh-so-charming when I first heard it, but it doesn’t hold up to scrutiny.”

“Hmm?” Gu Fei took his arm off of Jiang Cheng’s neck and leaned down to kiss him.

“In fact, what you meant was, if I ever wanted to break up with you, you’d just accept it, right?” Jiang Cheng said, holding his gaze. “So I hold all the cards.”

Gu Fei didn’t answer, just leaned down and kissed him again.

“On the surface, it looks like the choice is all mine, but you, sir, are not the passive one at all.” Jiang Cheng side-eyed him. “You can just come and go without a care, huh?”

Gu Fei sighed. “If you really don’t want to be with me anymore one day, what’s the point in relentlessly hanging on?”

“That might be the case in theory…” Jiang Cheng reached up and chomped down on Gu Fei’s chin.

“Hey!” Gu Fei was startled, but he didn’t dare move. It was a big, forceful bite. Gu Fei wondered if he’d somehow gotten a chin extension in his sleep at some point, for it to be so easily, precisely, and viciously targeted like this.

Jiang Cheng held on for a whole ten seconds before he finally let go and dropped his head back onto the pillow. “Gu Fei, let me tell you something.”

“Okay.” Gu Fei nodded.

“Maybe I haven’t thought about it as fully as you have—I just want to go one step at a time, dealing with problems as they arise. A guy’s gotta have something to look forward to—in relationships and in life. You gotta have a direction first in order to know what you’re gonna do,” Jiang Cheng said. “That’s how it is for me, at least.”

“Mm.” Gu Fei nodded again.

“When I set out to do something, I don’t like to preemptively label it as impossible right off the bat, you know what I mean?” 

Gu Fei looked at him. “I do.” 

“I don’t have anything more to say on the subject. Just promise me one thing,” he said, staring into Gu Fei’s eyes.

“Go on.” Gu Fei met his gaze squarely.

“Don’t let go,” Jiang Cheng said. “Don’t just walk away without a second thought as soon as I say ‘Forget it.’ Hang on for a little while longer, okay? What if I change my mind and turn around, but you’re not there anymore?”

Gu Fei suddenly felt a twinge in his nose. He drew in a deep breath and forced down the uncomfortable emotions. He didn’t want to cry in front of Jiang Cheng. “All right,” he said with a nod. “But you also have to promise me something.”

“What?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“I don’t like it when people make sacrifices for me or give something up because of me.” This was probably the most candid thing he could say to Jiang Cheng. “I don’t need it. You walk whatever path you need to. Don’t stop. Do you understand? Sympathy, sacrifice, all of that stuff just puts pressure on me. It’ll make me feel tired.”

“Understood.” Jiang Cheng pinched Gu Fei’s chin. “I won’t be distracted from my goals.”

Gu Fei smiled.

“Do you think you’re really light or something?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“Hm?” Gu Fei blinked, confused.

“Even if you only weigh fifty pounds, have you considered how much a knee weighs when it’s pressed on a human hand? I can do the math for you.”

Laughing, Gu Fei finally moved his leg off of Jiang Cheng’s hand.

“I’m going to get revenge,” Jiang Cheng said.

“Sure,” Gu Fei said. “How? Pin my hand down for five minutes with your fifty-five-pound leg?”

“Fuck you for a whole period.” Jiang Cheng grabbed Gu Fei’s shoulder and rolled himself on top of him. “With my five-foot-eleven Chengcheng Junior.”

“…You got a ruler? I’d like to see if Chengcheng Junior is really five foot eleven.” Gu Fei chuckled.

Jiang Cheng leaned in to whisper in Gu Fei’s ear. “Has your, uh, you-know-what recovered yet?” 

“My what?” Gu Fei asked, still laughing.

“Thine ass.” Jiang Cheng clicked his tongue. “Don’t play dumb.”

“Ah.” Gu Fei laughed even harder. “It’s recovered. Would your lordship like to use it?”

“Fucking hell.” Jiang Cheng straddled him and slapped his arm. “You really are begging to be screwed.”

“Hurry up and screw me, then.” Gu Fei thrust his hips. He trailed his fingertip down Jiang Cheng’s abdomen to tug on his waistband. “Do you want me to pass on some wisdom?”

“I’ve always been a quick learner,” Jiang Cheng said as he grabbed Gu Fei’s wrists with one hand and pinned them above his head.

In a relationship, a lot of things could be resolved with sex.

In fact, Jiang Cheng thought their talk today hadn’t actually resolved any real problem. The answer he was after… Hell, he didn’t even remember what kind of answer he was after. And likewise, he suddenly didn’t care that much about the explanations Gu Fei offered him anymore. 

On a certain level, he and Gu Fei were actually contradicting each other. But then again, they’d given each other a promise—even if what they promised was at odds with what they’d each asked for.

Perhaps all he’d needed was to vent, to let out some steam mentally and physically. To say, I have some thoughts I need you to know. I have some desires I need you to shoulder.

Of course, Jiang Cheng knew that some things had no solution at this moment, but hey—they were still together.

 

***

 

When Jiang Cheng walked out of the bathroom, Gu Fei was lying belly-down on the pillow, messing around on his phone. He walked over and grabbed Gu Fei’s butt. “How come you’re face down again? Does it…hurt?”

“Nope.” Gu Fei turned his head. “Can you please use your superior skills of perception for a second? This is how I normally play on my phone.”

“Ah, really?” Jiang Cheng thought for a second, then flopped down next to him and said quietly, “You don’t need to spare my feelings if it doesn’t feel good. I’ll never improve if I don’t know what I’m lacking.”

Gu Fei didn’t answer. He tossed his phone aside and dissolved into laughter on the pillow.

“Ouch.” Jiang Cheng got out of bed and sat down at his desk. “My poor fucking ego.”

“Cheng-ge.” Gu Fei scootched to the edge of the bed and stroked Jiang Cheng’s leg. “I have to tell you the truth.”

“Go ahead.” Jiang Cheng opened a textbook.

“It felt good, really,” Gu Fei said. “Cheng-ge is nine foot two today.”

Jiang Cheng shot a sidelong look at him. “Let me tell you, if it were anyone else with that attitude, I’d have smacked them to death already. You’re the only one I tolerate.”

“Well, I’m the same,” Gu Fei said. “I can never get mad at you. I’m just afraid of you getting mad.”

“Why? Sure, I get mad sometimes, but once I let it out, I’m done. I have a hot temper, anyway; it’d be a miracle if I never got mad.” Jiang Cheng spun the pen in his hand, then put his head down to start on the worksheet. “And it’s not like I’m actually mad, I’m just…scared.”

“I know.” Gu Fei sat up and rubbed Jiang Cheng’s back. “I know.”

“You know, Gu Fei,” Jiang Cheng said as he continued writing, his voice a little low, “I don’t have a home anymore. It’s just me on my own, here, in this rented apartment. There’s nothing under my feet.”

Gu Fei looked at him and waited quietly.

“If I lean back, and you’re behind me, I feel grounded.” Jiang Cheng kept his head down as his pen scrawled nonstop across the page. “It’s not that I’m trying to avoid facing reality. It’s just that whenever I think of you not being by my side anymore, I realize I really will be just stepping into thin air.”

Gu Fei got up wordlessly and strode over, squeezing into the chair behind Jiang Cheng. He wrapped his arms around Jiang Cheng’s waist.

The room became very quiet. Gu Fei leaned his forehead against Jiang Cheng’s back. He could hear the scratching of the pen against paper, the steady sound of Jiang Cheng’s breathing—if he pressed in closer, he could even hear Jiang Cheng’s heartbeat.
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It felt nice.

“I’m here,” Gu Fei said quietly.

“Hm?” Jiang Cheng replied, his pen still moving.

Gu Fei often felt very impressed with this ability. More than once, while Jiang Cheng was working on an English essay, Gu Fei had seen him write a huge block of text while keeping up a conversation with him—and it didn’t seem like he made any mistakes, either.

“I’m right here. Right behind you. I’m not going anywhere,” Gu Fei said again. “So don’t be scared.”

“Mm.” Jiang Cheng smiled.

Gu Fei closed his eyes. He decided to leave it at that. He would follow Jiang Cheng’s lead and stop dwelling on certain things for now. If Jiang Cheng didn’t want to think about it, then he wouldn’t bring it up. If Jiang Cheng didn’t think it was important, he’d stop thinking about it… 

What a beautiful memory; what a precious experience. It might be the only time he’d gotten to run wild in his whole life.

I’ll be here whenever you want to look back. I’ll be here whenever you’re missing home. Whenever you need me, I’ll be right here. 

And I’ll stand here for as long as I can.

 

***

 

Fourth High’s summer break finally came to an end. The returning students cursed and grumbled their dissatisfaction as they trudged back to school, but even so, everyone showed up. They all seemed to be in pretty good spirits.

Even as they complained about how short the break was, they’d found it lonely not seeing their friends at school every day. And once the extra classes started, it was time to make merriness out of pain.

No, there was definitely more merriness there. 

Jiang Cheng looked around at the other students, not a single one of whom was listening to the lecture. All day long, the teachers stood up at the podium talking to themselves as the students chatted excitedly about what they’d been up to over the summer, not even bothering to control their volume.

“Go ahead! Yell a little louder! I can’t hear it clearly enough from where I’m standing!” Mr. Lu waved his pointer stick around. “Yes, I’m talking about you! You, right there! Don’t look around—you’re the most beautiful one here! Pick up a mirror and check out that saggy laziness on your own face, and you think you’re beautiful?! Oh, you’re so beautiful! A one, and a two, and sing!”

“You heard him.” Jiang Cheng was folded over his desk taking notes. He glanced at Gu Fei, who had been looking at him the whole time. “He told you to pick up a mirror and sing, ‘You’re so beautiful…’” 

Grinning, Gu Fei started singing quietly. “You’re the flower bud in the chill of winter; you’re the beauty that rippled the water of spring. You’re the blessing of an angel; you’re my favorite Imperial Con—”3

“GU FEI!” Lao-Lu shouted, slamming his hand on the lectern. Gu Fei turned to look at him. “Come on up, I have a mirror right here.” Lao-Lu beckoned to him. “Come look into it and sing a few lines for me!”

Gu Fei leaned back in his chair and sighed. “…It wasn’t me.”

Jiang Cheng was certain that there was no way Lao-Lu had heard Gu Fei’s singing. Gu Fei was so quiet that probably even Zhou Jing couldn’t hear him. But Lao-Lu’s bellow still had his heart jumping into his throat, and it kept on quivering there for a good while.

“It wasn’t you?” Lao-Lu banged the lectern again. “If you weren’t singing, then get out of here!”

“So should I have been singing or not?” Gu Fei stood up in resignation and shuffled out of the classroom. Outside in the corridor, he leaned over the railing and looked down at the field below.

Lao-Lu’s tirade went on for two more minutes before he resumed class.

Jiang Cheng listened to the lecture as he tested just how wide his peripheral vision was and how clearly he could see out of the corner of his eye. He concluded that if he counted the power-up from “liking that handsome guy outside way too much,” his peripheral vision was shockingly powerful.

Not only could he listen and take notes, he could very clearly see Gu Fei at the same time. He was wearing a black T-shirt and gray athletic shorts—the most ordinary of high school boy outfits. In his peripheral vision, Jiang Cheng could make out his tall and slender figure, his toned waist, his long and straight legs…

“JIANG CHENG!” Lao-Lu roared. “Get up here and translate this sentence!”

Jiang Cheng could sense that out in the corridor, Gu Fei had turned to look this way. He reined back his wayward thoughts, stood up, and walked to the front of the room. After looking over the question, he picked up a piece of chalk and snapped it on the podium out of habit before getting ready to write on the board. 

“WHAT KIND OF STUPID HABIT IS THAT?!” roared Lao-Lu. “SO WASTEFUL!”

Jiang Cheng sighed, put the chalk back in the box, and picked out a fresh one. This time, he began to write on the blackboard without snapping it.

“And this isn’t wasteful?” Lao-Lu demanded.

Jiang Cheng looked at him. “Mr. Lu, do you want me to answer this or not?” 

“Go ahead,” Lao-Lu said, waving his hand. “I’m just taking this chance to educate you a little.”

“…Ah.” Jiang Cheng continued writing.

After he finished translating the sentence and went back to his seat, Jiang Cheng saw that Gu Fei had already turned around to face him, leaning back against the railing. When their eyes met, the corner of Gu Fei’s lips lifted. Jiang Cheng narrowed his eyes ever so slightly. Everyone was still looking at him right now, and he didn’t dare show any overt communication with Gu Fei.

All it took was the slightest upward curve of Gu Fei’s lips for Jiang Cheng’s brain to stream at least two gigabytes of obscene material.

For some reason, even though they’d recently gone through a disagreement and nothing of substance came out of it, he still felt much lighter.

 

***

 

The extra summer classes were no doubt boring to Gu Fei, but for Jiang Cheng, it was an extremely busy time.

On top of Fourth High’s classes, Pan Zhi would send him a ZIP file every couple of days with study materials and refresher coursework for various subjects from the teachers at his old school.

Gu Fei figured Jiang Cheng must be some kind of god. He reviewed double the study materials every day—from summer classes to the official start of the semester—and still found the time to roll around in bed with him.

“Be honest, are you taking some kind of drug behind my back?” Gu Fei stood at the window with a cigarette in his mouth, looking out.

He had snuck away after tucking Gu Miao into bed earlier, planning to keep Jiang Cheng company while he studied. He thought he could pretend to flip through some books so Jiang Cheng could feel a little more reassured, but they ended up going straight for the bed as soon as he came through the door. Now all thoughts of putting up a serious studying facade had evaporated between the sheets, leaving only a lingering desire for more.

“Oh, please.” Jiang Cheng dried his hair as he sat down to study. “You say that as if you don’t have needs yourself.”

“It’s not that.” Gu Fei chuckled as he settled into the chair behind Jiang Cheng again. The days were hot now, but Jiang Cheng always liked it when he sat like this. “I’m just marveling at all this energy you have.”

“There are two kinds of rest: active rest and passive rest…” Jiang Cheng began as he flipped open a textbook.

“Mm, so what we did counts as active rest?” 

“Exactly.” Jiang Cheng smiled.

Gu Fei hugged him from behind. “Mind if I snooze for a bit?” 

“Snooze away.” Jiang Cheng stroked his hand. “I’ll wake you up in half an hour.”

“Okay.” Gu Fei closed his eyes. “Did Lao-Xu call you to his office today to cheer you on again?”

“No.” Jiang Cheng put his pen down. “I forgot to tell you—you know that award ceremony at the end of the sports festival?”

“What?” Gu Fei looked up, frowning. “Don’t tell me he wants to recruit you for the show.”

“He said the third-years have to come up with two performances in total. One from the boys and one from the girls.”

“What does he want you to do?” asked Gu Fei.

“To play something,” said Jiang Cheng. “Lao-Xu said you…play the guitar?”

“Lots of people play the guitar. Even Jiuri plays.” Gu Fei suddenly felt a little irritated. He knew now what Lao-Xu was thinking—he wanted the two of them to collaborate on a performance together, but he’d approached Jiang Cheng first because he knew Gu Fei would refuse.

“The reason I ask is…” Jiang Cheng turned to look at him. “Didn’t you say that you don’t know how to play the guitar?”

“Did I…say that?” Gu Fei asked.

Jiang Cheng nodded. “You did.” 

Gu Fei nuzzled his face against Jiang Cheng’s back. “Probably because we didn’t know each other very well at the time.” 

“Okay, but what do you think…about Lao-Xu’s suggestion?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“I’m not doing it,” said Gu Fei.




Chapter 85

 

JIANG CHENG WAS ACTUALLY a little annoyed today, which was why he hadn’t told Gu Fei the reason Lao-Xu called him into the office as soon as he returned.

Gu Fei had once said that he didn’t know how to play the guitar, so when he suddenly heard Lao-Xu say “Gu Fei plays the guitar, why don’t you two work on a program together,” he’d felt the bizarre urge to rush over and beat Lao-Xu up.

Why beat up Lao-Xu? Who could say. But, after all, he was also the one who’d told him that Gu Fei liked to drink tea.

That dog-fucker Gu Fei lied to him.

I don’t know how to play the guitar. It had sounded so real.

Gu Fei’s explanation made enough sense. Back then the two of them were nothing more than deskmates, and Gu Fei was the kind of person who never participated in any school activities; if it hadn’t been for the basketball tournament, he probably would have gone all semester without speaking more than ten sentences to his classmates altogether. It was normal that he hadn’t told him the truth.

But what Jiang Cheng couldn’t wrap his mind around was why Gu Fei always lingered on the fringes like that—why he never joined in with school events, and why he never really mixed with his peers. The most involved he ever got with the others was when he ate meat pies at Wang Xu’s place.

It wasn’t as if Jiang Cheng himself was some kind of social butterfly who loved to hang out with his fellow students; in fact, Pan Zhi used to say that he was a bit of a loner. Yet unlike Gu Fei, he still showed up for school events and occasionally went out with other people in his class.

As Lao-Xu was telling him about his plan for the performance, he already knew that Gu Fei wouldn’t agree to it. And he was right—Gu Fei had refused without a second thought. Though Jiang Cheng had expected it, he was still a little disappointed.

Performing a program for a Fourth High event wasn’t anything to write home about, but if it was the two of them collaborating on something together, that was different. More than that, he wanted other people to see another side of Gu Fei, another side of the quiet, aloof troublemaker no one dared offend. He wanted them to see his talents. He wanted them all to see how Gu Fei could shine.

He wanted to show everyone around them that Gu Fei was different from the rest. And, most importantly, he wanted to show Gu Fei just how extraordinary he was.

Sitting behind him, Gu Fei didn’t speak up again. He’d wrapped his arms around Jiang Cheng, resting his head against his back. Judging by the sound of his breathing, he’d fallen asleep.

Since classes began, Gu Fei had stopped arranging modeling gigs for Jiang Cheng, but he didn’t lessen the workload at all for himself. There were always a couple of afternoons a week where he skipped class, and he often had to work into the evening.

It must be really tiring, Jiang Cheng thought. He bowed his head and gently stroked Gu Fei’s hands. How exactly did he manage to live this kind of tedious life day after day, year after year?

Gu Fei shifted groggily behind him. “Hmm?”

“Nothing.” Jiang Cheng patted his hands. “Go back to sleep.”

 

***

 

Fourth High seemed to treat its third-years as though their chance of getting into university was nil. The preparation for the sports festival began as soon as the school year started, and even the seniors were allowed to sign up and participate, while the ones who weren’t participating could go watch during class time.

At his old school, seniors would be dead to everyone else in school as soon as the summer before senior year began. In comparison, Jiang Cheng sincerely got the impression that academic accomplishment was essentially dirt to Principal Liu.

Under these circumstances, the only one he could rely on was himself. Even between classes, Jiang Cheng remained slumped over at his desk while practically everyone else in the classroom had gone to screw around outside in the corridor. Looking forward, he saw that he and Yi Jing were the only ones still studying—and, of course, Captain Wang Jiuri, who was quietly studying her from his seat one row behind.

Gu Fei was flopped over a textbook, head turned as he stared at Jiang Cheng. “I have to pee,” he said. 

“M’kay,” Jiang Cheng answered.

“I have to go to the bathroom,” Gu Fei repeated.

“Go, then,” said Jiang Cheng.

Gu Fei sighed. “Come on. Let’s go together.”

Jiang Cheng glanced at him. “Huh?” 

“Take a little walk. You haven’t moved from that spot all morning.”

Once Gu Fei dragged him out of the classroom, Jiang Cheng finally realized that his neck was a little stiff, and his arms were pretty sore. He sighed as he moved his joints. “See, I’ve never been this nervous before a test before. I’m not sure what’s going on this time. I keep feeling like one less glance at the books and I’m going to miss something important.”

“It’s not just any ordinary test this time, is it?” Gu Fei put one hand on the back of Jiang Cheng’s neck to massage it. “I got a little something for you that arrived today. You should come get it with me after school.”

“What is it?” Jiang Cheng blinked, then leaned in closer and lowered his voice. “Don’t tell me you fucking went and bought some kind of indecent sex toy?”

“…Cheng-ge.” Gu Fei blinked back at him, then sighed as he answered just as quietly, “Do your fangirls know that your head is filled with such depravity?”

Jiang Cheng laughed. “I wasn’t serious.” 

“It’s a very normal present.” Gu Fei chuckled. “Really… I’m starting to realize how much more innocent I am than you, the way you always leap straight to the dirtiest conclusion.”

“Give me a break.” Jiang Cheng glanced around and added, even more quietly than before, “As if you’re short on tricks.”

“That’s different. I only have two modes,” Gu Fei said. “One is just thinking about it, and the other one is putting it into action. Unlike you.”

“…Right, of course. You’re so damn innocent.” Jiang Cheng nodded. “In that case, I only have one mode, and that’s talk.”

Gu Fei managed to keep it together for two whole seconds before he burst out laughing. Jiang Cheng giggled along with him all the way to the bathroom, where they ran into Lao-Xu coming out of the door just as they were walking in.

“You two seem happy.” Lao-Xu started laughing along with them, even though he had no idea what they were laughing about. “What’s the good news? Let me hear it too!”

“We’ve just been holding in piss for too long,” Gu Fei said as he rushed into the bathroom.

Jiang Cheng smiled at Lao-Xu. “Just got the giggles.”

“Hey, come by my office during the self-study period, okay?” said Lao-Xu. “I want to talk to you.”

“Okay,” Jiang Cheng replied. He figured Lao-Xu was going to ask him about the concert.

If Gu Fei didn’t want to join, then Jiang Cheng didn’t want to keep pushing him. He remembered how Gu Fei had skipped out on He Zhou’s basketball invitation, too. When Jiang Cheng had finally played a match with He Zhou and the others to let off some steam during the extra classes over the summer, Gu Fei didn’t even go watch.

That was why he didn’t want to say anything more this time, or to ask Gu Fei why. He’d always thought there was something off about Gu Fei that he couldn’t quite put a finger on, that he couldn’t figure out—not even now. And with the way Gu Fei always kept himself on the fringes of everything, Jiang Cheng didn’t actually have the courage to press the issue again.

Gu Fei had told him that he would be right there behind him, that he wasn’t going anywhere. That was all he needed.

Love was like that sometimes—just holding on to what you wanted was enough.

 

***

 

Lao-Xu sighed from behind his desk. “But you two are such close friends! You even joined the basketball tournament together. I thought he’d say yes if you talked to him.”

“He probably has his own ideas,” Jiang Cheng said, leaning against the edge of the desk.

“Then what about you?” Lao-Xu looked at him.

If Gu Fei isn’t up for it, then I probably won’t be either, Jiang Cheng had thought initially. Nothing about these kinds of performances in and of themselves piqued his interest. If Gu Fei didn’t want to join in, then he honestly didn’t want to bother. After all, rehearsals took time.

But the expectation shining in Lao-Xu’s eyes made him swallow those words.

Lao-Xu was a good teacher with a tragic inability to read the room. He gave wholeheartedly to his students in his own fumbling way, even though the results were pretty negligible. Jiang Cheng couldn’t ignore the kindness and care Lao-Xu had shown him since he arrived here.

After a few moments of hesitation, Jiang Cheng said, “I…can do it, but it’s been a long time since I touched a piano, and there’s not much time to rehearse these days…”

“Oh, that’s quite all right,” Lao-Xu said ecstatically. “Honestly, you don’t need to feel any pressure. See, I have my own selfish reasons. In all the classes I’ve taught, I’ve never met as good a kid as you. I’m just kind of proud… Do you have any other ideas for the performance? Do you still need a partner?”

“A partner?” Jiang Cheng hadn’t even considered what he wanted to play, but if Lao-Xu had wanted him to partner with Gu Fei before… He considered it, then said easily, “Let’s get someone to play the guitar, then.”

“Okay!” Lao-Xu stood up, a little too excitedly, and paced back and forth in front of his desk. “Let me think who else there is, let me think… Go back to class and study, I’ll let you know when I think of someone.”

Jiang Cheng didn’t talk about the performance with Gu Fei again, and Gu Fei didn’t ask.

 

***

 

After school, the two of them went straight to the convenience store. Gu Fei walked into the back room and came out with a cardboard box, placing it on the counter.

“I…” Jiang Cheng started laughing as soon as he saw what it was. “You’re so…adorable.”

He never would’ve guessed that Gu Fei would give him a U-shaped massager for his neck and shoulders.

“Here, give it a try.” Gu Fei opened the box. “Apparently it’s really good—almost like somebody is really kneading your shoulders.”

Jiang Cheng glanced back into the courtyard. Gu Fei’s mom was standing out there and talking on the phone. It made him a little uneasy.

“Go in the room,” Gu Fei said, giving him a little shove. “I told my mom I bought this for you.”

“Doesn’t she think it’s strange?” Jiang Cheng said as he went to sit down in the back room. “You buying this for your deskmate?”

“What’s so strange about that?” Gu Fei asked. “Li Yan bought me a foot-soaking tub once, complete with infrared lights and massaging functions… It was much weirder than this thing.”

Jiang Cheng laughed out loud. “You guys all have such fascinating ideas.”

Gu Fei took the massager out, draped it around Jiang Cheng’s shoulders, and turned it on. The massager instantly started making thumping sounds, and Jiang Cheng felt something drumming against his shoulder.

“What do you think?” Gu Fei bent down and studied his face. “Does it work? Can it get the right spots?”

“Mm-hmm.” Jiang Cheng nodded. This thing was actually pretty powerful; it really felt like someone was drumming against his shoulder. “It feels good… Can it go a little lower?”

Gu Fei shifted the massager. “Here?”

“Ah…” Jiang Cheng closed his eyes. “Yes, yes, ahh… Fuck, it really does feel good.”

“Can you not make those sounds?” Gu Fei complained.

Jiang Cheng went still for a moment. He opened his eyes and looked at Gu Fei.

“Stop moaning,” said Gu Fei.

A few seconds of silence elapsed where Jiang Cheng simply stared at Gu Fei. Then, he abruptly closed his eyes and moaned, “Ahh… Nnngh… Hah…” It sounded so convincing that Jiang Cheng wondered if he’d gotten into it a little too quickly.

Gu Fei stood frozen for a good while before he managed to say, “Uh… Fuck…?” 

Jiang Cheng opened his eyes and grinned. “What, right here?” 

“You really are asking for it!” Gu Fei said in quiet resignation. He turned to glance outside, then lunged over and grabbed Jiang Cheng, planting a series of firm kisses on his lips.

Jiang Cheng was just about to reach for Gu Fei’s crotch when Gu Fei’s mom suddenly shouted from outside, “Hey, Da-Fei! I’m going out nooow, okaaay?”

Gu Fei had closed the door to the small room earlier, but Jiang Cheng was still so startled that he almost slapped his own face in his scramble to draw his hand back.

Gu Fei didn’t answer. Instead of opening the door to go out, he flung open the curtains on the window.

The window of the room faced the side alley. As soon as the curtains were drawn, Jiang Cheng spotted a motorcycle parked outside. It took only a moment for Gu Fei’s mom to jump onto its back seat, grab the rider’s waist, and take off on the bike.

Even though it was quick, Jiang Cheng was still able to make out that the motorcyclist’s head was shaved on both sides, with a long ponytail at the back.

Jiang Cheng was a little stunned. “That’s…your mom’s new boyfriend?”

“Yup.” Gu Fei put the curtains back down. “It’s only her good luck that she’s gone all these years without getting trafficked into the mountains. Though maybe that’s because she exceeds their age requirement.”

Jiang Cheng almost laughed at that quip, but it was too depressing. Looking at Gu Fei’s profile, he thought he could understand what Gu Fei was feeling right now. He might even understand some of the things that had been plaguing him all this time.

Jiang Cheng’s phone rang. It took a while before he finally fished it out and looked at it.

Wang Jiuri.

“Hello?” Jiang Cheng answered.

“Jiang Cheng!” Wang Xu’s excited voice came over the receiver. “What do you think of me?!”

This was a baffling question to get totally out of the blue. Jiang Cheng paused, then answered earnestly, “I don’t really think of you.”

“Shit, don’t be like that!” Wang Xu exclaimed, a little worked up. “I can play the guitar pretty well! If you don’t believe me, I can play something for you right now… Just hold on, I’ll go get my guitar…”

“No, no, there’s no need.” Jiang Cheng was only just now grasping what Wang Xu was talking about. He glanced in Gu Fei’s direction. “Join me, then, if you want.”

“You don’t need to be nice just because we’re friends. I can send you a clip later,” Wang Xu said seriously. “You can get a sense of my guitar skills first.”

“…Sure,” Jiang Cheng answered.

“Hey.” Wang Xu lowered his voice. “What song should we do?”

“I’ll talk to you about it at school tomorrow,” Jiang Cheng said. “I haven’t decided yet.”

“No problem, you can check out my playing first!” Wang Xu said. “Though I do have a suggestion. Let’s not do anything too popular, there’s not really any point. You’re amazing at piano, right? So just pick something no one’s heard of…”

“I’ll talk to you tomorrow,” Jiang Cheng said, then hung up.

For some reason, even though Gu Fei was the one who didn’t want to participate, he still didn’t want to discuss this with someone else in front of him After all, this was something he’d originally wanted to do with Gu Fei. Not only were they not doing it together, but now Wang Jiuri had been thrown in the mix instead. Just thinking about it was a little upsetting.

“You’re…doing the show with Wang Xu?” Gu Fei asked.

“Oh. Yeah. Didn’t you say that he also plays the guitar?”

“He does.” Gu Fei nodded. “Though you’ll probably have to write down the chords for him. He can only play from the tabs.”

“Okay,” said Jiang Cheng.

Gu Fei’s words bummed him out even more. If he played with Wang Xu, the guitar section could only be basic chords at most. But if it was Gu Fei… Just going by Gu Fei’s composition skills, he could probably—

Gu Fei’s composition.

Gu Fei’s composition?

Jiang Cheng felt his eyes light up. He almost expected a light bulb to appear out of thin air above his own head. He looked up at Gu Fei, a smile spreading across his face.

“Hm?” Gu Fei looked back at him.

“Let’s just have some frozen dumplings. I have to go back and do homework after,” Jiang Cheng said.

“Sure,” said Gu Fei as he got up and walked out of the room. “What filling do you want?”

“Fennel,” Jiang Cheng said.

Gu Fei paused. “Don’t have that.” 

“Then…” Jiang Cheng pondered his second choice.

“I’ll go buy some,” Gu Fei said. “They have it over by the market. Wait here for me.”

Jiang Cheng was about to say No need to make a trip just for that, but Gu Fei was already out the door.

Tsk.

He got up and walked to the door to look outside. Gu Fei was already on his bicycle, riding to the market. Jiang Cheng stretched his arms over his head, then sat down behind the cash register. 

Tsk, tsk, tsk.

He had just sat down when Wang Xu’s message came in. It was a short video clip; the thumbnail was a shot of Wang Xu playing the guitar with a solemn expression on his face. Before Jiang Cheng could even open it, Wang Xu sent over a few other videos.

- some of these were recorded a while ago. take a listen

Jiang Cheng chuckled and opened the first one. To his surprise, Wang Xu wasn’t half bad. How would he measure up to Gu Fei, he wondered? But Wang Xu probably couldn’t compare. Gu Fei used to play in a band, after all, and he even wrote his own music… But he didn’t want to participate, so it was a moot point anyway… 

Well. If you were just looking at average guys who only ever picked up a guitar to impress girls, Wang Xu’s skills could be considered the cream of the crop.

The videos included clips of Wang Xu singing with his own accompaniment, as well as guitar solos. His singing was nothing to rave about, but his playing was pretty good.

 

***

 

Gu Fei practically flew to the market on his bike, bought the dumplings, and zipped right back to his store. Even though Jiang Cheng didn’t insist on having fennel dumplings, Gu Fei still wanted to make the trip. 

After Gu Fei refused to take part in the concert, Jiang Cheng hadn’t said another word about it. He hadn’t brought it up in his presence a single time in the days since. And while Gu Fei couldn’t quite guess what Jiang Cheng was thinking, he knew that his decision had upset him.

He didn’t know how to explain himself, so all he could do was try his best to smooth out Jiang Cheng’s ruffled feathers. If Jiang Cheng had said he was craving grilled meat from the barbecue restaurant downtown right now, he’d have flown there to buy it without a second of hesitation—some fennel dumplings were nothing. 

He could guess why Jiang Cheng wanted him to join in the performance. Jiang Cheng wasn’t someone who liked to show off in this particular area. He was only eager because it would be the two of them together, and because…

“You’re clearly so exceptional.” 

Jiang Cheng had told him this before. 

You’re clearly so exceptional.

Just as he felt proud of Jiang Cheng, Jiang Cheng was proud of him, too. But the more he felt Jiang Cheng’s pride, the more Gu Fei wanted to run away.

Some resolutions could not stand the test of hope. Even the faintest glimmer of light would plunge him into agony.

 

***

 

When he returned to the store, Jiang Cheng was sitting with his legs propped up on the counter as he scribbled something into a notebook, so engrossed that he didn’t even notice Gu Fei come in.

As Gu Fei drew closer, Jiang Cheng raised his head sharply and shut the notebook. “Damnit, how come you didn’t even make a sound?”

“How loud do I have to be to count as making a sound?” Gu Fei asked. He’d seen that Jiang Cheng was writing down music, and he couldn’t help but marvel at it. This overachiever could even make sheet music look ugly. “Does somebody coming in and hauling away all the merchandise count as making a sound?”

“Go ahead and try. See if I can hear it,” Jiang Cheng said with a laugh. He seemed to be in a pretty good mood. Gu Fei reached out and stroked Jiang Cheng’s face, then walked to the kitchen in the back to cook the dumplings.

“What’s Gu Miao going to eat?” Jiang Cheng asked, following him.

“She’ll make her way here later when she gets hungry. I’ll just save some for her,” Gu Fei said.

“Oh.” Jiang Cheng turned back into the store with a spring in his step.

Gu Fei was suddenly a little curious. He wondered what kind of music Jiang Cheng was writing that put him in such a good mood… Or was it Wang Xu who’d put him in such a good mood?

…Unlikely.

If that was really the case, he’d have to seek Wang Xu out for a little chat.

After the dumplings, Jiang Cheng gathered his stuff and got ready to head back to his apartment. “Are you coming over tonight?”

“Yep.” Gu Fei nodded. “I’ll come after Er-Miao’s asleep.”

“Seriously?” Jiang Cheng lowered his voice. “The way you keep sneaking out every night, are you sure she hasn’t noticed?”

“She hasn’t,” Gu Fei assured him. “And it’s not every night… I kind of wish it was.”

Laughing, Jiang Cheng leaned over and nuzzled his nose gently against Gu Fei’s cheek, then went to pick up his backpack. “Bring me something to eat when you come over tonight.”

“Okay.” Gu Fei grabbed his arm and pulled him in. “Give me a kiss before you leave.”

“Hey, hey, hey.” Jiang Cheng glanced out the door nervously. “Remember where you are.”

Gu Fei turned back to look outside. He didn’t see anyone there, so he leaned in and bit down on Jiang Cheng’s neck.

“Day after day like this…” Jiang Cheng touched his neck. “A bite here and a nibble there—maybe next time you can put some sauce on it for flavor.”

“Good idea.” Gu Fei squinted slightly and looked him up and down, his gaze stopping just below his belly. “Chocolate sauce, then. Or peanut butter. Or mayonnaise…”

“Fuck off!” Realizing what he meant, Jiang Cheng pointed a finger at him and chided, “And you call me shameless!”

“I’m not all talk—I follow my words with action.” Gu Fei pulled out a cigarette and put it between his lips. “No fucking time like the present. Let’s do it tonight.”




Chapter 86

 

JIANG CHENG LAY with his face down on the pillow, his eyes closed. “We should change the sheets,” he said.

“Mm.” 

“What time is it?” Jiang Cheng asked, his eyes still closed.

“Not eleven o’clock yet. M’lord still has time to study.”

Jiang Cheng sighed and climbed out of bed. Standing beside it, he glanced back at the bed again. “You. Change the sheets. Now.”

Gu Fei nodded, leaning against the headboard. “Okay.”

“Get going!” Jiang Cheng clapped his hands beside Gu Fei’s head. “Move it!”

The sound made Gu Fei jump. “…Where’d you learn to do that?! Did I not move enough for you just now?”

“Fuck off.” Jiang Cheng grabbed his pajamas to go for a shower.

“Want me to make you a sandwich?” Gu Fei called after him.

“Sure,” Jiang Cheng said as he walked out of the bedroom.

“What sauce do you want on it? Mayonnaise, ketchup, or…”

Jiang Cheng turned round. “Nothing!” he yelled. He could hear Gu Fei’s laughter coming from the bedroom. “I’ll smack you if you keep laughing!” 

Gu Fei’s laughter immediately quieted down.

 

***

 

After Jiang Cheng’s shower—or rather, after he finished washing all manner of sauces off his body—he went back to his bedroom to find that Gu Fei had already changed the sheets. The well-seasoned bedding from before was folded neatly on a stool.

Next to his pile of study materials on the desk was a plain ham and lettuce sandwich, with a glass of milk sitting beside it.

“I’m going to shower now,” Gu Fei said.

“Okay.” Jiang Cheng sat down at the desk and grabbed the plate.

He liked to have snacks at night when he studied. Probably due to his extensive brain use, he always felt hungry and sleepy around eleven p.m., and he couldn’t keep studying until he had something to eat. That was true now, especially since he hadn’t just exerted his brain, but his body as well.

But when he picked up the sandwich, he took one look at it and put it down again. Two slices of bread, with nothing but ham and lettuce in the middle—Gu Fei had held strictly to his orders and didn’t put any condiments on it. But a sandwich like this was…

Completely and utterly unappetizing!

It even looked bland.

Plain bread without any mayonnaise or butter was totally inedible, even if there was meat and lettuce on it! It looked horrible! It looked like it would taste horrible, too!

However… Jiang Cheng glanced at the jars beside him.

Tsk, tsk, tsk, tsk!

Damnit. It felt like he was looking at porn.

Yes, the spreads they’d been using for their dirty activities had no direct correlation with the sauces in these jars, and they hadn’t used mayonnaise or butter… Still, it was a little difficult to swallow. As soon as he opened his mouth, he was reminded of the lewd scenes.

Ever since he, an overachiever, started hanging out with a delinquent, he’d slid further and further into the abyss of debauchery. No wonder teachers and parents had always advised against mixing good students and slackers together. Just look at what happened!

By the time Gu Fei had finished showering and came back to the bedroom, Jiang Cheng was still staring at the jars, spacing out.

“I bought some yogurt drinks, too.” Gu Fei got out more bread, piled on some ham and lettuce, then quickly slathered some mayonnaise on it and took a big bite. “They’re in the fridge. Want some?”

“Ah.” Jiang Cheng looked at him. “Pretty good appetite you got there, huh?”

“These aren’t the same ones I was using.” Gu Fei pointed at the jars. “I was using blueberry jam and orange marmalade, and I scooped them out first, too. It’s not like I—”

“Gu Fei,” Jiang Cheng said, looking at him earnestly, “shut up.”

Gu Fei grinned at him and didn’t say anything else. He finished his own sandwich in a few quick bites. Then, he pulled over the plate in front of Jiang Cheng, spread some mayonnaise and butter onto the bread, and handed it back to him. Jiang Cheng sighed and took a bite. He really was hungry. Watching Gu Fei eat only made him hungrier.

Now that he’d had his snack, Jiang Cheng turned on the lamp, flopped over the desk, and started to toil away.

Gu Fei turned off the light. He sat at the head of the bed and propped his arms on the desk, watching Jiang Cheng.

“Do you wanna copy my homework?” Jiang Cheng asked, tossing his just-finished pages to Gu Fei.

“I’ll copy it tomorrow morning after I get up,” said Gu Fei. “I’m way too sleepy right now.”

“Your stamina is a little lacking, huh, my lord?” Jiang Cheng said as he went through a worksheet. “And you have the audacity to smoke a post-coital cigarette?”

Gu Fei chuckled. “I didn’t today.” 

“Ah… I forgot, too.” Jiang Cheng sighed. “Maybe I should smoke one to make up for it after this page.”

Watching him, Gu Fei collapsed in giggles.

 

***

 

Jiang Cheng was actually laser-focused once he started studying, especially with the worksheets Pan Zhi had given him. They were much more difficult than the ones from Fourth High, and it felt more satisfying to solve them.

He finally looked up again after he’d finished a set of questions, stretching his neck muscles and glancing over at Gu Fei. Gu Fei was still sitting at the head of the bed with his arm resting on the desk, but he was already asleep.

Jiang Cheng rose as quietly as he could, then walked out into the living room with a cigarette in his mouth.

It was fully dark outside now. Nearly all the lights from other homes had gone out, leaving the view painted in the yellow glow of a lone streetlamp outside.

Jiang Cheng lit the cigarette and leaned on the windowsill. It had been a while since he came here, but every time he noticed the scenery around him, he still felt a vague sense of unfamiliarity. Occasionally, he still felt like it wasn’t real.

The past few months hadn’t been that eventful, but every single thing that’d happened was vivid enough for him to remember for the rest of his life. At times, he marveled at how he’d come to move from a large, bustling city, a key high school, a not at all warm or comforting but at least outwardly normal family, to this place. He’d gone from utter chaos to having nothing. Then, to… 

Turning, he glanced toward the bedroom and saw the haze of warm light from the open door.

Jiang Cheng stubbed out the cigarette, washed up, and returned to his desk.

Gu Fei was still asleep in the same position. Jiang Cheng leaned over and gently tapped Gu Fei’s lips with his finger. There was no reaction. He reached out his finger again and poked the tip of Gu Fei’s nose ever so lightly. Still, Gu Fei didn’t move. With a smile tugging on his lips, Jiang Cheng reached out again for the spot between Gu Fei’s brows.

Gu Fei suddenly lifted a single eyelid. “Cheng-ge,” he said, his voice groggy with sleep. “I want to tell you something.”

“Ah.” Jiang Cheng immediately withdrew his hand. “Did I wake you?”

“I wasn’t asleep.” Gu Fei closed his eye again. “I was just resting my eyes.”

“Huh!” Jiang Cheng clicked his tongue. “I’ve been studying all night and haven’t rested my eyes at all, but you’ve strained yours just from dicking around on your phone?”

“No, from watching you.” Gu Fei smiled and picked up his phone to check the time. “You should get some sleep, Cheng-ge. It’s already past midnight.”

“I’ll go to sleep at exactly one a.m.,” said Jiang Cheng. “You should go to sleep properly. Don’t just rest your eyes.”

“Mm.” Gu Fei scooted down on the bed and laid his head on the pillow.

In the end, Jiang Cheng didn’t close his books until one thirty. He turned the lamp off and felt his way to the bed in the dark. He figured Gu Fei was probably deeply asleep by now, so he climbed into bed carefully for fear of waking him.

As soon as he lay down, Gu Fei rolled over and wrapped him in his arms. “Finally. It’s way past one o’clock.”

Jiang Cheng touched his arm. “…I thought you were already asleep.” 

“I was.” Gu Fei buried his face in Jiang Cheng’s shoulder. “Told you I left a single nerve up for you.”

“Go back to sleep, then.” Jiang Cheng smiled. “Good night.”

Gu Fei knocked his teeth gently against Jiang Cheng’s shoulder. “Good night.” 

 

***

 

Wang Xu placed a lot of importance on this opportunity to perform on stage—rather, he was excited about the chance to show off on stage. The first thing he did when he got to school in the morning was pull Jiang Cheng out into the corridor.

“I asked Lao-Xu for the key to the music room. There’s a piano in there. I brought my guitar, too,” he said. “Let’s stay in at lunch today. We can just grab a bite before practice?”

Wang Xu’s feverish enthusiasm had Jiang Cheng utterly overwhelmed. “I…I haven’t finished putting together the composition. How about next—”

“Lunchtime!” Wang Xu insisted. “I don’t need your sheet music, anyway. Just tell me my part.”

Jiang Cheng sighed. “Your bit is just chords, but I don’t know how to write guitar tabs…”

“Play it for me, and I can note it down myself,” said Wang Xu. “Lunchtime it is. Don’t you go running off at noon! You and Gu Fei disappear every day as soon as class ends… If you two really are so inseparable, make him come to the music room and listen.”

Jiang Cheng could only murmur in agreement. He didn’t keep trying to bargain with Wang Xu, afraid that he would come out with more nerve-racking observations. Captain Wang Jiuri knew a little too much. It was a good thing his mind was a string or two short of a full fretboard, otherwise Jiang Cheng would have had to consider silencing him permanently. 

As soon as class let out for the morning, Jiang Cheng saw Wang Xu standing outside the front door of the classroom, staring at him from the distance.

“Go eat with Wang Xu, then,” Gu Fei said, glancing over at the door. “I have to go home and edit anyway. I’ve got photos due this afternoon.”

Jiang Cheng nodded. “All right.” He didn’t let on that he was going to play Gu Fei’s composition. There was a special significance to it, he felt, so he wanted it to be a little surprise for him.

Frankly, he was quite impressed with himself. He’d only heard it once, but he’d been able to pretty much write the music down from memory alone. No doubt there would be some differences in the details, but transposing it for the piano meant it couldn’t be exactly the same, anyway…

For lunch, Wang Xu dragged him to the pizza place across the street. He didn’t even let him go get something to drink from the shop next door before yanking him back to school, dragging him straight to the music room like they were going into battle.

To be honest, if Wang Xu hadn’t mentioned it, he wouldn’t know that Fourth High even had a music room. He was surprised to find that there were quite a few other instruments in there besides the piano.

“Here.” Wang Xu flipped open the lid of the piano. “Play a few bars for me first. What are we playing?”

Jiang Cheng didn’t answer. He suddenly realized he didn’t know what Gu Fei’s song was called, but that didn’t matter.

“Untitled,” Jiang Cheng said as he sat down on the bench.

“…Never heard of it.” Wang Xu blinked, then quickly leaned on the piano with anticipation on his face. “Play it for me. Maybe I’ve heard it before but didn’t know it was called ‘Untitled.’”

“You definitely haven’t heard it before.” The moment Jiang Cheng rested his hands on the keys, a familiar yet foreign feeling spread from his fingers to the rest of his body. 

How long has it been? All this time, he hadn’t so much as looked at a piano, let alone touched one. Seeing the staggered strips of black and white before him now, he felt an indescribable mix of emotions stir at each touch of his fingertips on the keys.

He sat there spacing out for a long moment.

“Um, Jiang Cheng?” Wang Xu looked at him with knitted brows. “Don’t tell me you were fucking lying? Do you really know how to play?”

Jiang Cheng shot him a sidelong glance. Without another word, he swept his fingers over the keys, playing a brief scale to warm up his fingers and remember the feeling.

Wang Xu nodded in relief. “Looking pretty legit. Honestly, you don’t seem like the type to play piano. Maybe you can start off with ‘Twinkle Twinkle Little Star’ first?”

Jiang Cheng glanced at him. “Maybe you can get out of here first?” he retorted. “If you have so much to say, why don’t you go find someone to talk to?”

Wang Xu shut up.

Jiang Cheng stared down at his fingers and took a deep breath. Closing his eyes, he exhaled before letting his fingers fall on the keys. The first note immediately took him into the scene Gu Fei had sketched with his music.

Stepping into thin air, about to take flight

I look up and I’m lost, I look down to see your face

And you tell me this world is an empty place…

You say “one, two, three,”

Breaking what’s gone by,

The way back home fades, blown apart by the wind

Do you see me sing out?

You say “one, two, three,”

Turn around and listen

To the panic wiped out…

Jiang Cheng didn’t look at the sheet music as he played. It wasn’t a long piece, and he had just written it out from memory, so he could play the whole thing with his eyes closed.

He hadn’t used to enjoy playing piano. Every time his fingers touched the keys, the unique sensation would fill his head with unpleasant and increasingly numbed memories. But today was a little different. Perhaps the melody flowing through his hands carried Gu Fei’s essence, or perhaps something in him had changed. He got lost in the melody. Not even a few fumbles here and there took him out of his immersion.

After the final note, he lifted his fingers and stared at the black and white keys in front of him for a long time, not moving a muscle.

An enthusiastic round of applause rang out from behind him. Jiang Cheng jumped and whipped his head around to see Lao-Xu standing in the doorway, looking ecstatic.

“Shit, Xu-zong! What are you doing here?” Wang Xu was also startled by his sudden appearance, but he soon joined with his own applause. “Bravo! Jiang Cheng, you really are…astonishing. What a surprise! How unexpected! Bravo!”

“What’s this piece called?” Lao-Xu asked as he walked over. “I don’t think I’ve heard it before.”

“You probably haven’t heard of a lot of them, have you, sir?” Wang Xu said smugly, as if he’d suddenly found a small sense of superiority.

“Tell me, then—what’s it called?” Lao-Xu asked humbly.

“It’s called… It’s called ‘Untitled’!” Wang Xu exclaimed. He turned to Jiang Cheng. “Hey, Jiang Cheng, wanna tell Lao-Xu about it?”

“‘Untitled’?” Lao-Xu blinked. “Is there a piano piece with that title? Who’s the composer?”

“Um…” Jiang Cheng hesitated. He thought it would be a little too slapdash to simply name it ‘Untitled,’ but he didn’t want to ask Gu Fei about it, either. “The title hasn’t been…decided.”

“Not decided?” Wang Xu said, stunned. After a long pause, he finally said, “Don’t tell me you wrote this yourself! The fuck?”

“Oh, no. No.” Jiang Cheng waved the thought off. “It wasn’t me.”

“Then why is the title undecided?” Lao-Xu pressed.

Jiang Cheng suddenly felt a little apprehensive. Knowing Gu Fei, he wasn’t sure if it would be appropriate to come out and tell Wang Xu and Lao-Xu who wrote it. “Let’s rehearse first,” he said, pointedly avoiding Lao-Xu’s question. “I’ll…tell you later.”

“Hey!” Wang Xu yelled, a little unhappily. “Trying to keep secrets from me again?!”

Jiang Cheng looked at him. “Huh?”

“Ugh, Jiang Cheng, you’re the worst… Fine. I’m going to the bathroom.” Wang Xu turned around grumpily and stalked out of the music room. “You can tell Xu-zong in private. Geez! Keeping secrets from your own duet partner… You just have to keep everything from me…”

Jiang Cheng opened his mouth, watching his retreating figure, but didn’t manage to make a sound.

Lao-Xu sat down beside him, seeming to vibrate with excitement. “Did you write it yourself?” he asked.

“It really wasn’t me,” said Jiang Cheng.

“Then who?” Lao-Xu asked, eyeing him in anticipation.

Still, Jiang Cheng was silent. At last, he said, “If you need to submit information for the program, just put my name down for the arrangement.”

Lao-Xu was quiet for a long moment. “Is it…Gu Fei?” he asked haltingly. Jiang Cheng turned and stared at him in shock. “Is it? It is!” Lao-Xu stared back at him. “I knew that kid used to play in a band when he was in middle school, but I never asked him about it. It’s way too hard to get through to that kid, way too hard…”

“Wha—” Jiang Cheng was still shocked. “Sir, how do you know he played in a band?”

Lao-Xu sighed. “I make an effort to get to know every single one of you students so I can live up to my duty as your teacher. The band was something Gu Fei’s mom mentioned to me once, otherwise I wouldn’t even have known that he could play the guitar.”

Jiang Cheng didn’t know what to say to that, so he kept quiet.

“Gu Fei is a good kid; it’s just so hard to communicate with him. I’ve failed him in that regard as a homeroom teacher.” Lao-Xu pressed on a piano key, suddenly seeming a little dejected. “Everyone always says to never give up on any student, but it’s so hard to hold on to every single one… For a kid like Gu Fei, I could fall over myself trying to win him over, but I still can’t get through to him…”

Jiang Cheng still didn’t say a word. This time, he really didn’t know how to respond. He hadn’t expected Lao-Xu to open up to a student like this. It was awkward, but he also felt a little wistful.

“I’ve seen the photos Gu Fei takes,” Lao-Xu said. “What a talented kid! Such talent! It would be a shame for him to keep wasting his life the way he does.”

Jiang Cheng was at a loss for words. All he could do was sigh quietly along with Lao-Xu.

When Wang Xu came back, Lao-Xu rose from the bench and sat down on a nearby chair. “Go ahead with your rehearsal. I want to listen.”

“I don’t even know the music yet,” said Wang Xu. After a trip to the bathroom, all his grumpiness was gone. His excitement rose all over again as he picked up his guitar. “Play the chords for me, Jiang Cheng. Just tell me when to come in.”

“Okay.” Jiang Cheng pulled out the music he wrote and marked down the chords for Wang Xu, then played it once through for him. If Wang Xu ever paid half as much attention in class as he was right now, Lao-Xu would have probably burst into tears on the spot.

Once he’d memorized his part, Wang Xu tried playing through it a couple of times. “Like this, right?” he asked.

“Yeah.” Jiang Cheng nodded. “Let’s try it together.”

As Wang Xu strummed his guitar along to the piano, Lao-Xu stood up in delight and walked closer to stand beside them. After a few bars, Jiang Cheng stopped to mark down some changes on the sheet.

“Shit.” Wang Xu ran his finger over the strings absentmindedly. “I suddenly feel like a master.”

“I’m the master,” Jiang Cheng told him.

Wang Xu laughed. “You know, you really are shameless sometimes.”

Jiang Cheng swept a glance over him. “I can afford to be.” 

“Shit, can you try being a little more modest?” Wang Xu looked at him. “What am I supposed to say to that?”

“You don’t have to say anything.” Jiang Cheng set the music back on the stand. “All right. Let’s try that again.”

Wang Xu was a failure as a class tyrant, but as a part of an instrumental duo, he wasn’t bad. He reacted quickly enough, and the only mistake he ever made was occasionally coming in half a beat late.

“How was that?!” Wang Xu gesticulated wildly as they came out of the music room. “What do you think?!”

Jiang Cheng nodded. “Pretty good.” 

“Damn, I’m parched. I’m gonna go buy a drink. Want me to bring something back for you?” Wang Xu said. “What do you want?”

“Lime black tea,” Jiang Cheng said. “Thanks.”

Wang Xu turned to Lao-Xu. “What about you, Xu-zong?” 

“I’m going back to my office for my own tea,” Lao-Xu said. “I can’t drink that stuff you kids like. One sip and the sugary taste stays in my mouth all afternoon.”

Wang Xu went off to buy the drinks, and Jiang Cheng walked with Lao-Xu. When Lao-Xu turned to head to his office, Jiang Cheng called out after him, “Xu-zong?”

“Yeah?” Lao-Xu turned around.

“Arrangement and performance by Jiang Cheng, guitar by Wang Xu,” Jiang Cheng said. “That’s it. I’ll think of a title for the song and tell you in the next couple of days.”

“Oh.” Lao-Xu nodded, looking a little disappointed. “Sure. Okay.”

Jiang Cheng stuck his hands in his pockets and shuffled slowly to class.

The title of the piece… What should it be?

The melody felt at the same time elusive and repressed, and the lyrics evoked the same feeling. Listening to it made him feel an urge to violently shatter the restraints that held him down from all sides and break free.

He had made some changes to the music when he wrote it down. Some parts he couldn’t remember very clearly, and some parts felt too repressive. When he played it, there were a few places where he wanted to press down hard on the keys, to swing the notes up, to cry out.

I want to run wild without a care

In your eyes.

I want one look to last

A lifetime.

He took out his phone and called Lao-Xu. “Xu-zong,” he said, “the piece is called ‘Run Wild.’”




Chapter 87

 

IT SEEMED LIKE EVERY SENIOR class aside from Class Eight was participating in this year’s sports festival. The reason there weren’t any athletes from Class Eight wasn’t because they were all working hard to prepare for the university entrance exams—it was simply because Class Eight had exactly zero chance of winning any event. The way they’d played in the last basketball tournament would probably go down in the school annals as the one and only time the underdogs struck back.

Even so, Gu Fei was excited. The event spanned three days from Friday to Sunday, which meant that, starting this afternoon, he could skip class with the excuse of watching the games. During the self-study period on Friday afternoon and extra classes over the weekend, it would be a miracle if even ten out of fifty people showed up.

All morning, the loudspeakers on campus broadcast updates on the results of various events, including the announcement scripts each class had drafted, which all sounded more or less the same. Gu Fei thought it was no different from the announcements he’d heard in elementary school.

On this crisp autumn day, we welcome the something-eth annual Fourth High sports festival. Colorful flags flutter in our field, crowds are converging, and excitement is in the air! Our students are all full of anticipation to show off their skills and secure honor for their class. Just take a look at the racetrack and see the hundred-meter dash…

“You’re not coming back to school this afternoon, are you?” Jiang Cheng asked from beside him.

“Nah.” Gu Fei turned to him. “I’m gonna try to take a set of photos this weekend—street scenes. The weather’s been nice lately, so I wanna walk around in the afternoons.”

“Is it for a magazine?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“Yeah, some newfangled thing. I know one of the editors—he came from around here. I used to take photography lessons from him,” Gu Fei said quietly. “It’s a pretty big spread this time, so if they use it, it’ll be good money.”

“That’s great!” Jiang Cheng looked even happier than Gu Fei. “Is there a theme?”

“‘The hidden side of the small industrial city.’ Shuttered factories, laid-off workers, that kind of stuff,” Gu Fei said. “I feel like it’s tailor-made for the steelworks.”

“Will you still be taking photos tomorrow?” Jiang Cheng asked. “I wanna come along and watch.”

“Watch me, or watch me take photos?” Gu Fei teased.

“Mostly you, and your photos on the side.” Jiang Cheng grinned. “I’ll try to keep a low profile.”

Gu Fei nodded, smiling back. “All right.”

The award ceremony and concert were scheduled for Sunday afternoon. For the last couple of days, Wang Xu had been dragging Jiang Cheng off to practice every chance he got. He was very enthusiastic and determined when it came to showing off, especially since this time he was going to be showing off something positive. It’d be a big help with leveling up Yi Jing’s opinion of him.

Gu Fei wondered how Jiang Cheng was going to find the time to watch him take photos, but he didn’t ask.

He still hadn’t brought up the concert to Jiang Cheng, not even once. He figured that if he did, it would inevitably lead to the question of why he didn’t want to participate, and there was no right way to answer that. 

Besides, his boyfriend had ordained that if he really didn’t want to talk about something, he should keep it to himself and keep it well. He had no choice but to comply.

 

***

 

Jiang Cheng didn’t skip the extra class on Saturday, but looking at Gu Fei’s empty seat beside him made him feel a little empty inside.

The majority of the seats in the classroom were just as empty. Most of his peers were either downstairs watching the games or had snuck out of school to hang out. But even if the whole class was empty, he wouldn’t have felt anything. His eyes just kept flitting back and forth between the lectern and the Gu Fei-less seat beside him.

It was a little scary if he stopped to think about it. Only a day or two without seeing Gu Fei, and he was already experiencing withdrawal. What about after the university entrance exams next year, when they’d probably have to be apart…? He wasn’t afraid of a long-distance relationship, but he was very afraid of turning around and not seeing Gu Fei there. 

He figured this kind of panic and melodrama was probably common in a first romance, especially at the start of a first romance.

Tsk.

How powerful it had to be, to turn a full-grown guy into a total wuss who did nothing but think about his boyfriend all day long.

And where was his boyfriend?

Out taking pictures, that’s where. Who knew if he’d thought about anything other than composition and lighting and whatnot the whole morning. 

His phone vibrated. Jiang Cheng glanced down. A message from Good Little Bunny.

- Wanna see some photos?

- duh. show me

So Good Little Bunny sent over a few photos. Just a glance had Jiang Cheng stunned.

The photos showed a few dilapidated buildings. In the sun, shards of broken glass reflected scattered flecks of light. Miscellaneous junk was strewn haphazardly across the rooftop, but it didn’t look dirty, only sad. The scene was bleak and quiet under the sunlight, and there were no signs of life.

Jiang Cheng was very familiar with this place. It was where the Steelworks Morons had gone hurdling. And Gu Fei must’ve taken the photo from the rooftop where Jiang Cheng hid.

- you went all the way there?

- Yup. Look what I found.

Good Little Bunny sent him another picture. It showed Gu Fei’s outstretched hand, and in his palm was a walnut. Jiang Cheng was a little shocked. He must’ve dropped it on the rooftop when he was taking walnuts out of the bag, and after all this time, Gu Fei had found it.

Not to mention…

- you have such pretty hands

- …Is that relevant? Overachiever?

Jiang Cheng laughed at himself. He looked through the photos again, then sent another message.
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- how many did you find?

- Two. I’m keeping them

- they must’ve gone bad already, what are you keeping those for

- They won’t rot if I preserve them. Then I can look at them whenever I miss you

Jiang Cheng stared at the message for a long time. It took Lao-Lu bellowing at Wang Xu to shake his mind back to the present. He swiftly typed a reply.

- you can look at ME whenever you miss me. what good are walnuts?

- Send me a pic of yourself then. I miss you already

Jiang Cheng hesitated for a moment and opened up his camera app. He might have been a narcissistic overachiever, but he rarely took selfies, especially in class. He had never done such a dorky thing before. Then again, when he was with Gu Fei, he’d done more than his fair share of dorky things, so what was one more? 

When he flipped the camera to the front view, the abrupt appearance of his nostrils and a gigantic chin almost made him drop his phone. He nearly shit bricks. 

Front-facing cameras really were the perfect stealth weapon.

After he’d gathered himself, Jiang Cheng set the phone on the desk in front of him. He might not have been a frequent selfie taker, but he understood very well which angles flattered him best. And right now he was the only student in the back row, so he didn’t have to worry about anyone seeing him. He angled his face for the camera and pressed the shutter. 

It made an audible click-clack sound.

Lao-Lu had just finished one of his tirades, and so the few students left in the classroom were quieter than usual. To Jiang Cheng’s ears, the shutter sound rang like a clap of thunder.

Clickity-BOOM!

Clackity-BANG!

It probably wasn’t quite as loud to his classmates, but several people turned around all the same. Jiang Cheng quickly flipped his phone down onto the desk and stared straight ahead, fixing a stoic expression onto his face.

Zhou Jing chose this moment to turn around. “Jiang Cheng. Hey, Jiang Cheng, are you taking…”

Upon reflection, Jiang Cheng realized it was unfortunate that he had overlooked Zhou Jing’s presence. As someone sitting one row in front of him—not to mention someone who was bored out of his mind—he wouldn’t be Zhou Jing if he didn’t turn around and ask.

Before Zhou Jing could finish his sentence, Jiang Cheng picked up his English textbook to swat him with it. “Shut up.”

“I—!” Zhou Jing blinked, a shocked expression frozen on his face. 

“ZHOU JING!” Lao-Lu roared from the front of the class. “WHAT ARE YOU DOING?! TRYING TO TAKE PRIVATE LESSONS FROM THE OVERACHIEVER?! WELL, A ROUND OF APPLAUSE FOR YOU! GO ON, MAYBE YOU CAN GO STAND BESIDE MR. JIANG THERE SO YOU CAN LEARN UP CLOSE!”

Zhou Jing quickly turned back and flopped down on his desk, scribbling furiously.

 

***

 

Jiang Cheng couldn’t even bear to look too closely at how the selfie turned out before he sent it to Gu Fei. 

- hope you appreciate this photo, i went through a lot to get it

Then he reached into Gu Fei’s desk drawer, took out a piece of chocolate, and tossed it onto Zhou Jing’s desk.

- Cheng-ge, your skills are only fit for taking photos of yourself. No one else’s face could survive this treatment

- you’re such a suck-up

A few minutes later, Gu Fei sent him another photo. Jiang Cheng took one quick look before saving the picture into the folder on his phone titled “Gu Feifei.”

It was a backlit silhouette of Gu Fei’s profile. Jiang Cheng couldn’t see his expression, but he could see the bright background, Gu Fei’s straight nose, slightly parted mouth, elegant jaw, and the tiny burst of exposure between his lips…

The difference between his own selfie and Gu Fei’s was as dramatic as comparing buyers’ photos to sellers’ photos.

Although of course, Gu Fei was using a DSLR. 

 

***

 

Gu Fei was still out taking photos at lunchtime, but he sent a message to report on his progress. Looking at this itinerary, Jiang Cheng figured he would be lucky to finish by dinnertime.

Not that he could have eaten lunch with Gu Fei anyway. As soon as the bell rang, Wang Xu was at his side, urging, “Come on, let’s go! I sat here bored out of my mind for a whole morning just to get two hours of practice in with you at lunch.”

“I thought you came to stare at Yi Jing,” Jiang Cheng remarked, stacking his textbooks together and standing up.

He remembered Pan Zhi had recently posted a set of pictures to his Moments lamenting his tragic senior year of high school spent chained to his desk, studying. Every desk in that classroom was stacked high with enough books to bury a person. It made Jiang Cheng feel a surge of panic.

In Class Eight’s classroom, on the other hand, his own desk stood out. A stranger peeking in would think all the books in the room had been piled onto his desk alone. There were so many study materials and textbooks that they overflowed onto Gu Fei’s side. There were probably fewer than twenty students with a stacked desk like this in their entire grade, let alone this one classroom.

Wang Xu looked at him. “This is my last chance to make my mark,” he said. “A handsome overachiever like you wouldn’t understand how I feel.”

“Let’s go,” said Jiang Cheng. “Don’t waste time. I still have to study in the afternoon.”

“Okay, but Jiang Cheng…” Wang Xu followed him out of the classroom. “Are you planning to toil away like this right up until the big exams? That’s months away. If I were you, I’d burn out for sure.”

“Which is why you’re not me,” Jiang Cheng retorted.

There wasn’t much else to work on for their performance. Wang Xu had dug up a whole lifetime’s worth of concentration and brainpower for this one chance to show off. He was now able to accurately accompany Jiang Cheng, and he even inserted a guitar solo in the middle in addition to the chords Jiang Cheng had given him.

“Don’t be nervous tomorrow,” Wang Xu told him. “Mistakes happen when you get nervous. If you can’t find the right spot to come in when I’m playing this part, just watch for my signal.”

“That’s okay,” Jiang Cheng sighed. “I know where to come in without even listening.”

“Pfft, sure you do,” Wang Xu scoffed.

“No need to fight me.” Jiang Cheng glanced at him. “You just have to accept defeat.”

“Shit.” Wang Xu didn’t know what else to say, so he plucked his guitar strings a few times to express his displeasure. A moment later, he looked up and said excitedly, “Hey, let’s get Gu Fei to take some photos of us tomorrow with his fancy camera.”

Jiang Cheng blinked. “Hm?” If Wang Xu hadn’t brought it up, he never would’ve thought about it. But was it really a good idea to join an event Gu Fei didn’t want to participate in, collaborate with someone else, and then get Gu Fei to take pictures?

It was true that Gu Fei was the one who didn’t want to join in the first place, but he still couldn’t bring himself to ask him to take pictures of them…

“The school probably have their own photographer, right?” Jiang Cheng said. “And look how excited Lao-Xu is. He’ll probably take some pictures too.”

“How can the school’s camera compare to Gu Fei’s?!” Wang Xu exclaimed. “Anyway, he only bought that camera to look cool. He’s never had anything to show for it. It’s a great opportunity for him to put that camera to work.”

“…We’ll see.” Jiang Cheng thought about it, then added, “For a performance like this, movement is more interesting than still photos. You have to combine the music and the performance to convey the full experience. When it comes to showing off, your main focus shouldn’t be on the photos, it should be the live performance.”

“Ah, really?” Wang Xu seemed a little dazed.

“Yi Jing will be sitting right there in front of the stage,” Jiang Cheng said. “Do you think she’ll be interested in photos of your performance after the fact? She won’t be able to hear anything just looking at a photo. Isn’t it more important to have her attention when she’s watching you in that moment?”

“Ah, right! She’s gonna be sitting right there watching!” Wang Xu slapped his own thigh. “Fuck me! She’ll be sitting right there!”

“…Don’t tell me you never realized that before.” Jiang Cheng got the feeling that if he knocked on Wang Xu’s head right now, he’d probably hear an echo.

“I knew it this whole time, but when you put it like that…” Wang Xu rubbed his leg. “I’m a little nervous—no, excited.”

Jiang Cheng sighed. “Let’s play it through one more time. Then I have to go study.”

 

***

 

There were no official classes scheduled for the afternoon, only self-study periods. The teachers parked themselves at the front of the classroom in case anyone wanted to ask questions. Most of the time, only Yi Jing and a couple of other students would take them up on it. The teachers were always as lonely as a cloud.

Jiang Cheng had gone up a few times to ask questions before, too, but not today. Today he was slouched over his desk, memorizing passages. Well, half of his brain was memorizing passages; the other half was lost in a maze of contemplation.

Yi Jing would watch Wang Xu from the audience. On the surface, it seemed like he was giving his all just to show off, but the truth was Wang Xu was performing for her eyes only. It was kind of romantic.

Gu Fei would probably be watching from the audience too. Even if he didn’t participate, he would at least come watch. But Jiang Cheng couldn’t imagine what expression Gu Fei would wear as he watched, or how he might feel sitting in the crowd.

Jiang Cheng had never done something like this before, and he doubted that Gu Fei had experienced anything similar. They would make a memory of it, then. Remember that time when I played the music you wrote? Remember when you were my audience?

“You two will be the third ones up.” Lao-Xu showed Jiang Cheng the program. “All the senior students’ performances are scheduled for the beginning. Don’t be nervous! Give them a good show!”

“Mm.” Jiang Cheng swept his eyes briefly over the program. There was a choral performance and a solo vocalist before them.

The auditorium was already set up an hour before the concert was due to start. Students had started to file in one class at a time. Jiang Cheng sat in his classroom and glanced across the aisle at Wang Xu. The performers didn’t need to enter with the audience. They would stand outside the auditorium door, then go backstage to wait when it was almost their turn.

“Let’s head over once they’re all inside,” Wang Xu said.

Jiang Cheng nodded. “Okay.” 

“What do you think of my outfit?” Wang Xu asked, tugging on his printed T-shirt. The silver sheen of the dragon sprawled across its front was so dazzling Jiang Cheng thought he might go blind. 

“Good,” he said with another nod. He refused to wear matching clothes with Wang Xu, opting instead for the same thing he normally wore: a white T-shirt and jeans. Wang Xu had nagged him about it at length, though—he thought it wasn’t cool enough.

“Should we put some makeup on?” Wang Xu asked suddenly. “Once the stage lights come on, will they make me look all washed out?”

“Fuck off,” Jiang Cheng told him.

His phone pinged once. He glanced down at the message.

- I’m in the auditorium, when is your act?

- we’re third

Once he’d replied to Gu Fei’s message, Jiang Cheng stood up and hopped lightly on the spot. “Come on, Captain.”

The auditorium was already packed with students as music blared from the speakers. Fourth High had no affinity for academic achievement, but it never lacked when it came to stuff like this. Jiang Cheng even saw someone testing the track lights on stage.

“I’m nervous,” said Wang Xu.

“You won’t be once we get up there.” Jiang Cheng walked to the entrance of the auditorium and peered inside. He didn’t even need a second glance to spot Gu Fei sitting in the third row, in the seat nearest to the door.

When Gu Fei saw him, his mouth curved into a smile.

Jiang Cheng stepped back outside. As soon as he turned around, someone from the school paper got in his face with a camera and snapped a bunch of pictures in a row. The girls waiting to go on stage beside them started to take pictures and videos of him with their phones, too, forcing him to hide behind Wang Xu.

When the first act started, Jiang Cheng and Wang Xu walked into the auditorium together.

“Holy fucking shitballs, there’s so many people!” Wang Xu whispered.

Jiang Cheng shot a quick glance at the audience and saw a dark mass of heads. When he’d found Gu Fei by the door before, he hadn’t noticed there were so many people. Looking at them now, he was finally starting to feel some pressure.

He glanced at Gu Fei again. Gu Fei was aiming his phone in his direction, probably recording a video. Jiang Cheng was a little disappointed at first that the guy didn’t bring his DSLR, but he soon realized it was in the hands of Yi Jing, who was sitting beside him and very diligently taking photos of them.

Jiang Cheng smiled. Gu Fei gave him a thumbs-up.

It was crowded backstage, too. Lao-Xu was there, talking with the teacher in charge of the sound system. Jiang Cheng sensed that Lao-Xu had poured his heart into this event—the banner onstage with the huge words “Fourth High Concert” had been handwritten by Lao-Xu himself, and now he was backstage, dipping his hand into every little thing in his eagerness to help out.

When he saw Lao-Xu, Wang Xu lunged at him like he was a dear family member. “Xu-zong! I’m so nervous.”

“Relax! Don’t be nervous!” Lao-Xu patted him. “I’ve heard you guys rehearse so many times, and there’s not a single fault to be found. It’s perfect. Just play like you normally do!”

Jiang Cheng had been quite calm, but Wang Xu’s constant stressing made him a little nervous too. He instinctively reached into his pocket for a cigarette, but fortunately there was nothing in there.

“How’s it going back here?” asked Lao-Lu, popping up out of nowhere. He had somehow gotten his hands on a staff badge, which was hanging around his neck. “You two are the third act, right?”

“Yup.” Jiang Cheng nodded. Staff badges for a shitty little school concert? And Lao-Lu’s wearing it so obediently, too… He suddenly felt like laughing. All of his nerves dissipated in an instant.

“Nobody’s ever played piano at our school concert before,” Lao-Lu said. “Jiang Cheng here is the first.”

“Probably no guitar either, huh?” Wang Xu chimed in, unwilling to be left out.

“Oh, there’s been guitar. Quite a bit of it, too,” Lao-Lu said. After a moment of thought, he patted Wang Xu on shoulder. “But this is a first for piano and guitar.”

Wang Xu grinned happily.

“I saw Yi Jing with a DSLR just now. How can she stay in the audience with such a great camera?” Lao-Lu complained. “During your act, I’ll tell her to photograph you guys from up on the stage.”

Wang Xu was instantly beaming from ear to ear. “Yes! Great idea!”

After the big choral performance of the first act, the two ostentatiously dressed emcees walked out and recited a segment of unfunny jokes before announcing the solo vocalist for the next act.

A wave of applause and cheers sounded from the audience. Jiang Cheng belatedly realized the singer was Hu Jian, the overconfident basketball maniac.

As soon as he opened his mouth, the clapping and cheers started again. Jiang Cheng sighed. If this was the reaction they gave to a performance like this, then once he and Wang Xu went on later… Tsk, tsk.

Another teacher was chatting with Lao-Xu backstage. “Jiang Cheng from your class is going to play piano?” 

“Yep,” Lao-Xu replied happily. “And Wang Xu’s going to play guitar.”

“Wow! Jiang Cheng arranged the music himself?” the teacher asked, looking down at the program.

“Uh-huh.” The smile on Lao-Xu’s face wasn’t any less bright than Wang Xu’s. Quietly, he added, “And it was composed by our very own Gu Fei.”

“Oh?” The other teacher was surprised. “Kids these days, huh? Impressive!”

Jiang Cheng looked at Lao-Xu and frowned, but he and the other teacher had already moved on to talk about something else, so Jiang Cheng didn’t say anything.

“Hey, Jiang Cheng.” It was one of the emcees, who had just been fixing her makeup with her compact. She smiled. “I thought you’d be performing with Gu Fei today.”

“When has Gu Fei ever participated in something like this?” Wang Xu cut in. “No one could ever persuade him.”

“Wish I could hear him sing a song or something,” the emcee sighed in disappointment. 

Jiang Cheng guessed she was one of Gu Fei’s fans from another class, but her makeup was so thick that he couldn’t tell who she was. To be fair, he wouldn’t have recognized her without the makeup, either—he still had a hard time putting names to all the faces in his own class.

Another round of applause rang out from the audience, signaling the end of Hu Jian’s performance.

“You two should get ready,” the emcee reminded them as she lifted the hem of her skirt and walked toward the stage. “Good luck, Jiang Cheng!”

“What about me?” asked Wang Xu. But the emcee ignored him and walked out. Wang Xu looked a little annoyed. “What the hell?” 

“Good luck.” Jiang Cheng patted Wang Xu’s arm, gesturing to the side with his chin. “Yi Jing’s here.”

Wang Xu turned and saw Yi Jing coming in from the side door to backstage, holding the camera. He suddenly hopped in place. “Jiang Cheng, you better not drag me down.”

Jiang Cheng smiled. “Sure thing.” After babbling a string of filler nonsense, the emcees introduced the next act. “Next up we have a very special performance in a format that’s never been done at our school before: a piano and guitar duet! Is everyone excited to hear what that sounds like?”

Jiang Cheng sighed. He wanted to point out that piano and guitar was an extremely common combination that could be found practically everywhere. But the reaction from the audience was much more enthusiastic than for Hu Jian’s act. That pleased him, at least.

“So sit back and enjoy the performance! From Class Eight, ‘Run Wild.’ Piano and arrangement by Jiang Cheng, guitar by Wang Xu…” Jiang Cheng closed his eyes and quieted his mind. Amid the nonstop applause and whistles, the emcee continued, “And composition by Gu Fei.”

There was a brief silence in the auditorium, which bloomed into a wild burst of applause and shrieks—enough to blow the roof off.

Jiang Cheng’s eyes snapped open. He froze for a second before grabbing the program on a table nearby.

Piano and arrangement: Jiang Cheng.

Guitar: Wang Xu.

There wasn’t a third line.

“What’s going on?!” Jiang Cheng demanded in a hushed voice as he turned to glare at Lao-Xu.

Lao-Xu also looked taken aback. “I don’t know.”

“Jiang Cheng,” Wang Xu said, tugging at his arm. “It’s time.”

Jiang Cheng couldn’t tell how he felt at this moment. When he passed by the emcee and saw the smile on her face, Jiang Cheng had the urge to smack a girl for the first time in his life. He had no idea why Gu Fei had refused to participate in the concert, but he didn’t think he’d mind if he played his song. But now, with the sudden addition of his name to the credits…

The uncertainty and unease in his heart turned his hands cold. He didn’t know how Gu Fei would react to something like this.

He followed Wang Xu onto the stage. Unable to spare any attention to the intensity of the audience’s enthusiasm, he swiftly swept a glance over to Gu Fei’s seat.

A profound dread plunged into the pit of his stomach.

The seat was empty. Gu Fei had left.




Chapter 88

 

TWO TRACKING SPOTLIGHTS beamed down on Jiang Cheng and Wang Xu, so brightly that they could hardly see anything around them. The heat of the light felt so hot to Jiang Cheng that it almost burned.

It took him only five or six steps to walk to the center of the stage, but sweat was already beading at his temples—cold sweat.

The applause, cheers, and screams from below had Wang Xu excited. In a swath of dizzyingly bright light, Jiang Cheng could see the spring in Wang Xu’s steps.

Jiang Cheng walked over to the piano with his back turned to the audience. He didn’t dare look back again. In the span of a second, his mind had gone through a whole quest of ice and fire, dropping from heaven to earth to deep below the ground. He couldn’t even feel his own brain.

His fingertips felt cold and stiff. But it wasn’t just his fingers; the stiffness extended up his entire arm, and all his strength seemed to have left him. When he sat down at the piano bench, he almost couldn’t lift the lid.

In that instant, his powerful peripheral vision shut down. All other sights and sounds were blocked out, leaving only the circle of blinding light in his immediate vicinity.

He couldn’t see. He couldn’t hear. The only thing remaining in his mind was the sight of Gu Fei’s empty seat.

It was not a trick of the light. People were still wandering around and standing in the aisles, but Jiang Cheng would have been able to recognize Gu Fei even if all he saw was a corner of his shirt hem.

Gu Fei wasn’t in the auditorium anymore.

Jiang Cheng couldn’t sort through his emotions right now. They were in such a jumble that he couldn’t make rhyme or reason of them, let alone form any kind of coherent thought.

He stared blankly at the black and white keys on the piano, his surroundings stirred into a vortex of chaos by that empty seat.

“Jiang Cheng.” It was Wang Xu’s voice. “Jiang Cheng! Fuck! What’s wrong with you? You okay? Jiang Cheng?” 

Looking up at last, he saw Wang Xu’s anxious face hovering above the piano. 

“Are you not feeling well?” Wang Xu asked.

“Nah.” Jiang Cheng sucked in a breath, and the world slowly came into focus again. He could see outlines of things, and the sounds in his ears abruptly grew louder. The clapping had stopped, leaving sparse cheers here and there. Every so often a whistle still sounded in the audience.

“If you don’t feel well, we can switch with the next act,” Wang Xu said quietly, unconvinced. “You don’t look so good. Is it nerves?”

“I’m fine,” Jiang Cheng said, giving him a smile. “Get ready.”

“All right.” Wang Xu adjusted his guitar, then swept his fingers gently over the strings. With these first notes, the audience’s mood lifted once again.

Gu Fei wasn’t there anymore. Jiang Cheng didn’t know why he’d left or where he had gone. He wondered if Gu Fei would be able to hear him play, or if he even wanted to hear it now.

Jiang Cheng drew in a deep breath. Those were thoughts for later. Whatever had happened, he was the one who’d chosen to participate in the concert. He chose Gu Fei’s song. He chose to let Lao-Xu know.

Whether the emcee had overheard Lao-Xu quietly showing off to the other teacher, or why she thought it was okay to make that addition to the credits—none of that mattered anymore.

It had already happened. There was no use in fuming, no use getting worked up over it now. He was still sitting here, facing the song that was already so familiar to him that he could play it in his sleep. He wanted Gu Fei to hear it, but he wanted himself to hear it, too.

He rarely thought about what-if scenarios. But once the what-if happened, he wouldn’t spare it a second thought, either—he would face it head-on.

Jiang Cheng rubbed his hands together and shook them out. A smattering of quiet laughter rang out from the crowd below.

He turned and swept his eyes over the audience, curled his lips up into a smile, then lifted his hands and set them on the keys. As the first note sounded beneath his fingers, silence descended upon the crowd.

Jiang Cheng kept his eyes on the audience all the way until Wang Xu joined in on his guitar three bars later, not looking down at the piano the whole time. He listened to the audience clap, seeming to suddenly wake from their trance when the guitar chords started harmonizing with the piano.

When Wang Xu took over for the guitar solo, Jiang Cheng finally turned back and looked down at his fingers. There were no other sounds in his ears but the guitar’s melody.

Wang Xu must’ve been playing extraordinarily well today, he figured. Jiang Cheng glanced at Yi Jing, who had already stepped onto the stage and was taking photos of them with the camera. Wang Xu took a couple of steps toward her with his guitar. His face was probably shining as brightly as the silver dragon on his shirt.
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After a well-executed glissando from Wang Xu, Jiang Cheng joined in on the piano once again. Another wave of applause and cheers rang out from the audience. Jiang Cheng smirked to himself. He could only guess how his mom would feel hearing the so-called elegant, graceful sound of the piano engulfed by undignified whooping. He felt much lighter now.

In this moment, the abhorrent striking of piano keys rang out with music he liked, written by the person he liked. The instrument that used to bring him such anguish and exhaustion was bringing him joy for the very first time.

Except…

Where’d you go, you asshole?

You’ve never heard me play the piano before.

I haven’t played it in ages, and I thought I’d never play it again.

This piece was for you, but you ran away!

The duet concluded as Wang Xu swept his fingers gently over the guitar strings one last time. Gently closing the keyboard lid, Jiang Cheng stood up and bowed to the audience.

“I LOVE YOU, JIANG CHENG!!” came a girl’s shriek from the crowd.

He turned and walked off the stage as waves of noise from the audience swelled even higher. Even the teachers and students backstage were clapping. 

“BRAVO! THAT WAS AMAZING! THAT WAS THE BEST PERFORMANCE IN FOURTH HIGH HISTORY!” Lao-Lu boomed in his thunderous voice as he clapped just as loudly.

Lao-Xu didn’t say anything. He only nodded forcefully when Jiang Cheng glanced toward him. Tears glistened in his eyes.

Jiang Cheng sighed at the sight. “I…have to go to the bathroom.”

Behind him, Wang Xu excitedly greeted Yi Jing, who had followed them off stage. “So?! What did you think?!”

“It really was amazing,” said Yi Jing, grinning.

When Jiang Cheng came out of the stage door into the auditorium, it caused a small commotion among the students sitting near the exit. Several of them raised their phones at him. He bowed his head and walked briskly outside.

There were still quite a few students waiting for their turn to perform. When he stepped out, he was surrounded once again by a small crowd.

“Jiang Cheng,” someone called out to him. “Was it really composed by Gu Fei? That’s so dope!”

Jiang Cheng didn’t answer, nor did he look in the direction of the voice. Walking along the perimeter of the building, he quickly turned a corner and left the awestruck chatter behind. Those words threw his calmed emotions abruptly back into disarray.

Everything swirled back up and slowly spread through him: the panic and unease he had temporarily pushed down, the trace of incomprehension, and the anger repressed in the vague echoes of irritation.

He didn’t need to go to the bathroom, but he walked there anyway.

As he walked, he kept his hand stuffed in his pocket, clutching his phone without pulling it out. He didn’t see any students around. When he reached the bathroom, all he could see was a janitor walking past the edge of the field on the other side.

Once he’d stepped inside, Jiang Cheng took his hand out of his pocket and realized his palm was covered in sweat.

He stood in front of the urinal for a while, waiting quietly for the urge to pee.

It didn’t come.

All he felt was disorientation and unease, slowly transforming into anger.

He turned and walked out of the bathroom, glancing down at his phone again. Just as he expected, there was no message from Gu Fei. No unread texts and no missed calls. No sign of any notifications that could’ve come in earlier that he might’ve missed in all the commotion. Nothing.

In that instant, all the emotions he’d been feeling morphed into fury toward Gu Fei.

He sat down on a stone bench nearby, planning to give Gu Fei a call.

Fuck that dog-fucker a million times!

If there’s a problem, just let it out! We can argue or trade punches, but what the hell is with this disappearing act?!

He had only just pulled up Gu Fei’s number when he spotted someone approaching in his newly recovered peripheral vision. His finger trembled a little above the screen, then stopped.

It was Gu Fei.

He had been dead set on hashing out exactly what he’d done wrong with Gu Fei. Whatever Gu Fei was mad about, they could lay it all out in the open. At worst, there was nothing that couldn’t be solved with a fistfight.

But now that Gu Fei had suddenly appeared, another wave of nerves washed over him.

What should I say?

How should I say it?

Who’s going to speak first?

What’s wrong with Gu Fei?

All the questions that had been ripped to pieces by his irritation and anger settled back into place, clumping in his throat like a ball of tangled twine. He almost had to cough to clear his throat.

Gu Fei walked up and stopped beside him. “Cheng-ge?”

“Uh-huh.” Jiang Cheng spun the phone in his hand but didn’t move. He kept his eyes on the weeds growing out of the crack in the concrete in front of him.

“Shall we talk?”

“Whatever,” Jiang Cheng said. “If you want to talk, we’ll talk. If not, let’s just leave it.”

“Come on,” said Gu Fei. “Let’s take a walk.”

Jiang Cheng stashed his phone in his pocket and stood up. He didn’t look at Gu Fei as he made a beeline for the back gate of the school.

Gu Fei followed right behind him, and he stayed there the whole time. He didn’t catch up to walk beside Jiang Cheng like he usually did.

At this time of day, the food stalls behind the school weren’t at their busiest yet. Only a few stands had propped up their tarps, the owners lounging languidly on plastic chairs outside. Jiang Cheng walked absentmindedly down the street, not entirely sure where to go. But as his feet stepped along the sun-softened black asphalt, he found he couldn’t hear the footsteps behind him anymore.

He turned his head ever so slightly backward. Gu Fei quickly caught up to him and walked on his left.

They continued aimlessly all the way to the start of the bridge. Jiang Cheng hesitated for a second before turning onto the dirt path that led to the river. They walked for a while on the uneven, muddy ground with a view of the almost perpetually dried-up riverbed. Then Jiang Cheng stopped and leveled a look at Gu Fei. 

“What the hell did I do to you?” he asked. 

“Why didn’t you tell me you were going to play my song?” Gu Fei returned.

“Is that all?” Jiang Cheng knitted his brows into a knot. “Then I’m sorry. I didn’t think—”

“No,” Gu Fei interjected. “It’s not that. You can play it, change it, do whatever you want with it, just don’t…”

Jiang Cheng waited. He couldn’t detect any trace of emotion on Gu Fei’s face. He was always like this; no matter what they talked about, if he didn’t want to be forthcoming about something, it was almost impossible to tell anything from his expression or his eyes.

“Just don’t mention my name next time,” said Gu Fei.

“What the hell kind of next time is there going to be?” Jiang Cheng leaned back against a tree and immediately felt something sharp poke him in the back. It hurt. He straightened up right away, but the pain made it a little hard for him to rein in his temper. “When is ‘next time’? We’re in our last year of high school, dude. It was only ever going to be this once. You think I’ve got a lot of free time on my hands? You think I’m hurrying from show to show?!”

Gu Fei didn’t say anything; he only let out a soft sigh. Jiang Cheng glared at him for a long time before circling back and realizing Gu Fei’s point. He had an inkling when the emcee announced Gu Fei’s name, but even after hearing Gu Fei say it out loud himself, he still couldn’t understand. 

“And what’s wrong with mentioning you? What, you didn’t just want to be left out of the show, they can’t even say your name?”

“It’s not that,” Gu Fei said. “And I didn’t mean—”

“First of all…” Jiang Cheng took a step forward and looked squarely into Gu Fei’s eyes. “I’m really sorry for using your music without telling you first. Second, I didn’t tell them to say the words ‘composition by Gu Fei.’ Only my name and Wang Xu’s are listed on the program. Third, it’s my fault that I didn’t stare Lao-Xu down and warn him to keep it to himself when he guessed that you were the composer.”

Gu Fei looked back at him without a word.

“I’m sorry. I don’t know why you’re like this. I’m sorry. I don’t know why you can’t be part of these things. I don’t know why you have to keep everybody at arm’s length. I don’t get why you always have to hang back at the fringes of a normal school life!” Jiang Cheng’s voice gradually grew louder as he rambled. All the confusion and distress he’d been bottling up over Gu Fei’s incomprehensible behavior was bubbling to the surface. “So I’m sorry! I shouldn’t have wanted to go on stage with you! I’m sorry! I shouldn’t have single-mindedly tried to give you a surprise when you didn’t even want it! I am sorry, okay? I’m sorry, Gu Fei! I’m too fucking stupid to know what you want!”

“Cheng-ge.” Gu Fei frowned as he reached out and grabbed hold of Jiang Cheng’s arm. “Hold on a second. Don’t get mad.”

“Don’t touch me!” Jiang Cheng shouted, flinging off his hand. “I told you already—if you have a problem with something, just fucking tell me! And if you don’t want to tell me, then don’t let me find out! Those are the only two options! If it doesn’t work for you, then just fuck right off!”

“Fine.” Gu Fei looked at him. “Do you think that I’m pretty awesome, that I’m pretty exceptional, that I’m better than most people around here?”

“Give me a break!” Jiang Cheng said. “A few words of flattery to your face and you fucking believed it! You have a prettier-than-average face and longer-than-average legs. That’s all!”

Gu Fei sighed and turned around. He pulled out a cigarette, put it in his mouth, then squatted down facing the riverbed.

Jiang Cheng glared at his back for a long time. Eventually, he said, “Yes. I think you’re very exceptional, talented, and smart. It’s not just me. Lao-Xu thinks so too.”

“So what?” Gu Fei asked around the cigarette in his mouth.

“What do you mean ‘so what’? So what?” Jiang Cheng asked impatiently.

“I’m exceptional, talented, and smart.” Gu Fei looked back at him. “So what?”

“FUCK YOUR ‘SO WHAT’!” Jiang Cheng exploded. “All I wanted was for people to see that you’re more than what you seem! That you’re different from the lowlifes in the steelworks! I just wanted you to see it! You’re different from anyone I’ve met since I came here! You’re a million times better than them!”

“AND THEN WHAT?!” Gu Fei erupted. He stood and walked up to Jiang Cheng until they were staring at each other face-to-face. “And then what, Cheng-ge? And then what? Do you know what kind of life I’ve been living? Do you know the kind of life I’ve been living ever since I can remember? Do you?!”

Jiang Cheng was a little shaken by the sheer volume of Gu Fei’s voice. He was pretty sure this was the first time Gu Fei had lost control like this. The first time Gu Fei had yelled at him, and at such close range, too. He was almost a little dazed from the impact of the blast.

“What exactly did you want me to see? How great I am, how exceptional? Let everyone know how smart and talented I am? And then what?” Gu Fei’s voice dropped. “Cheng-ge, you know how it feels to be out of place here, don’t you?”

Jiang Cheng only stared.

“If I’m asleep, then I don’t have to know anything,” Gu Fei said, his voice ever so slightly quivering. “Why do you have to wake me up? You can leave—you have to leave. But what about me?”

Jiang Cheng suddenly found it difficult to breathe. He wanted to say something, anything, but he couldn’t get a word out.

You know how it feels to be out of place here.

He had felt it the moment he stepped out of the train station. That sense of hopelessness, the bleak gloom that filled his vision. He remembered it even now.

It was the reason why he was fighting so hard to leave.

“What about me, Cheng-ge?” Gu Fei asked quietly. “I’ll still be here. I’m chained here. Who knows when I can take those shackles off—maybe never. Do I have to stay awake the whole time and watch with my eyes open? I’ll feel like I deserve more than this, and it’ll hurt. Do you understand?”

Jiang Cheng kept staring at him.

“I know I could have a different life from those people, but right now, this is all I can do.” Gu Fei returned to his squatting position by the riverbank as he lit another cigarette. “I didn’t want to tell you all this. I figured since we’re going out, I just want you to be happy. I decided to keep it simple. There’s no need to talk about all these things we can’t change and then sit here and be depressed about it together.”

Jiang Cheng didn’t say anything. He reached in his pocket, but didn’t find a cigarette. He was going on stage today, so he hadn’t kept any cigarettes on him.

Gu Fei reached back and handed him a lighter and a pack.

Jiang Cheng hesitated for a moment, then walked over and took it. He lit one and put it in his mouth, watching the smoke drift up before his eyes. A few tendrils rose into the air, dancing left and right in the wind before quickly fading from a faint blue into the invisible color of the air.

These were things he’d never considered.

He’d always thought Gu Fei was like an eagle tied to a thin chain, but he never considered that Gu Fei saw himself that way as well. So that was why he decided to close his eyes, bury his head, and throw away any thought aside from what was necessary to keep the balance.

Jiang Cheng didn’t know how to make sense of what he was feeling. He only felt his chest tighten, and a sudden sense of regret washing over him.

Although… Now that he heard these words from Gu Fei, he finally realized he had an answer to the confusion he’d been feeling. That sense of something not being quite right as they discussed the possibility of a long-distance relationship the other day.

Gu Fei didn’t seem to have the will to fight. 

“It’s Gu Miao, right?” Jiang Cheng crouched down behind Gu Fei. “And your mom… No, it’s mainly Gu Miao, isn’t it?”

“Mm.” 

“Have you tried?” Jiang Cheng bit his lip. He wasn’t exactly sure how to put it. “To have her gradually accept some changes. Just a little bit at a time. Isn’t she already going to those sessions? Maybe you can try… Maybe she can’t accept changes to her things, but…”

“Cheng-ge.” Gu Fei put out his cigarette and stood up. “Let’s go.”

“Hm?” Jiang Cheng blinked, but he got up with him just the same. Gu Fei didn’t say anything else, so he stayed quiet, too.

Gu Fei led him back home. It wasn’t until the door opened that Jiang Cheng snapped out of his gloomy haze and squeezed out a smile for Gu Miao, who was sitting on the living room sofa, drawing. “Er-Miao.”

Gu Miao seemed very happy to see him. She held up the drawing in her hand and waved it at him.

“Let me see.” Jiang Cheng walked over and sat down beside her, looking at the paper in her hand. “Bunnies, huh?”

She’d been drawing bunnies. A lot of bunnies. It filled up almost the entire page. Every single one of them was green, just like Gu Fei’s display icon. Gu Miao grabbed another piece of paper and continued drawing. She insisted on using green, drawing the exact same bunny over and over again. It was clear that she was very practiced at it—she lined the bunnies up one by one on the paper, soon filling the page again.

Watching her expression of concentration, Jiang Cheng didn’t know what to say.

“Er-Miao.” Gu Fei walked over and crouched down in front of her. “Gege wants to discuss something with you.”

Still holding the crayon, Gu Miao glanced at him once as she kept drawing, quickly returning her gaze to the paper.

“Er-Miao, look at me. There’s something I want to talk to you about.” Gu Miao paused, stilled her hand, then turned to look at him. “Would it be all right,” Gu Fei said very slowly, “for you to sleep in Mommy’s bed tonight?”

Gu Miao didn’t react.

“You won’t sleep in your own bed tonight, or the sofa in my room,” Gu Fei continued. “You’ll sleep in the bed in Mommy’s room instead.”

Gu Miao still didn’t react. But just when Jiang Cheng started to think she didn’t understand what Gu Fei was saying, she began to scream. The shrill cry pierced through the silence, cutting through Jiang Cheng’s eardrums like the edge of a knife.

Jiang Cheng’s chest tightened, stifling his breath. The waves of enormous yet formless pressure from Gu Miao’s screaming made him want to cover her mouth with his hand.

Gu Fei watched Gu Miao quietly. After a while, he finally drew a deep breath and started speaking softly to her. Jiang Cheng could hardly hear what Gu Fei was saying. He only felt like he was suffocating, feeling the pressure in his heart, his head, and even his ears.

When Gu Miao finally stopped screaming, Jiang Cheng had a strong urge to let out a few screams himself.

“I’ve tried it before, Cheng-ge.” Gu Fei took Jiang Cheng’s hand, his voice so low it was barely audible. “But it’s been years, and nothing’s changed. She was born and raised here. Her accepted range of activity only extends to the train station. That’s how far she’ll go on her skateboard. Her sleeping range is right here. Her bed and the recliner in my room. That’s it. You can narrow her range of movement, but you can’t expand it.”

Jiang Cheng looked at him quietly, without a single word.

“That therapy center doesn’t come cheap. I can’t afford to take her there long-term, so I don’t know how much longer it will be before we can see some improvement. If it’ll be a couple of years or a couple of decades.” Gu Fei’s hand started shaking almost imperceptibly. “Or a lifetime. I don’t dare to think about it. I can’t think about it. All I can do is put my head down and keep going. I don’t know how much further there is until I can see the light at the end of the tunnel.”

Jiang Cheng wrapped his arms around Gu Fei and closed his eyes. “I’m sorry, Gu Fei. I’m so sorry.”

Gu Fei held on to Jiang Cheng’s waist and pressed his cheek against his chest. In the still air, against the scratching sound from Gu Miao’s crayon on the paper, Jiang Cheng heard a very low, muffled sob. 




Chapter 89

 

IT WAS HIS FIRST TIME seeing Gu Fei cry.

His first time hearing the sobs, holding his shaking body, and feeling the warm, wet tears staining his chest.

Jiang Cheng had always thought of himself as a pretty resilient person. Since he’d moved here, he would reflect after every time he shed a tear—Ah, crying again, are we? Why are you crying again, you loser?!

He’d always assumed that Gu Fei was stronger than him. Or rather, he thought that in certain areas, Gu Fei simply didn’t feel things as intensely as he did, that he was more aloof. In his subconscious mind, he never put “Gu Fei” and “tears” in the same sentence.

But now, this boy he thought was strong to the point of detachment, the young tyrant of the steelworks, this troublemaker whom no one in the school dared offend, this Good Little Bunny who took beautiful photos, kept candy in his pockets, acted cute, sought attention, and said, “Cheng-ge, I was wrong,” was burying his face in Jiang Cheng’s chest and crying.

Crying.

What started out as repressed sobs slowly turned into a kind of guttural, heart-wrenching wail, as though he was venting all of his grievances through his cries.

Jiang Cheng had never seen Gu Fei like this, nor had he ever expected to see Gu Fei like this. His thoughts were a mess, and he had no idea how he could soothe him. At the same time, though, he didn’t really try to soothe him. 

When Gu Fei was like this, he probably didn’t need consoling. No matter how perfectly executed the soothing was, it wouldn’t be of any use.

Jiang Cheng only needed to be there. To listen.

Gu Miao, who had been drawing bunnies on the sofa, had stopped at some point to watch Gu Fei. Crayon in hand, she watched him calmly with only a slight furrow in her brow.

Her expression reminded Jiang Cheng of the time he and Gu Fei had brawled on the street, and the time Gu Fei had flung a man into a tree. Each time, Gu Miao had worn a similarly calm expression, as though she had no idea what was happening.

Jiang Cheng couldn’t tell what she was thinking, or if she was thinking about anything. He wondered if she could feel Gu Fei’s anguish.

He bent down and kissed the top of Gu Fei’s head, pressing his lips against the stubbly hair.

What happened today had been entirely beyond his expectations. He felt a little regretful—but exultant at the same time. What if he’d never been told what he heard from Gu Fei today? Would he never have known how Gu Fei really felt? Would Gu Fei’s resignation and despair have stayed a secret forever?

And if…if they really broke up one day, would he ever have known that the person who had taken up such an important place in his heart during the confusing years of his youth had had such a secret buried deep inside?

He bent down again and nuzzled his nose against the top of Gu Fei’s head.

“Isn’t it scratchy?” Gu Fei asked, his voice muffled against Jiang Cheng’s chest.

“Hm?” Jiang Cheng blinked. Gu Fei’s sniffly voice tugged on his heartstrings.

“My hair,” said Gu Fei. “Even I find it scratchy.”

“A little.” Jiang Cheng ran his hand over the short buzz on his head. “Are you not planning on growing it out again? How many times have you shaved it now?”

“I think I look really good like this.” Gu Fei rubbed his cheek against Jiang Cheng’s shirt.

Jiang Cheng looked down at him. “…Are you wiping your face on my shirt?” 

“Mm.” Gu Fei stilled, then slowly shifted downward. “If your shirt’s off limits, I can use your pants instead.”

“Shit.” Jiang Cheng jumped and shot a glance at Gu Miao. She was staring at them, still holding her crayon. He hurried to drag Gu Fei up by his collar. “Your baby sister is watching!”

Gu Fei stopped moving, his face buried against Jiang Cheng’s belly. He reached out a hand to tap his finger against Gu Miao’s paper, and Gu Miao put her head down and started drawing bunnies again.

Gu Fei braced a hand on the sofa and pushed himself to his feet. Still hunched over, he looked down at Jiang Cheng. “I’m gonna go…wash my face.”

Jiang Cheng nodded. “M’kay.” Tear tracks marked Gu Fei’s face, and his wet eyelashes stuck together in little clumps. Jiang Cheng’s heart clenched suddenly, then melted on the spot. “You have such long eyelashes,” he said.

“You have really long eyelashes too.” Gu Fei smiled, then leaned in and kissed Jiang Cheng’s forehead. “Were you waiting for me to say that?”

“Get out!” Jiang Cheng said.

While Gu Fei went to wash his face, Jiang Cheng turned to look at Gu Miao, who was close to filling up the second piece of paper with drawings of bunnies. He put down another page for her.

It was very quiet in the living room. Jiang Cheng tilted his head up and leaned back on the couch. His heart felt a little heavy, but there was a strange clarity to it—the kind of clarity you felt when the congestion from an intense weeklong cold finally eased up and let you breathe again.

Gu Fei hadn’t hidden himself from view. He’d bared his tear-streaked face in front of Jiang Cheng without any reservation. 

He liked Gu Fei like this.

Perhaps there were parts of him he didn’t want Jiang Cheng to see, but once he decided to show them, there would be no holding back.

Jiang Cheng stood up and walked into the bathroom. Gu Fei had wrapped a towel around some ice cubes and was pressing it against his eyes. Jiang Cheng walked up behind Gu Fei and hugged him. “Are your eyes puffy?”

“A little. Not too bad,” said Gu Fei. “They’ll probably be back to normal in fifteen minutes.”

“I was worried earlier that you’d frightened Gu Miao.”

“Nah.” Gu Fei smiled. “She doesn’t really feel other people’s emotions.”

“Ah, really?” Jiang Cheng let out a soft sigh. “…I can feel it.”

“Did I frighten you, then?” Gu Fei asked.

“No,” said Jiang Cheng. “I just ached for you.”

“It’s nothing, really,” Gu Fei insisted. “There are some things you just have to shut the door and brood about. Outside that door, nobody knows what problems and struggles anyone else is dealing with; everyone just looks the same kind of miserable.”

Jiang Cheng didn’t answer. He leaned down and bit Gu Fei’s shoulder.

“When did you memorize the score?” Gu Fei asked, still icing his eyes.

For a second, Jiang Cheng couldn’t work out what he was talking about. “What score?”

“For the piece you played today.”

“Oh. I memorized most of it the last time I heard it,” Jiang Cheng said. He felt a complicated mix of emotions at the mention of the composition. He was sorry that Gu Fei didn’t get to hear it, but if things hadn’t gone wrong the way they did, he and Gu Fei wouldn’t have talked it out. “I made some changes since I couldn’t remember all of it.”

“It sounded great. Better than the original,” said Gu Fei.

“Huh?” Jiang Cheng lifted up his head in shock, looking at Gu Fei’s reflection in the mirror. “You heard it? I thought you left. I didn’t see you after I got on stage!”

“I left after you were done.” Gu Fei switched the cold compress to his other eye. “It’s not like the auditorium is soundproof. I listened to the whole thing through the window at the back of the building.”

“Fuck,” Jiang Cheng said, his mouth hanging open. He didn’t know what else to say, so he repeated himself: “Fuck.”

“I didn’t hear it very clearly, though.” Gu Fei turned around to face him, leaning back against the sink. “Our school doesn’t have the best sound system.”

“Ah.” Jiang Cheng was still speechless.

“Here, Cheng-ge. Hold the ice for me.” Gu Fei handed the cold compress to him.

“Oh.” Jiang Cheng took it and pressed it against Gu Fei’s eye.

“It wasn’t composed very well. I wrote it a long time ago. I was just a kid messing around.”

“Are you humble-bragging, sir?” said Jiang Cheng. “Very subtle.”

Gu Fei laughed. “I’m serious.”

Jiang Cheng looked at him. “For those of us without the gift of musical composition, what you just said, my good sir, is a solid eight and a half pounds of braggy bullshit.” 

“Watch your language.”

“Eight and a half pounds of bull-beeeep.” 

Gu Fei curved his lips, leaned over, and kissed the tip of Jiang Cheng’s nose. “Were you seriously angry today?”

“It’s not anger, really.” Jiang Cheng lowered the towel and wrung out the melted ice. “But you know how it is with me—sometimes I just can’t hold my temper back. All I thought at the time was if you’re angry, unhappy, or annoyed, you could at least let me know. Even if you came to curse at me and say, ‘Jiang Cheng, you’re a fucking dumbass,’ or wanted to fight me or something, then at least I’d know what’s going on, you know…?”

Gu Fei didn’t answer, only leaned in and kissed him.

Jiang Cheng was still for a moment. When Gu Fei’s tongue swept across his teeth, he finally snapped out of it and held Gu Fei tight, pressing their bodies together. They moved with a vengeance, almost as if they were enemies who couldn’t wait to get their hands on each other. Their tongues clashed into each other, battling for dominance. All at once, back and forth, it was hard to tell who had the upper hand.

Jiang Cheng could feel how wildly horny he was acting, the way he wanted to knead Gu Fei like a lump of dough and envelop him completely into his embrace. To bite him again and again, leaving behind a mark every time.

Gu Fei probably had similar thoughts. Pushing Jiang Cheng against the wall, he nipped his way from Jiang Cheng’s earlobe to his shoulder. Finally, Jiang Cheng couldn’t stand it anymore, and he bit down on Gu Fei’s arm before Gu Fei could do the same to him.

“You dog!” Gu Fei squeezed Jiang Cheng’s jaw. “Let go!”

Jiang Cheng let go, leaned back against the wall, and tilted his head up to let out a long breath. Then, he closed his eyes.

 

***

 

By the time the two of them got back to the living room, Gu Miao had already filled another page with bunnies, and had moved on to perusing a picture book.

Jiang Cheng couldn’t understand what went on in this kid’s head. There were so many animals in the picture book: bunnies, puppies, chickens, birds, kittens, and little piglets. She was perfectly happy to read it from cover to cover, but she only drew the bunnies.

“Here, you can change into this.” Gu Fei handed Jiang Cheng one of his own T-shirts.

Jiang Cheng went into the bedroom and changed. “Are you going out to take pictures? Doesn’t Yi Jing have your camera?”

“Yeah, she’ll bring it back to the store,” said Gu Fei. “I’m not going out again today, though. There’s no light anymore.”

“You’re normally so eager to avoid her. How come it seems like you’re actually pretty friendly?”

“Well, she is the class president.” Gu Fei glanced at him. “Lao-Xu used to make her tutor me.”

At the mention of Lao-Xu, Jiang Cheng couldn’t help but click his tongue. “I really should’ve given Lao-Xu the evil eye and told him not to spread it around.”

“It’s not his fault, really,” Gu Fei said. “That’s just the way he is. Besides, how could anyone else possibly understand?”

“Then…what are you going to do?” Jiang Cheng looked at him. “Everyone knows now.”

“If they know, they know,” Gu Fei said. “When the gears of destiny start to turn, there’s no telling when they’re going to go click and set something off. Like you, for example.”

“What about me?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“Weren’t you brought here by those gears?” Gu Fei smiled. “Come on, I wanna take you somewhere.”

Jiang Cheng looked at him. “Where?”

Gu Fei was already back to his usual self. The way he talked, his expressions—there was no trace of what happened before. No trace of what had happened moments ago on the sofa, when he was bawling in abject despair. Jiang Cheng couldn’t tell if he really was okay, or if it was just years of experience that allowed him to recover so quickly and maintain this precarious balance.

“The factories,” Gu Fei answered as he opened his closet door.

“Why are we going to the factories?” Jiang Cheng was surprised. It had been a long time since the two of them went into the steelworks campus. “If you want to…you know, we can just go to my place.” Ever since he’d rented an apartment for himself, it had become their most private space.

“Cheng-ge.” Gu Fei laughed as he held on to the closet door. “Can we be serious for a second? What does our overachiever keep in his head all day long?”

Jiang Cheng had nothing to say in reply. He stared at Gu Fei, then, at length, he waved his hand and turned back to the living room, where he settled on the sofa to read picture books with Gu Miao.

Gu Fei walked out behind him. One glance at him left Jiang Cheng wide-eyed with shock: Gu Fei was carrying a guitar bag.

“What’s…that?” Jiang Cheng asked reflexively. He’d never expected Gu Fei to bring his guitar out.

“A cello.”

“My ass, that’s a cello!” 

“Why would you ask, then? Like you’ve never seen a guitar before.” Gu Fei walked up to the sofa, reached his hand in front of Gu Miao, and snapped his fingers. When Gu Miao looked up at him, he said in a soft voice, “I have to go out. Remember to text me first if you want to play outside.” Gu Miao nodded, and Gu Fei stood up. “Let’s go, Cheng-ge.” 

Jiang Cheng followed Gu Fei, but it wasn’t until they were downstairs that he suddenly realized… Gu Fei is going to play the guitar?

He’s going to the steelworks campus to play the guitar?

It wasn’t very far, so Gu Fei didn’t take his bike. He walked toward the factories with the guitar strapped to his back and Jiang Cheng beside him, his eyes glued to Gu Fei the whole way.

Jiang Cheng had seen so many sides of Gu Fei: wearing a helmet on a motorcycle, riding a bicycle with Gu Miao zipping on a skateboard beside him, playing basketball, holding a camera, in the glow of a bonfire dressed in all black, jumping between buildings…

And crying.

But Gu Fei had surprised him yet again. Jiang Cheng knew that he’d been in a band before, and that he played the guitar, but seeing Gu Fei walking in the sun with a guitar strapped to his back still gave him a thrill.

Why? He had no idea.

It was just…a thrill. Every step he took, he wanted to turn and look at Gu Fei.

The steelworks campus covered a large area. Jiang Cheng hadn’t been there very many times, and he never had gotten to see the whole place. Gu Fei led him down a path he had never been on before, like he was unlocking a new area of the map.

“We’re not going to the usual room?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“Nope,” said Gu Fei. “There could be some sort of lecherous boy-on-girl or boy-on-boy action going on in there.”

Jiang Cheng didn’t answer. The “boy-on-boy” part was probably about Li Yan, but when he remembered the kinds of things they themselves had gotten up to in there… Did Gu Fei really have a leg to stand on, calling other people lecherous?

“I haven’t been around here before,” Jiang Cheng said, to change the subject.

“I don’t come around here often either,” said Gu Fei. “The buildings on this side are mostly torn down, and the ones still standing are structurally unsound. There’s no point coming here.”

“Then where are we going?” 

“To a structurally unsound building.”

“…Ah.” Jiang Cheng nodded.

Pretty much all the buildings here had already been knocked down. Many of them were reduced to exposed rebar, surrounded by piles of broken brick and rubble and scrap pieces of steel covered in overgrown weeds.

It must’ve been a flourishing place once upon a time. It was a large campus, and everyone who used to live around here had been employed by the factory. There were still signs of the plant’s prosperous past scattered all around the neighborhood beyond this place. Steelworks Kindergarten. Steelworks Elementary. Steelworks Snack Bar. Steelworks Playground…

“It’s right up ahead,” Gu Fei said, pointing.

At the clearing ahead, beyond the leftover piles of bricks and rubble, was…another structurally unsound building. It was only one story high, but it was very tall, like an auditorium or something. It was even larger than the one at Fourth High.

It certainly looked unsound enough, considering it was already half demolished. But as they got closer, Jiang Cheng realized it wasn’t half demolished, but half collapsed.

Stepping over pieces of broken brick, Gu Fei led him in through the “door.”

With half the roof sunken in, the lighting was great, revealing the structure of an old assembly hall inside. The rows of theater seating were still there, though most of it was buried under the collapsed roof. Above the front half of the hall, where the stage was, part of the roof was still intact, but the windows on either side were gone. Sunlight spilled through the large gaps in the wall, casting a radiant glow over the entire stage.

“Sit over there,” Gu Fei said, pointing at a seat in the front row. “In the middle.”

“Ah.” Jiang Cheng walked up to the seat. A thick layer of dust covered the chair. He wiped it with a finger, but beneath the top layer of loose dust was yet another layer of dust that had melded perfectly with the chair itself after years of rain-soaked, sun-dried setting.

He thought about looking for something to wipe it with, but after a couple of seconds of hesitation, he decided to sit down anyway. He even leaned back in the seat.

Gu Fei stood at the center of the stage.

“Are you going to make the introduction yourself?” Jiang Cheng asked, certain now that Gu Fei was going to play the guitar for him.

Just for him.

“In a minute.” Gu Fei smiled, crouching down to set the guitar on the ground. “I still have some preparation to do. I kind of did this in a rush…”

He wasn’t kidding—this had to have been a last-minute decision, because it turned out the preparation he was talking about involved actually stringing the guitar. Jiang Cheng watched quietly as Gu Fei tightened the strings, and then as he pulled out his phone and began to slowly tune the guitar with the help of a tuning app.

On the strength of visuals alone, however, the first strum of Gu Fei’s fingers across the strings blew the silver-dragon-clad Wang Xu to smithereens. Totally and completely obliterated.

Gu Fei had long fingers, and from his right hand plucking out the notes to his left hand pressing on the strings, he was a feast for the eyes. Jiang Cheng didn’t even need to listen to the sound to feel soothed; he felt like he was lying on a comfortable beanbag.

“All right.” Gu Fei finished tuning and stood up. He picked up a long stick that must have been the handle of either a broom or a mop in its past life, and jabbed it into a crack on the floor of the stage. Jiang Cheng straightened up and started clapping.

Gu Fei walked up to the “microphone” and cleared his throat. Jiang Cheng immediately pulled out his phone, aimed the camera at Gu Fei, and hit record.

“It’s been a long time since I touched a guitar, and a long time since I sang something,” Gu Fei said. “I didn’t think I’d find myself standing here today.”

Jiang Cheng smiled.

“There are always all kinds of things you don’t expect in life,” Gu Fei went on as he adjusted the length of his guitar strap. “Sometimes, we expect the unexpected, and sometimes, it surprises us.”

For a second, Jiang Cheng didn’t understand what Gu Fei meant, but it didn’t matter—he was going to watch the video back at least a thousand times anyway.

“Jiang Cheng,” Gu Fei said, looking straight at him, “you are the surprise I never expected.”

“So are you,” Jiang Cheng said, looking at Gu Fei on his screen. He lifted his eyes to look at the stage.

“This song is for you. I wrote it in my head on the way here. Have a listen now, and I’ll fix it later.” Gu Fei put his head down and swept his fingers gently over the strings. “‘Run Wild.’”

Jiang Cheng took a deep breath, his hand trembling. He had to use his other hand to steady the phone.

Gu Fei’s hand slapped the body of the guitar to count himself in, then launched into the intro—and Jiang Cheng’s breathing halted for a moment. It felt like even the faintest breeze blowing past his ears carried a tune.

The original melody had left a deep impression on him. He assumed that it was Gu Fei’s style: a song filled with confusion, panic, and emptiness. This intro, however, gave off an entirely different feeling.

Gu Fei opened his mouth to sing. His voice was a little husky, yet gentle and steady. “I want one look to last a lifetime…”

With one line, Jiang Cheng could feel Gu Fei all around him, blanketing him.

“I want to look up and see the warm sun on spring grass, 

To see me in your arms.

I want to shatter the unknown and walk through time; 

You’ll hear it if you open your eyes. 
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I want you on my left shoulder and a smile on my right.” 

Gu Fei looked up at him. 

“I want to run wild without a care in your eyes; 

I want one look to last a lifetime…”

Bathed in sunlight, the boy in the white T-shirt stood smiling on the stage as his fingers glided over the strings.

As he stared at Gu Fei, Jiang Cheng felt like he was in a trance. He almost couldn’t tell if the music he heard was in his ears, or if it was playing in his heart.




Chapter 90

 

“WHERE’S MY APPLAUSE, Cheng-ge?” Gu Fei said through the viewfinder, standing behind the broomstick “microphone.”

Jiang Cheng snapped out of his daze. Still holding his phone with one hand, he slapped the other one haphazardly against his lap, then put his fingers to his lips and blew a sharp wolf whistle.

Gu Fei flipped the guitar onto his back, jumped off the stage, and walked up to him. Jiang Cheng was about to stop the recording when Gu Fei said, “Hold on.”

“Hm?” Jiang Cheng blinked.

Gu Fei walked right up to him, swinging the guitar forward again. “I’m not done.”

Jiang Cheng stayed quiet. His phone camera happened to focus on Gu Fei’s hand. His fingers slid back onto the strings, and he began a tremolo.

It was very slow, each note distinct. Then he started to pick up speed, and the notes leaping one by one from his fingertips in clear succession gradually melded into one continuous sound. As Gu Fei’s fingers sped up, the trailing sound of his left hand sliding over the neck of the guitar blended together perfectly with the music.

Jiang Cheng’s still-unsettled heart was thrown into fresh disarray. Entranced once more, he saw the image of Gu Fei’s fingers blurring on the phone screen. He was playing so quickly, it was as if light couldn’t catch up to him. Stirring music filled Jiang Cheng’s ears, and his eyes were full of Gu Fei’s hands. It was so stunning that his eyes prickled with heat.

When the music finally faded into silence, Jiang Cheng found himself still holding the same position as before. Then Gu Fei reached over the phone and gently brushed against his face, and Jiang Cheng realized with a start that he was crying.

No. He wasn’t crying, he was just tearing up.

The tears came from surprise, from emotion, from incredulity. It was because of this dilapidated yet sunlit stage, this memory that would be etched in his heart forever…

Mainly, it was because Gu Fei was exceedingly handsome.

So handsome he could cry—that was the perfect description of Gu Fei.

“Shit.” Jiang Cheng stopped the recording and wiped away the tears on his face. “You just had to show off at the end.”

“Usually the showing off comes at the beginning, so the audience can start screaming.” Gu Fei smiled. “But I was so nervous that I forgot.”

“You were nervous?” Jiang Cheng lifted up the hem of his T-shirt and pressed it against his eyes a few times. He confirmed there were no more traces of tears on his face, then stood up. “Even you get nervous?”

“Depends on the audience,” Gu Fei said. “It’s my boyfriend sitting here, after all.”

Jiang Cheng sniffled, then pulled Gu Fei into a kiss.

Between them was a guitar, above them was the semi-visible sky, and beneath their feet was rubble and garbage; behind them stood the rows of half-buried seats. This was not a romantic atmosphere for a kiss. The position was awkward, and the setting was slightly unconventional. Yet Jiang Cheng still felt the way he had listening to Gu Fei sing earlier—the instant their lips touched, he sank into him, completely and utterly.

A boom sounded from off to the side, pulling Jiang Cheng’s head out of the clouds. He froze, then jumped, almost biting down on Gu Fei’s lips.

The sound had come from off to the left, where one of the walls was collapsed. No one would climb in through there—and a noise that loud couldn’t possibly have been someone climbing in…

When Jiang Cheng turned to look, all he could see was a six-foot-high cloud of dust hovering in the air.

“Go, go, go, go!” Gu Fei anxiously pushed him toward the front door. “Outside, now!”

The dust cloud was already spreading over to them. Jiang Cheng could almost smell the noxious dirt in the air. He started in fright at Gu Fei’s anxious reaction. “Holy shit! Is it gonna collapse?!”

“Hurry up and get out!” shouted Gu Fei.

“Oh, shit, shit, fuck… Why would it collapse out of nowhere?!” Jiang Cheng darted toward the door. “When the hell was this thing built?”

When he got to the door, he looked back and realized Gu Fei wasn’t behind him. A layer of cold sweat covered his skin. Without thinking, he turned around and bolted back in.

“Gu Fei! Gu—” He only managed to shout for him once before he crashed right into Gu Fei. Gu Fei threw an arm around him and shoved him out.

Once they were both out under the clean air and sunshine again, Jiang Cheng finally noticed the barely stifled grin forming on Gu Fei’s face.

“The shit?” He stared at Gu Fei, then whipped his head back to look at the building. “Shit!”

The building hadn’t collapsed. Not only had it not collapsed, but now that cloud of dust had been dispersed by the wind, everything was back to normal, and the remaining half of the assembly hall stood there just as quietly as before.

“A section of the collapsed wall fell down,” Gu Fei laughed.

Jiang Cheng glared at him. “I thought the whole thing was coming down by the way you were fucking reacting!” It was a little embarrassing that he’d been startled by a chunk of the stupid wall.

“There was all that dust. I just wanted to hurry up and get out,” Gu Fei said. “But then I felt like teasing you.”

“…You wanted to see how panicked I’d get when I didn’t see you outside?” Jiang Cheng clicked his tongue.

Gu Fei grinned. “Nah, I just wanted to spook you into running for it. On the way out, I realized I forgot to grab my guitar bag, so I went back. Although…” Gu Fei hugged Jiang Cheng close. “Seeing you panic like that still made me…”

“You really don’t have to feel touched,” Jiang Cheng said. “I only went back in because the building was still standing. If it really had caved in, I definitely would’ve backed up three hundred feet first and then called the fire department.”

“I see,” Gu Fei laughed.

“Go ahead and laugh,” said Jiang Cheng. “I dare you to laugh a little louder.”

Gu Fei tilted his head back. “HA HA HA!” he crowed. “Loud enough?”

“…Plenty loud,” Jiang Cheng sighed. “Wrap it up.”

 

***

 

As they walked back the way they came, Jiang Cheng couldn’t help glancing back at that crumbling building one more time.

From this angle, he could no longer see the stage, only the piles of rocks and weeds, the collapsed roof and broken walls. If Gu Fei hadn’t brought him here, he never would have imagined that he’d leave behind such a precious memory in these derelict ruins.

Gu Fei glanced at his phone. “I have to go back to the store later. This is around the time my mom locks up and runs off.” 

“I’ll come with you,” Jiang Cheng said. “Maybe I can eat there tonight. And Gu Miao can join us.”

“Mm-hm.” Gu Fei nodded. “What do you want to eat?”

“Dunno.” Jiang Cheng shook his head and rubbed his belly. This whole afternoon had been an emotional roller coaster for him. Now that he finally had a moment of calm, there was nothing left in his brain. He didn’t think he could absorb a word of his study materials at this point, never mind think about what to eat. “I don’t even know if I’m hungry or not.”

“Wanna wrap dumplings, then?” asked Gu Fei.

Jiang Cheng nodded. “Sure.” 

Gu Fei’s mom wasn’t in the store, but it was still open. When Jiang Cheng followed Gu Fei inside, he saw Li Yan sitting behind the counter, fiddling with his phone.

“What are you doing here?” Gu Fei asked.

“Times really have changed,” said Li Yan. “I can’t believe you’d ask me this question.”

“Don’t take it too seriously.” Gu Fei went and set the guitar down in the back room. “I didn’t mean anything by it.”

“Was that a guitar?” Li Yan glanced over, then froze. “Shit, you were holding a guitar? My eyes didn’t deceive me?”

“A cello, actually,” Gu Fei remarked as he came back out. He walked up to the shelves and brought over a bag of flour. “We’re making dumplings later. Wanna join us?”

“Nope.” Li Yan glanced at Jiang Cheng. “I’ll be leaving now.”

“Come on, eat with us,” Jiang Cheng said. “It’s almost dinnertime.”

“You think he’s asking me to stay and eat out of the goodness of his heart?” said Li Yan. “He just wants an extra set of hands.”

Gu Fei looked at him. “Are you staying or not?” 

“Yes!” Li Yan sighed. “So tell me, am I on filling or dough duty?” 

“You’re rolling out the wrappers,” said Gu Fei.

“Got it.” Li Yan nodded and went back to his phone. “Call me when it’s time to roll them out, then. I’m gonna play games for a while.”

Gu Fei got some meat out of the fridge and went to the kitchen. Jiang Cheng grabbed the bag of flour. He was about to head out to the kitchen to knead the dough when he walked by Li Yan’s side and hesitated for a moment. He snuck a glance at Li Yan’s phone. Sure enough, it was that stupid Aixiaochu game.

“What level are you on?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“Three levels past Da-Fei again.” Li Yan arched an eyebrow at him. “What? Are you going to help him catch up tonight?”

“I wasn’t helping him,” Jiang Cheng said.

“Yeah, right. If it wasn’t for you, he’d be at least seven levels below me right now.” Li Yan put his head down and continued playing. “Ever since he met you, he’s shot up the ranks like he was propelled by a fart jet. Who else could it be?”

“It’s really not me. I’ve never been propelled by a fart jet.”

Li Yan put down his phone and looked at him. “You’ve got a smarter mouth than Da-Fei, huh?”

Jiang Cheng grinned and headed for the kitchen with the flour.

“Hey, Jiang Cheng,” Li Yan called out to him in a hushed voice. “What were you two up to just now?”

Jiang Cheng turned back and looked at him wordlessly. That question was unintentionally sharp. What were we up to? We were being lovey-dovey. We got up in each other’s business and made out.

Li Yan probably realized his question had come out wrong. He tried again. “I just meant…he was playing the guitar?”

Jiang Cheng still didn’t answer. After the whole “composition by Gu Fei” thing, he was a little sensitive to Gu Fei’s situation. He wasn’t sure if Gu Fei wanted Li Yan to know, even if he knew how close Li Yan and the guys were with Gu Fei.

“It’s been at least two years since he played the guitar in public,” Li Yan added, glancing toward the kitchen.

That much was obvious. After all, most people would simply loosen the strings if they didn’t plan on playing for a long time, but Gu Fei had gone and uninstalled them completely.

“What do you mean, ‘in public’?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“Well, who knows if he’s been playing privately to the moon in the dead of night,” said Li Yan.

Jiang Cheng chuckled. “Oh.”

Li Yan gave him a look. “I asked you a question.” 

Jiang Cheng held his gaze for a while, then turned and quickly walked toward the kitchen.

“Sheesh.” Li Yan was a little miffed. “Why are you running?!”

“I’m being propelled by a fart jet,” Jiang Cheng replied.

“What are you two talking about?” Gu Fei called out from the kitchen.

“Fart jets,” Jiang Cheng said as he walked in. Gu Fei handed him a tub, and he poured flour into it and asked quietly, “Has it been a long time since you played guitar?”

“Li Yan asked you that?” Gu Fei watched the flour.

“Mm.” Jiang Cheng continued pouring. “I didn’t tell him, but he can probably guess, right?”

Gu Fei reached out and lifted the edge of the flour bag. “That’s enough.”

Jiang Cheng set the bag to the side. Gu Fei came around and kissed him on the ear. “You don’t need to be so careful. It’ll be tiring.”

“Well, I’m just afraid that you’ll…” Jiang Cheng glanced at him. Propping his hands down on the counter, he said to the wall in a hushed voice, mimicking Gu Fei, “And then what, Cheng-ge? And then what?”

Gu Fei burst out laughing beside him. Jiang Cheng turned and joined him for a moment, then sighed and stroked his face. “Gu Fei…”

“Uh-huh?”

“I really didn’t know. And I wasn’t trying to mess with you on purpose, really.” Jiang Cheng held Gu Fei’s chin in his fingers. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t say that. I didn’t blame you, really. This was all stuff I kept to myself, anyway.”

“But still.” Jiang Cheng thought about it for a second. “You told me, and I understand now. So I just wanted to say…” He paused for a beat, then suddenly leaned into Gu Fei’s face, the tips of their noses almost touching. “Gu Fei.”

“Yes?” Gu Fei’s eyes crossed for a second, then quickly straightened as he shot a glance behind him.

“I’m not trying to kiss you, don’t worry.” Jiang Cheng couldn’t help but giggle. “I’m trying to tell you something serious.”

“Go ahead.” Gu Fei smiled.

“Close your eyes.” Gu Fei closed his eyes obligingly, and Jiang Cheng said, “Now open them. If you want to keep your eyes closed, I’ll keep you company. And whenever you want to open them, I’ll hear it.” He cleared his throat, then sang quietly, “I want you on my left shoulder, and a smile on my right…”

Gu Fei looked at him for a long time without a word.

“Did I sing it right?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“You really are amazing,” Gu Fei said. “Did you just memorize this version, too?”

“Nah,” Jiang Cheng said. “Only that line. I forgot everything else.” 

“You memorized the original one, but you can’t memorize the version I sang just for you?” Gu Fei narrowed his eyes.

“No shit, I’m still reeling from it,” Jiang Cheng said. “If you hadn’t come up to me and shown off that last trick, I might’ve been able to remember a few more lines. But now all I can remember is that flashy ending you used to show off. Even a goldfish would remember that.”

“Ah.” Gu Fei nodded, holding back laughter. “True.”

Jiang Cheng sighed and allowed silence to fall over them. Gu Fei didn’t say a word. They stood there quietly, their faces just touching.

“Hey, Gu Fei?” Li Yan’s voice came from behind them. “Oops, sorry. As you were.”

By the time Jiang Cheng turned around, there was no one there. Li Yan must’ve dashed back inside at the speed of light.

“It’s fine.” Gu Fei started adding water to the tub of flour, then turned and yelled at the back door. “Li Yan!”

Li Yan appeared in the doorway again, sticking his head out to look at him. “Gu Miao hurt her hand. I wanted to disinfect it for her, but the little lady just ignores me.”

Gu Miao is hurt? Jiang Cheng was a little startled, though Li Yan didn’t seem very bothered.

“Why don’t you go help her, Cheng-ge?” Gu Fei sounded calm, too. “She’s probably ignoring me right now, too.”

“Why?” Jiang Cheng figured that Gu Miao must have gotten cuts and scrapes often enough that it was nothing new to them.

“I told her to text me if she was going to go out today,” Gu Fei said. “She probably texted me, but I didn’t hear it, and I still haven’t texted her back. She must be mad at me.”

“…I didn’t hear your phone go off either.” Jiang Cheng blinked. Gu Miao had probably sent the message while they were still engrossed in the romantic atmosphere of the performance on that rickety stage. 

“Why don’t you go give it a try?” Gu Fei flashed him a smile. “She might respond to you.”

Gu Miao wasn’t very seriously hurt, although the skin was broken. Li Yan wanted to rinse it with some saline water, but Gu Miao stood in front of the cash register holding her skateboard, refusing to budge.

“Er-Miao?” Jiang Cheng crouched down in front of her and waved.

Gu Miao stared at him. There was no expression on her face; she gave no reaction. Jiang Cheng smiled at her. When Gu Miao opened her eyes wide like this, he could see her eyelashes very clearly. They were the exact same as Gu Fei’s eyelashes.

“Er-Miao.” Jiang Cheng considered how he could get Gu Miao to understand him. After a few seconds, he leaned down and gently blew a puff of air on his own hand. “Er-Miao, my hand hurts. Do you know what to do?”

Gu Miao’s gaze shifted to his face.

“Er-Miao?” Jiang Cheng’s heart lit up with glee. He continued to talk to her quietly. “You—”

Before he could finish his sentence, Gu Miao reached out and pushed the bottle of saline that Li Yan had set on a little table to the ground. Before Jiang Cheng could say anything else, she flipped the little table over as well.

“Gu Fei!” Li Yan yelled. “Your little sister is staging a revolt!”

“Just leave her alone!” Gu Fei shouted back from the kitchen.

Jiang Cheng stood up and went out to the kitchen. “Technically this was your fault,” he said with a frown. “If she’s angry, maybe you should apologize to her?”

“Yeah.” Gu Fei nodded as he worked the dough. “I will later.”

“Here, let me,” Jiang Cheng said. “She’s already pretty upset. Why don’t you go console her first?”

Gu Fei stopped what he was doing and sighed. Turning around, he hugged Jiang Cheng’s shoulders, then leaned unmoving against him. Jiang Cheng didn’t say anything else, just rubbed his back. He was suddenly a little nervous. The way Gu Fei was acting, was it because he’d…woken him up?

“I’ll go later,” Gu Fei said against his shoulder. “When she’s calmed down a little more. It’s more effective that way.”

“…Oh.” Jiang Cheng held him tight.

“That little girl is so stubborn,” Gu Fei sighed. “She gets angry at the tiniest things. Sometimes I’m so annoyed I want to hit her.”

Jiang Cheng smiled. “Have you?” 

“Nope. Never even raised my voice.” Gu Fei let go of him, turned around, and went back to kneading the dough. “Sometimes I just feel like ignoring her for a while. She has a temper, but so do I, you know?”

Gu Fei’s “temper” was clearly nothing compared to Gu Miao’s. When the dough was ready, he went back inside to soothe her.

By the time Jiang Cheng and Li Yan had finished mincing and mixing the filling and went back in, Gu Miao was finally back to normal. She sat by the table to watch them wrap dumplings.

Jiang Cheng observed Gu Fei, who’d come to help. He couldn’t see any weariness on his face; in fact, he seemed pretty calm. But perhaps because of his new perspective, Jiang Cheng felt a sense of helplessness he’d never noticed before from the way Gu Fei patiently communicated with Gu Miao.

Before, he’d only thought about how tiring it must be for Gu Fei. Now, though, he found he could empathize with the helplessness Gu Fei had shown him by the river.

Gu Miao wasn’t like this all the time. Certain days were better than others. Back when he’d first met her, outside the train station, he didn’t even notice how different she was from other kids, only that she didn’t want to talk. He’d gone on to play with her on the skateboard, eat with her, and play games with her; she even smiled at him. Whenever he thought of those times, his heart soared. Those memories made him hopeful. They made him think that perhaps the situation wasn’t that bad.

And yet when he heard her screaming, saw how she refused to communicate with people, and the cold, indifferent expression she showed to the outside world… When he remembered the pages and pages of bunnies she drew, thought of how he’d wholeheartedly expected her cooperation just now only to be met with her flipping the table, his heart plummeted. It was like being forced back down to earth.

What followed this crest and fall was a profound sense of helplessness.

Gu Fei must have gone through this countless times before he’d finally decided to give up on that empty hope.

Li Yan left after they finished eating. Jiang Cheng sat in the store and watched Gu Miao zipping back and forth through the aisles on her skateboard. Gu Fei sat behind the counter and checked the accounts. Jiang Cheng wondered how much Gu Fei’s mom had taken from the store this month, and how much was left. Either way, Gu Fei wasn’t wearing the happiest expression as he counted the money.

Money. Aside from Gu Miao, it was probably the heaviest thing weighing on him. Gu Fei couldn’t even afford to keep Gu Miao in therapy—it was just a not-so-legitimate center in this shitty little city, but even that was too much for them to keep up in the long term.

Jiang Cheng frowned.

“They sent me your portion of the pay for two of the photo shoots,” Gu Fei said as he tapped away on the calculator. “I’ll transfer it to you tomorrow.”

Jiang Cheng blinked in surprise. “I thought it’d all been deposited into my account already. Has it not?” 

“Even if I sold you off, you’d probably still happily get in bed with me.” Gu Fei threw him a glance. “Don’t you keep track of your money at all?”

“Fuck off,” Jiang Cheng said. “It’s not like I spend money irresponsibly. Not a compulsive shopper, never lost money anywhere; I don’t need to keep a record.”

“Damn, what sound logic you have there, overachiever.”

“That’s right, super-slacker.”

Something suddenly occurred to him. He hesitated for almost five minutes, staring at Gu Fei, before he spoke up. “Hey, Gu Fei.”

“Hm?” Gu Fei looked at him, pencil in his mouth.

“How about you don’t give me the money yet?” Jiang Cheng said. “Just…leave it in your account. You can keep it saved for me.”

Gu Fei didn’t reply. The pencil in his mouth flicked back and forth. After a while, Jiang Cheng saw the corner of his mouth curl up into a subtle smile.

Jiang Cheng glared at him. “Is that okay or not?!” 

“Cheng-ge…” Gu Fei took the pencil and spun it in his hand. “I must’ve done some really great deeds in my last life to have met you in this one.”




Chapter 91

 

IF HE LEFT the money saved in Gu Fei’s account, Jiang Cheng thought, then if Gu Fei needed money in the future, he could say, “Why don’t you use that first?” It would go over smoother than saying, “Here, take my money,” and it’d be easier for Gu Fei to accept.

Jiang Cheng had enough left in his own account for this last year of high school tuition, study materials, and living expenses, as well as what he’d need for the first year of university. He could give the rest to Gu Fei.

But as soon as he opened his mouth, Gu Fei had seen right through him. Gu Fei didn’t expose him, but he didn’t continue the conversation, either, so Jiang Cheng didn’t know how to bring it up again.

Gu Fei had some photo editing to do that evening, so he couldn’t join him in his apartment to keep him company while he studied. Jiang Cheng stood at the intersection, his mind wandering as he watched Gu Fei walk away, with Gu Miao rolling along on her skateboard beside him. 

Everybody had their own story, whether it was happy, sad, or long-suffering. Without knowing someone on a deeper level, it was impossible to tell what every passing person carried in their deepest of hearts, or whether every lit window concealed a sad sigh.

Gu Fei turned back several times and waved at him, indicating that Jiang Cheng could end his watch and go, but still, he remained where he stood.

Finally, Gu Fei called him on the phone. “Did you hurt your back or something?”

“Nah.” Jiang Cheng laughed. “Aren’t I allowed to watch for a while?”

“I can hardly walk straight with all your staring,” said Gu Fei. “Go home already. Don’t you still have to study?”

Jiang Cheng sighed. “Hearing you bring it up suddenly makes me feel anxious.”

“Then I won’t,” Gu Fei said. “You can keep watching for a little longer. I’ll be making a turn in sixteen feet.”

After hanging up, Jiang Cheng laughed and kept watching Gu Fei’s receding figure, already blurry in the distance. Gu Fei waved and blew a kiss at him before he turned onto the side street.

Jiang Cheng checked that there was no one around, then waved his arm to blow a kiss back.

 

***

 

Back in his apartment, Jiang Cheng felt like a robot on autopilot. He showered, tidied up, and sat down at the desk to finish his homework. Then, he started to study, following the plan in his head.

Unlike some people, he didn’t write out his study plan on paper. The books he had to read, question banks he had to get through—he kept track of all of it in his head. What he wanted to get done daily, what he went through yesterday, where the tough spots were, what he wanted to do today, and what could be left until tomorrow… The different colored lines across the pages of his textbooks were like a secret code that he alone knew how to break. And then there were his notebooks.

Jiang Cheng opened one of them. He always took very brief notes, just a short prompt for each point, since he knew that was enough for him to recall the whole thing once he saw the prompt. And combined with his handwriting… He figured nobody would want his notes after he graduated, not even for free. This was truly an esoteric text from the gods.

Ahhh, this handwriting of mine…

Jiang Cheng scribbled away as he started memorizing passages, jotting down a few key words and phrases to practice his handwriting.

Speaking of which, he had seen some improvements lately. He could at least hold himself back from writing in cursive, which only added to the indecipherable hideousness. Writing one stroke at a time, as ugly as it was, at least made it possible to make out the words.

On the desk was a notebook that the good student Gu Fei had left behind. Jiang Cheng picked it up and flipped through it. This so-called “notebook” was basically blank—as good as new. He put the same one on top of his desk in every class as a front, like a cursory display of respect for the teachers.

If Jiang Cheng remembered correctly, Gu Fei had been using this notebook since last semester, and since then…he’d only used about eight pages in total, and each of those pages was only half filled.

Jiang Cheng had never looked through Gu Fei’s notebook before, and this was the first time he saw what Gu Fei had been writing in there. He laughed out loud at the first sentence.

Lao-Lu’s booming voice is a more effective alarm than the bell.

Sleepy.

Very very very very very very very very sleepy.

Can’t get past this level.

Li Yan is 12 levels past me. Scumbag.

Forgot to bring my power bank.

Going to eat meat pies.

I don’t want noodles! No noodles noooo noodles no.

Population regeneration, the renewal of generations of population, births, deaths.

Jiang Cheng’s brows arced briefly. He was a little surprised to see content related to actual classes. He figured it was probably written down when Gu Fei was bored and hunching over the desk with nothing better to do. But it really was just that one row. It was followed by a tangled ball of scribbly lines, definitely the subconscious product of a wandering mind.

After he finished admiring Gu Fei’s notes, Jiang Cheng stretched and continued memorizing passages.

He should encourage Gu Fei to make more of those notes, he thought. Reading them had given him a tangible lift in his mood and energy. If he glanced at them a few times during his study breaks, he could probably sit there and study until three a.m.

 

***

 

Gu Fei’s head pitched forward, sending his face smashing solidly onto the keyboard.

“Fuck!” he cursed as a wave of pain surged into his nose. He covered it with one hand and spent a good few minutes reeling.

He never usually got this sleepy editing photos late into the night. It came as a total shock to realize he’d fallen asleep with the mouse in his hand, so completely zonked that he’d smashed his face right into the keyboard.

But it wasn’t the type of drowsiness he usually felt in class, the kind where sleep threatened to overcome him the moment he stopped using his phone. Nor was it the same fatigue he’d get from working all day and then having to skateboard with Gu Miao or fight with his mom.

It was more like the complete relaxation one felt after a much-needed release.

When his nose felt a little better, he smoothed his hand over the keyboard. It was such an upright and handsome nose, he was worried it might break the keyboard.

Today certainly had been a kind of release. It was the first time in all these years that he had told someone his true feelings, and the first time he’d cried in front of another person in such an uninhibited, unreserved way. Even though Jiang Cheng had kind of forced it out of him, he had to admit that he suddenly felt much lighter.

It was just like jumping hurdles, where you didn’t know if you’d make it, whether you’d land on the other side or on the ground, uninjured or with a broken leg—taking those first steps was the hardest part. There was a sudden relief when the jump was over with, and all the anxiety over what might happen afterward would vanish.

Deciding to speak was the hardest part, but once the first words were spoken, nearly all the pressure faded.

The irresolvable problem of his future, and his worries that voicing these troubles would only add to Jiang Cheng’s burden… All that had been cleared away, too.

Tomorrow… Gu Fei picked up his phone, opened the Fourth High forum, hesitated, and then closed it again. He didn’t need to wait until tomorrow. The forum must’ve been exploding since this afternoon.

The students of Fourth High always had far too much time on their hands. Endless discussions and discourse bubbled on the forum day in and day out. There were even posts about the love lives of teachers, including bets on whether their relationships would last and how long they would take to split up. A headline like “Gu Fei the composer” would probably keep them busy a whole week.

After Gu Fei had left the auditorium today, he’d thought about Jiang Cheng’s reaction. He didn’t want to disappoint Jiang Cheng, but while he could ignore the inevitable exclamations in the student forum, all those gazes of shock and amazement were too much for him to bear in person—it was impossible for him to sit still. 

I didn’t know Gu Fei could do that! Can you believe Gu Fei’s talent?!

The constant feeling of being reminded was unbearable. Besides, he’d gotten so used to evading other students’ looks all these years that when he heard the words “composition by Gu Fei,” the feeling of being unwittingly exposed again threw him into a sudden panic.

He didn’t have time to think about how Jiang Cheng would feel seeing him leave. He’d practically bolted out of the auditorium like he was running for his life.

Jiang Cheng had spent a long time preparing for this performance and devoted a lot of effort to it—he knew that. He couldn’t bear to imagine just how disappointed Jiang Cheng had been when he saw that empty seat. When Jiang Cheng yelled at him by the river, he wasn’t even a little bit angry or annoyed. All he felt was complete helplessness and heartache.

He ached for Jiang Cheng, who was grabbing for him like he was holding on to the last bit of straw to keep himself from sinking. And even then, Jiang Cheng couldn’t obtain the sense of security he was truly after, the feeling of landing on solid ground.

Gu Fei let out a soft sigh and glanced at the time on his phone. It was past midnight. The overachiever was probably still immersed in the grand endeavor of preparing for his exams. He decided to wait until one a.m. to text him.

He heard the sound of the living room door opening outside—his mom was home. Gu Fei was a little surprised. If his mom wasn’t back by this time of night, she’d usually be spending the night at some boyfriend’s house.

He frowned, put down his phone, and walked out of his room.

His mom was changing her shoes at the door. “You’re not in bed yet?” she said without looking up.

Gu Fei watched her. “Not yet. I didn’t think you’d come back tonight.”

“Where can I go if not back here?!” she said haughtily, then grabbed her bag and stomped toward her bedroom.

Gu Fei swept a glance over her face, then grabbed her arm. “What happened to your face?”

“Nothing,” she said, turning away. “Go back to whatever you were doing.”

Wordlessly, Gu Fei lifted the hair covering her face. “Is this from your boyfriend?”

“Hey!” His mom roughly shook off his hand. Turning around, she walked away and pushed open her bedroom door. “Mind your own business!”

By the time Gu Fei reached her door, she had already shut it. He tried the knob twice, but it didn’t budge.

“Haven’t you had enough,” Gu Fei said in a low voice, “of getting beaten by men?!”

There was no response from inside the room; all was quiet.

“Have you been beaten stupid?!” Gu Fei could not for the life of him describe how he felt right now. “Open up!”

The door opened. His mom stood in the doorway, pointing a finger at him. “Say that one more time!” Her hair was tucked behind her ears now, giving him a much better view of the bruises on her face.

“I asked you, haven’t you had enough of being beaten by men?!” Gu Fei demanded.

She slapped him square on his cheek. “What did you say?!” Gu Fei could’ve dodged it, but he didn’t. The slap landed on his face loud and clear. “What did you say?!” she repeated, tears glistening in her eyes.

“Haven’t you had enough of being beaten by men?” Gu Fei said again. His cheek felt hot, but these trivial sensations were nothing compared to the unforgettable horror of the memories those bruises evoked. 

“How was I supposed to know he was going to hit me?!” she exclaimed, bursting into tears. “He was so good to me! How was I supposed to know he’d get violent?!”

“Do you not have eyes? Don’t you know how to read people? Don’t you have any sense of judgment? Do you really need him to beat you to know that he’s not a good person?” Gu Fei questioned her relentlessly, his voice shaking. “How old are you now? You’re not a kid anymore—do you expect to hold on to your naive little fantasy forever? Even teenage girls have better judgment than you do!”

“What’s wrong with acting like a teenage girl?!” She shoved him hard. “What’s wrong with me acting like a teenager?! I was with your father ever since I was a teenager! I’ve never had a chance to act young! He’s dead now! Don’t I get to be a kid?! That’s all I want! I wanna be a teenage girl forever! He’s dead and gone, but who’s going to give me back my lost youth, huh?! Who’s going to pay?!”

Gu Fei watched her in silence.

“I’ve asked you the same thing before, right?” she said, staring back at him. “And you told me to get it back myself, right? So this is me getting it back! Okay? I’m trying to make it up to myself!”

Gu Fei stared at her for a long time, then turned and walked away to his own room.

“Da-Fei…” his mother called after him. “Da-Fei.” He turned around. “Have you had enough of me?” she asked.

“Yes,” Gu Fei replied.

“You would’ve gone and left me behind if it wasn’t for Er-Miao,” she said as she wiped at her tears. “You would’ve left me behind a long time ago. If I don’t have a boyfriend, I’ll be all alone sooner or later, and I’ll die a lonely old hag.”

In his silence, Gu Fei wondered how important a sense of security could be to someone. That need for security, buried deep within one’s heart, or never even perceived—how much impact did that have on a person?

With a sigh, he opened his arms, and his mother threw herself into his embrace, sobbing quietly.

Gu Fei patted her back. “Hey, don’t cry. Go clean yourself up, and don’t go out with that guy again.” She didn’t answer. “If you don’t break it off with him,” Gu Fei said, “then don’t complain about me beating up all of your boyfriends and scaring them away.”

She pushed him away, glared at him for a few seconds, then turned to go into the bathroom.

Gu Fei hadn’t washed up yet. He went back to his room and sat down at his desk, and he almost didn’t have the energy to get back up again. He could barely move the one and a half steps it would take to go from here to the bed once he finished editing the photos, never mind standing up to go brush his teeth.

He sat staring at the same photo for at least five minutes before he remembered what he was meant to be doing. As he grabbed the mouse, he was suddenly filled with admiration for Jiang Cheng.

No matter where he was or what was happening, Jiang Cheng could always get into study mode in no time. Even after a day like today, Gu Fei was certain that right now, Jiang Cheng’s mind was filled with nothing but the books and notes laid out before him.

He was so damn cool.

Gu Fei chuckled to himself and clicked his mouse. His desktop wallpaper appeared, showing Jiang Cheng’s smug-as-all-hell face. Gu Fei tilted his head, leaned his forehead on one finger, and stared at that face.

He switched his wallpaper about once a week. At this rate, his private collection of Jiang Cheng portraits had enough to last him until the university entrance exams next year.

He stared at the photo for a little while longer, then grabbed his mouse and got to work. These photos were due tomorrow. Ever since he’d started going to Jiang Cheng’s place all the time to keep him company while he studied, he was always leaving his photo editing until the last minute.

He had to finish these photos tonight. Before, he might have skipped half or even a whole day’s class tomorrow to stay home and work slowly through them. But he had to go to school tomorrow. If he skipped, it couldn’t be tomorrow. If he didn’t show up to school tomorrow, Jiang Cheng would definitely think it was because of the “composition by Gu Fei” thing.

At one a.m., he picked up his phone to send Jiang Cheng a message. In that same moment, his phone buzzed with an incoming text from Jiang Cheng.

- checking to see if you left a single nerve up for me

Gu Fei grinned as he replied.

- I’m still awake, all my nerves are here for you.

- still up at this hour?

- Working on photos, I’ll sleep soon. Are you done studying?

- mm, you got time to video chat?

Gu Fei sent a video request over, and Jiang Cheng quickly accepted.

When Jiang Cheng’s face popped up on the screen, all Gu Fei’s emotions, left in shambles by his mom, suddenly calmed again. Jiang Cheng really was a cure-all. He was a sleep aid, aphrodisiac, tranquilizer, stimulant…

All your emotional needs can be straightened out with a single Jiang Cheng!

Gu Fei leaned back in his chair and smiled. “Are you going to sleep soon?”

“Yeah. I’m planning to fall asleep to an English recording,” said Jiang Cheng.

“You can still fall asleep that way?” 

“Sure, it has about the same effect as hypnosis. I usually fall asleep halfway through.” Jiang Cheng yawned. “How much longer until you’re done with the photos?”

Gu Fei stared at Jiang Cheng’s neck. “Half an hour.”

Jiang Cheng was leaning against the chair with his head tilted back. The line of his neck was very…stimulating.

“Go on, then. Are you…” Jiang Cheng hesitated before continuing. “…going to school tomorrow?”

“Yup.” Gu Fei nodded. “But you’re gonna have to call me when you get up. I probably won’t be able to wake up on my own.”

“All right.” Jiang Cheng was immediately grinning. “I’ll wait for you at breakfast.”

“Your treat?” asked Gu Fei.

“My treat,” Jiang Cheng said with a nod.

“All righty then.” Gu Fei glanced at the time. “You should get to sleep.”

“Wait, hold on.” Jiang Cheng sat up straight. “Um…I want to see you.”

“…We’ve been talking this whole time, and you couldn’t see me?” Gu Fei was a little surprised. He glanced down at his phone—his face was very clear on the tiny window in the corner. 

“Your collarbone,” said Jiang Cheng.

“Oh.” Gu Fei abruptly started laughing, and once he started, he couldn’t stop. He pulled off his shirt in a single motion. “Are the collarbones enough? I have other parts. If you want, you can buy one and get the rest free.”

Jiang Cheng giggled and didn’t answer.

Gu Fei aimed the camera at himself, sweeping it from his face to his neck to his collarbones before he continued south. When he reached his belly, he asked, “More?”

“…No,” Jiang Cheng decided. “It’ll affect my sleep if you keep going. I still have to recite English in my dre—”

Before Jiang Cheng finished his sentence, Gu Fei quickly tugged open his pants and pointed his camera down. “Fei Junior, come say hi to Cheng-ge.”

“Fuck your great uncle, Gu Fei!” Jiang Cheng yelled from the other end. “You shameless dog-fucker!”

Gu Fei moved the phone camera back up, unable to stop cackling. “Hey, you can insult me, but don’t insult my boyfriend too. Doesn’t it hurt your conscience?”

“…Hurts my conscience, your ass!” Jiang Cheng threw himself back on the pillow and pointed at his camera. “You’re distracting me from my studies, you know that?”

“Really?” Gu Fei said. “Maybe I should interview you tomorrow morning and see if you dreamed of English or me.”

He always worked more efficiently when his mood was lifted, but Gu Fei had spent so many days hanging out with his boyfriend that he’d left a little too much to the last minute. By the time he finished, it was already past three.

It usually took Gu Fei about half an hour to fall asleep. This time, though, he closed his eyes and lost consciousness as soon as his head hit the pillow, like he’d been knocked out cold.

He was not one to dream of English, but tonight he didn’t even get to dream of Jiang Cheng before he was woken up by a phone call.

“Shit,” Gu Fei cursed and rolled over. If he didn’t have any dreams, he always felt like the whole night’s sleep was for nothing—like he’d only just closed his eyes and had to open them immediately after.

The phone call was from Jiang Cheng. Gu Fei picked up. Before he could say anything, Jiang Cheng’s voice carried over the line: “Gu Fei, are you up?”

“Yup.” Gu Fei sat up. Despite still feeling a little groggy and not entirely awake, he could tell that Jiang Cheng’s voice lacked the cheerfulness he usually had when he called him in the mornings. “What’s wrong?”

“Li Hui is outside, and he’s not alone,” said Jiang Cheng. “I don’t know how he found where I live. He probably doesn’t know which floor I’m on, so he hasn’t come up yet, but he’s downstairs right now.”

“I’m coming over right away.” Gu Fei jumped out of bed. “How did you figure out he was outside?”

“He just called me.” Jiang Cheng sounded agitated. “I already told him I don’t want anything of Li Baoguo’s. None of that has anything to do with me anymore. Why won’t he leave me alone?”

“Did he say why he’s looking for you?” Gu Fei asked as he ran into his bathroom. He had no time to brush his teeth, so he gargled some mouthwash from the huge case his mom had bought under the influence of one of the boyfriends she’d met on the path to find her teenage self.

“He asked me for Li Baoguo’s savings account,” said Jiang Cheng. “Don’t come. I’m going downstairs now. I fucking hate dumbasses like this who just don’t know when to stop.”

“Wait for me.” Gu Fei didn’t even bother to wash his face. He raced out the door without a shirt on.

 

***

 

Whether Li Baoguo actually had any savings was another story, but even if he did, there was no way he would have left them to Jiang Cheng.

Li Baoguo had never been able to get along with his eldest son because he cared for Li Hui in a uniquely steelworks way, and Li Hui returned it in kind. This was something Li Hui would’ve understood. The reason he was seeking out Jiang Cheng now probably wasn’t because he couldn’t find Li Baoguo’s savings, but rather to extort money from him.

Jiang Cheng had grown up in the big city. His old family got by comfortably. He had money from his adoptive parents sitting in a bank account. If Li Baoguo knew that, then Li Hui knew it too.

People like Li Hui were like chewing gum melting in the sun. There was no appealing to reason or sentiment with him—he would do what he wanted. Jiang Cheng couldn’t handle the likes of him. If anyone could, it was the young tyrant of the steelworks…

Gu Fei wheeled out his motorcycle instead of his bicycle and floored it all the way to Jiang Cheng’s apartment.




Chapter 92

 

IT WAS OVERCAST TODAY. Despite the hour, the sun had yet to make an appearance, and the few intact streetlamps along the lane were still lit.

Gu Fei felt the slight chill of the breeze against his torso as he zoomed toward Jiang Cheng’s apartment on his motorcycle. It was a satisfying kind of feeling, though, as if his entire being was enveloped in the cool and refreshing wind.

It had been a long time since he rode his motorcycle. He usually only took it out when he went cruising with Li Yan and the guys, but since he’d gotten together with Jiang Cheng, he’d been going out with them a lot less. When Liu Fan had called him the other day, he’d said he was going to write an ode to “the best bro who abandoned me.”

It wasn’t far to Jiang Cheng’s place. At the speed Gu Fei was going, it took less than five minutes in total. He was a little worried that Jiang Cheng wouldn’t manage to restrain his temper long enough to keep from going downstairs and dealing with Li Hui on his own.

Jiang Cheng wouldn’t be at a physical disadvantage, even if Li Hui had backup; there was no way Li Hui’s side could come out on top against Jiang Cheng’s skill in a fight. But these were special circumstances. Jiang Cheng was a high school senior preparing for his university entrance exams, and a fight like this wouldn’t be worth the impact on his mood, let alone the trouble that would come along with it.

It was bad enough to have moved from a key high school in a big city to a place like Fourth High. And then to be plagued with all these nuisances…

 

***

 

There weren’t many people on the street at this hour. People who had to go to school or work hadn’t yet left home, so the only ones out and about were grannies and grandpas who got up early to exercise and buy their groceries. And so the small group of guys on Jiang Cheng’s street were conspicuous; Gu Fei spotted them a little way ahead of him as soon as he turned the corner.

Gu Fei wasn’t wearing his glasses. From this distance, he could only make out Li Hui, who was standing a few steps away from the others; he didn’t recognize anyone else. But that didn’t matter. Li Hui wouldn’t have brought along anyone more impressive than idle delinquents. The only distinction would be between steelworks delinquents and non-steelworks delinquents.

Without slowing down, Gu Fei charged his bike at the group of people standing by the road.

These delinquents were pretty nimble. At the roar of the engine, they all turned their heads and started making to move out of the way. When the motorcycle reached the group, a lot of them had jumped clear. But they weren’t Gu Fei’s target. Gu Fei leaned forward, lowered himself on the bike, and pulled a long rubber baton out from the modified back fender. 

Li Hui’s reaction was markedly slower than his thugs’. Everyone else had already scattered by the time he was just turning his head.
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Gu Fei swung, and the baton in his hand cracked against Li Hui’s ass.

Li Hui yelled, but not with a lot of conviction or power; in fact, it was probably only 70 percent of his usual full volume. The ashy pallor of his face gave away why: He’d likely stayed up all night playing mahjong.

Like father, like son.

By the time everyone else reacted enough to start swarming around him, Gu Fei’s bike had already passed them by more than a dozen feet. He pumped the brakes and pushed one foot against the ground, and the bike pivoted around on its front tire, its tail end swinging in an arc.

Now that he was closer, he could make out the faces of the people Li Hui had brought with him. There were four or five of them, all from the steelworks neighborhood, but the only one he knew was a guy people called San Gou—a nickname that meant “Third Dog”—who often bought things from his store.

San Gou blinked in shock when he recognized him. “Da-Fei?”

“Out of my way,” Gu Fei said.

He charged his motorcycle once again toward the group. San Gou hesitated for a split second, then stepped back.

But the others were prepared this time. Someone stepped up to the bike with a knife in his hand, swinging it hard at Gu Fei’s face. Gu Fei veered slightly to the side to avoid the knife as he brought the baton down against the guy’s arm. As the bike zoomed past them, he heard the knife clang to the ground.

He hadn’t struck with much force, only enough to disarm him. He didn’t know these people well, so he didn’t want to provoke them more than necessary. If any of them turned out to have the same pigheaded streak as Monkey, it’d be another sticky mess to get out of.

His only real target was Li Hui. Li Hui was a coward. He never would’ve had the balls to come look for Jiang Cheng on his own. Even with a posse backing him up, he hadn’t been bold enough to seek Jiang Cheng out while he was at school.

For students at Fourth High, fighting came as easily as eating. If Jiang Cheng had backup, Li Hui would never dare try to face him head-on.

Now, Li Hui tried to jump out of the way, but he couldn’t move faster than the motorcycle. Just as he was turning to run, Gu Fei’s baton swung down once again, this time slamming into his leg.

“Fuck!” Li Hui burst out. “I’ll fucking fuck your great uncle! When did I pick a goddamn fight with you?!”

“Just now.” Gu Fei swung his bike around again.

Li Hui pointed at him. “You wanna bet I’ll kick your ass?!” He glanced to the sides, signaling to the others that they should all rush up together.

“This has nothing to do with these gentlemen here.” Gu Fei killed the engine and got off the motorcycle. Baton in hand, he walked up to Li Hui. “You called up all these people just to come mess with a high schooler. If word gets out, you won’t just be embarrassing yourself, you’ll make a joke of everyone who helped you.”

“Don’t you try to get between us!” Li Hui’s spit practically flew as he shouted. “He took my dad’s savings!”

“Your dad had savings?” Gu Fei sneered. “Maybe you should check with the bank first. If the bank won’t let you check, you can call the cops to help. The police will help you look into it for sure.”

“I don’t need to check! I know he took it!” Li Hui yelled.

“All right, then.” Gu Fei looked at him steadily. “When are you going to pay me for all those things you took from my store?”

Li Hui was bewildered. “When the fuck did I take anything from your store?”

“A whole case of Zhonghua cigarettes and two cases of Maotai,” said Gu Fei. “And—” 

“Bull-fucking-shit!” Li Hui interjected. “Does that shitty store of yours even carry that kind of expensive crap?!”

“And you think that dad of yours—who had to play mahjong on credit—had a savings account?” 

“You…” Li Hui blinked, struggling to keep up.

“Don’t worry about whether I have it in the store or not,” Gu Fei said. “I said you took them. I know you took them.”

“You fucking piece of…” Li Hui’s eyeballs practically bulged out of their sockets. He didn’t know how to continue the conversation, so he decided to swing his fist at Gu Fei’s face instead.

Gu Fei didn’t bother dodging. Li Hui’s fist was taking such a long route to its destination that when Gu Fei’s own punch landed on his nose, Li Hui’s arm was still wide open, like he was going for a hug.

 

***

 

When Jiang Cheng heard the sound of a motorcycle, he paused for a split second to wonder if it was Gu Fei. Just as he was about to look out the window, he heard an engine revving outside, roaring with the sudden acceleration. That sound confirmed it: Gu Fei had come, and he was here to fight.

Before checking on the state of the battle outside, he reached behind him and grabbed the slingshot on the table, then lunged toward the window to pick up some pebbles from the hanging planter. Pulling back the sling, he finally checked out what was going on downstairs as he took aim.

His whole body froze in shock when he caught sight of Gu Fei standing in the street, shirtless, with a black rubber stick in his hand.

He had never seen Gu Fei leave the house without a shirt before. Even at home, Gu Fei hardly ever went shirtless because of Gu Miao. Of course, he sometimes went without pants when he was over at Jiang Cheng’s place, but that was another matter entirely… 

The point was that right now, Gu Fei was dressed in nothing but a pair of track pants with white stripes running down the sides, holding a stick in his hand.

This was the long-absent Young Tyrant of the Steelworks.

Li Hui had brought four people, five including himself. Jiang Cheng trained his eyes on them, sling pulled tight, but aside from Li Hui, none of the other guys showed any signs of wanting to make a move.

He figured Li Hui’s helpers must all be guys from around the neighborhood. Gu Fei might have “lost” to Monkey before, but jumping over hurdles clearly didn’t represent actual prowess in a fistfight—these people no doubt still felt apprehension at the thought of going up against Gu Fei.

Though he couldn’t hear what Li Hui and Gu Fei were saying to each other, Jiang Cheng could tell that Li Hui was exceedingly agitated and angry. Soon, he saw Li Hui swing his fist.

Jiang Cheng didn’t get to release the pebble he’d been holding. Before Li Hui’s fist could complete its leisurely arc through the air, Gu Fei’s punch had already landed on his nose.

Li Hui stumbled back violently, then reached a hand behind himself.

There it is.

When Li Hui pulled out a cleaver from behind his back, Jiang Cheng released his sling with a pop. The pebble shot out to strike Li Hui’s wrist.

Jiang Cheng had tested the power of this slingshot many times already. This one strike would have Li Hui’s hand swelling up for sure. If he’d used a steel bearing instead, it could easily have fractured bone.

Li Hui’s cleaver clanged to the ground. Before he could stoop to pick it up, Gu Fei stepped on it and swung his baton down on Li Hui’s shoulder.

Then, at last, Gu Fei turned to look up.

Retreating swiftly from the window, Jiang Cheng opened the apartment door and flew down the stairs three steps at a time. He couldn’t keep hiding in his room and sniping from the dark. If he did, all their fury would converge on Gu Fei. He didn’t want Gu Fei to get tangled up in this kind of mess again. He didn’t want to see another moronic steelworks duel.

By the time Jiang Cheng charged out of the stairwell, Gu Fei had already kicked the cleaver to the side. His black rubber baton had been tossed aside too. Hands empty, Gu Fei stood face-to-face with Li Hui.

“If you want trouble, I can keep you company,” he said.

“I don’t need your company!” As Li Hui dragged his hand over his mouth, he noticed Jiang Cheng racing out of the building and immediately pointed at him. “You’re the one I’m looking for.”

A corner of Jiang Cheng’s mouth tugged upward in a smirk. “What’s your business with me?”

“It doesn’t have to do with him anymore,” Gu Fei said. “Right now, the problem’s between you and me. If you think Jiang Cheng called me here as backup, you can find someone to help you too. Who are you gonna pick?”

Awkward expressions surfaced on the other guys’ faces. They all looked deeply uncomfortable. One of them frowned and said, “Li Hui, could it be a misunderstanding? It wouldn’t look very good if it really is a misunderstanding, us going after a kid like this.”

“Thirty thousand yuan!” Li Hui yelled as he clutched his shoulder, clearly still smarting from Gu Fei’s baton. “Jiang Cheng, spit out the thirty thousand you took from my dad, and I’ll forget about this whole thing!”

“If Li Baoguo had thirty thousand to spare,” Jiang Cheng growled, trying to suppress his rage and irritation, “you wouldn’t have managed to goad him into killing himself.”

Riled up, Li Hui charged at Jiang Cheng, cursing. “That’s a crock of shit! He jumped right after you went up—” 

But he didn’t get to take more than two steps. He didn’t even finish speaking before Gu Fei lunged to one side and landed a solid kick to his stomach. Li Hui immediately doubled over into a ball. Closing in, Gu Fei slammed an elbow against his back. Once Li Hui was kneeling on the ground, Gu Fei grabbed Li Hui’s hair in one hand and bashed his knee into his face.

When he finally let go, Li Hui fell flat on his back. The blood gushing from his nose made a mess of his mouth.

Watching the series of fluid moves Gu Fei made, Jiang Cheng couldn’t decide how he felt about it. Every time he saw Gu Fei fight—or rather, every time he saw Gu Fei beat someone up—he was a little shaken.

It was the cold expression on Gu Fei’s face, and the decisiveness and precision with which he made every move.

That ferocity was the reason he’d bestowed the title of Young Tyrant of the Steelworks on Gu Fei. But that wasn’t entirely accurate either. “Young Tyrant” was a little too cute for what Gu Fei was; it wasn’t adequate to describe all that he encompassed.

If Gu Fei hadn’t been Gu Fei, he would have been an actual brutal tyrant of the steelworks whom no one dared defy.

The Steelworks’ Number One Boss.

Overlord Gu of the Steel Mills.

Jiang Cheng looked at Li Hui, who had been lying face up on the ground for a while now and didn’t seem to be getting up any time soon. Then he turned to the helpers Li Hui had brought. They were still watching coolly from the sidelines, and none of them made any move to come help him up. He was suddenly at a loss for what to do next.

“Li Hui,” Gu Fei said. “Don’t think I don’t know the kind of person you are. Everyone who grew up around these parts knows you. I’ll consider this matter closed. You know better than anyone whether your dad really had savings, and where he kept them if he did.”

Li Hui cupped his nose with one hand. His leg shifted slightly, but he stayed quiet.

Gu Fei looked around at the other guys. “I’ll say this again. I grew up here, so anyone who knows me knows this: I never go looking for trouble, but if anyone gets the idea in their fucking head to cross me, I’m not gonna just roll over and take it.”

They all laughed nervously. Gu Fei fixed his gaze on one person in particular. “San Gou.”

“Ahh, I know, I know.” The one he called San Gou came over and clapped Gu Fei on the shoulder. “This must’ve been a misunderstanding. A total misunderstanding!”

“I appreciate it, everyone.” Gu Fei bent down and picked up the rubber baton from the ground, returning it to the back fender of his motorcycle.

San Gou waved his hand, and, after some hesitation, the others all turned and left with him. Out of these so-called helpers Li Hui had brought, not one of them so much as bothered to help him up.

Jiang Cheng stared in shock at Li Hui lying on the ground, suddenly overcome with complicated feelings. This place, and the people who lived here, were difficult to describe fully. 

“Let’s go.” Gu Fei got onto his bike. “Do you have to go upstairs to get your books?”

“Mm. I’ll go…get them.” Jiang Cheng shot another glance at Li Hui, then lowered his voice and said, “What about him?”

“He’ll walk away on his own in a bit,” Gu Fei said. “Not like I broke any bones.”

“Okay. Wait for me.” Jiang Cheng quickly turned into the stairwell.

He ran upstairs and picked up the backpack he’d already packed, put his slingshot back in the drawer, then pulled a T-shirt at random from his closet before running back downstairs. When he emerged from the building again, Li Hui was no longer lying on the ground. Jiang Cheng looked down the street and spotted him crossing the road slowly with his back hunched.

“Put this on.” Jiang Cheng tossed the T-shirt to Gu Fei.

“He’s not gonna come bother you again.” Gu Fei glanced down the road as he pulled the shirt over his head. “My guess is he probably owes someone money.”

Jiang Cheng sighed.

“If he comes again, you have to tell me,” added Gu Fei. “Don’t engage with him. You have to stay away from people like him. Don’t let it distract you from studying.”

Jiang Cheng frowned. “And what about you?” 

“I know how to deal with these kinds of people.” Gu Fei gave him a reassuring smile. “Don’t worry.”

Jiang Cheng didn’t reply as he got onto the bike behind Gu Fei. As the engine roared to life, he gently rubbed his hands against Gu Fei’s sides. “Is this the only way to deal with these things?”

“Yeah,” Gu Fei replied. “How else? You don’t have a reason to call the police, and the cops can’t do anything about it anyway. If you want to appeal to his reason, well…if he was reasonable, he wouldn’t have come after you in the first place. With people like that, your only choice is to beat them into submission until they’re too afraid to come bother you again.”

“That was how you used to resolve things back then, right?” said Jiang Cheng.

“Cheng-ge.” Gu Fei smiled as he extinguished the engine, turning back to look at Jiang Cheng. “I know what you’re thinking.”

“Do you?” Jiang Cheng held his gaze.

“If this was before,” Gu Fei said, “I wouldn’t have let a single one of them walk out of here. If they made the mistake of showing up, they wouldn’t be getting a pass.”

Jiang Cheng smiled. “Why didn’t you do that today?” 

“Trying to take after the overachiever. Follow my boyfriend’s example and keep him from worrying.” Jiang Cheng didn’t speak, only patted his back. Gu Fei started the engine again. “Wanna go get some breakfast?” 

“Mm-hm.” Jiang Cheng nodded. “My treat.”

It was true that when Li Hui’s call came in first thing in the morning, Jiang Cheng couldn’t think of any other way to resolve this than going out and giving him a beating. If Gu Fei hadn’t shown up, and he’d had to go downstairs to face Li Hui on his own, it would have happened the same way.

It was like Gu Fei said: He didn’t have a reason to call the police, and he didn’t have the energy to either. He was a high school senior deep in preparation for university entrance exams. If he had to go up against a scoundrel like Li Hui, there seemed to be no other choice.

Still. He stared at the back of Gu Fei’s head. Even if Gu Fei had more restraint than before, Jiang Cheng felt uneasy.

No matter how hard Gu Fei tried to follow his boyfriend’s example, he would be the only one doing it. The majority of people around here weren’t going to follow anyone’s example. They would never change.

Jiang Cheng could leave this place. He most certainly would leave this place. But what about Gu Fei? Gu Fei shielded him from the filth and grime, but then what? 

Jiang Cheng bowed his head and pressed his forehead against Gu Fei’s back. He still didn’t know what to do. Gu Fei, for his part, had already gone from being full of hope, to burying his hope, to closing his eyes in peace; he didn’t know what to do either. 

But even so, Jiang Cheng thought, clenching his jaw, Gu Fei has to leave this place. No matter how hard it is, he has to leave. 

It wasn’t that Gu Fei didn’t have hope; he’d simply buried it. 

Just as Jiang Cheng was filled with determination, his spirits flying high, Gu Fei suddenly leaned back and nudged lightly against him. Jiang Cheng was only a second away from bursting out into song. Come with me! We ride at dawn!4

“Sit up straight.” Gu Fei turned his head slightly. “There are Fourth High students ahead.”

“Oh.” Jiang Cheng glanced ahead. They had already turned onto the road where they usually went to get breakfast. There were a lot of people standing and sitting around the breakfast stalls. “You can still see without your glasses?” 

“I was guessing,” Gu Fei said, and Jiang Cheng started laughing. “It’s true my eyesight can’t compare to yours, though. You don’t miss a single shot, even from upstairs. When did you buy a new slingshot?” 

“Pan Zhi gave it to me last time he was here,” Jiang Cheng said. “This one is… I feel like he might just straight up give me a crossbow next time.” 

“It’ll be October soon. Is he coming again for National Day on the first?” Gu Fei stopped the bike.

There were indeed a number of students from Fourth High at the breakfast stalls. Jiang Cheng didn’t recognize any of them, but he knew who they were because when he and Gu Fei got off the bike, all those students turned to look at them at once. 

“He can’t come,” Jiang Cheng told Gu Fei. “His fourth grandpa has just passed away. It’s too short notice to make up any more relatives to croak. Not to mention, if they die too frequently, nobody will believe it. Fourth High doesn’t give days off for National Day either. But more importantly, I can’t afford to lose any more study time.”

There weren’t any vacant tables at the breakfast stalls. After the two of them had bought breakfast, they walked a lap around the tables, but eventually gave up. They ended up sharing a table with two other Fourth High students who looked like a young couple. As soon as Jiang Cheng and Gu Fei sat down, the couple exchanged knowing glances, sipped on their soy milk, and eyed Gu Fei. 

Jiang Cheng frowned. He was beginning to understand the powerful impact of the words “composition by Gu Fei.” He looked worriedly at Gu Fei, but he seemed pretty calm. He had a dough fritter in one hand and a bowl of tofu pudding in the other, happily eating away. 

When the couple finally finished eating and left, Jiang Cheng breathed a sigh of relief. “Shit.” 

“What?” Gu Fei finished his own tofu pudding, then grabbed Jiang Cheng’s as well. 

“Nothing.” Jiang Cheng picked up a bun. “People like that are just annoying, staring at you like that. What the flying fart do they think they’re looking at?”

Gu Fei smiled slightly and didn’t reply. 

Once they arrived at school, the stares kept coming. Jiang Cheng was a little sorry that he hadn’t encouraged Gu Fei to skip class.

It was much better once they were in their classroom. After all, the people of Class Eight had spent years in this room with Gu Fei. They were surprised, sure, but their reactions weren’t as dramatic as everyone else’s. 

Besides, they had the fake tyrant of the class, Captain Wang Jiuri, trying to steal the spotlight by force. 

Wang Xu was sitting on his desk, boasting to the people around him. “Exactly! I just don’t bother to show off most of the time. When I started fooling around with the guitar, you all were probably still singing in the shower! Anyway, I’m not exactly a pro.” Turning and spotting Jiang Cheng, Wang Xu immediately beckoned him over. “Jiang Cheng! Say, how was that guitar solo I added? It added a lot to our performance, huh?”

“Yes.” Jiang Cheng nodded earnestly and gave him a thumbs-up. 

“Are you planning to apply to a music school?” someone asked. 

“We’ll see. It’s not like you have to get into music school to learn music.” Wang Xu’s expression was solemn. “If I fly out of this shitty place one day and end up in some big city, at least I’ll have a skill I can live on!” 

“Oh…” Everyone nodded their heads fervently. 

Jiang Cheng chuckled, but he felt a little wistful as he sat down. Even Wang Xu talked big about his dream of someday making it out of this place. He had the confidence to claim he could live on those paltry guitar skills if he needed to…

But Gu Fei was the one who actually had a skill to live on. More than one, at that. Even if Gu Fei were to apply to the shitty local colleges, he could at least get into the least rotten one of the bunch. 

Jiang Cheng glanced at Gu Fei. He wouldn’t say any of this to him. Everything was still up in the air right now. If Gu Fei didn’t want to be woken up, then Jiang Cheng couldn’t wake him. 

Jiang Cheng sighed and slumped over his desk. He was sleepy. He hadn’t slept well last night, and then Li Hui had caused a ruckus so early in the morning… Now that things had quieted down, all he felt was extreme fatigue. In the short hour of the morning self-study period, he was sure he must’ve yawned at least eight hundred and sixty times. His eyes were practically swimming with bleary tears.

“Why are you so tired?” Gu Fei set down the phone he’d been messing around on. “Were you thinking inappropriate thoughts the whole night?”

“Fuck off.” Jiang Cheng laughed, but as soon as he stopped laughing, he yawned again.

“Maybe…you can snooze for a while?” Gu Fei suggested.

“Nah, I still gotta copy down the key points.” Jiang Cheng rubbed his eyes. “I might have to buy a voice recorder.”

“Do you want me to take notes for you?” asked Gu Fei.

“What?” Jiang Cheng blinked.

“The key points, like you said. And notes and stuff. I’ll write them down for you so all you have to do is listen. And if you can’t stay awake, you can take a little nap.”

“So you’ll…” Jiang Cheng stared at Gu Fei and pushed his notebook toward him. “…Take notes for me?”

“Mm.” Gu Fei flipped open the notebook. “Ah, first period is English?”

“…You don’t even know what first period is?” Jiang Cheng chuckled.

“I don’t know what any period is. I only find out when the teacher walks into the room.” Gu Fei glanced at Lao-Lu, who had just arrived. “When you review the notes, will my beautiful handwriting hurt your feelings too much for you to focus?”

“Oh, get over yourself.”

As usual, Lao-Lu started the class by slamming his warrior-god palm on the lectern to stun the sleepy students to a half-awake state, and then began his lecture.

Jiang Cheng flopped over the desk and rested his head on his arm. He kept his ears open for Lao-Lu as his eyes stayed on Gu Fei.

Gu Fei twirled the pen, looking a little nervous—he had never taken proper notes before, let alone English notes. When Lao-Lu turned to the blackboard to write out key focus points, Gu Fei put his head down and began to copy them.

Staring at Gu Fei’s profile, Jiang Cheng fell into a daze.

When you open your eyes, I’ll definitely hear it.




Chapter 93

 

JIANG CHENG SPENT the whole morning battling the urge to doze off while the teachers’ droning buzzed in his ears. The teachers at Fourth High all spoke like old monks chanting the scriptures—with the exception of Lao-Lu, who liked to intersperse his lectures with an insulting rebuke or two to stimulate the students’ minds. The other teachers, Lao-Xu included, all plodded steadily on in monotone voices with no peaks or valleys, losing students to sleep along the way.

In this season of comfortable weather—the temperature was just cool enough that you could feel it—the only ones who could manage to stay awake in class without the help of conversation were probably Jiang Cheng and Yi Jing.

But wait. Jiang Cheng glanced beside him at Gu Fei, whose head was bowed as he copied notes from the board—there was also Gu Fei. And, yes, there was Wang Xu, who could probably pick out Yi Jing’s silhouette in a sea of ten thousand other students.

When morning classes were over, Jiang Cheng instantly collapsed on the desk and closed his eyes. “Wake me up in twenty minutes.”

“Mm,” Gu Fei answered as he closed the notebook.

Zhou Jing collected his things and turned around. “Hey, Da-Fei. Da-Fei. Da…”

Gu Fei looked at him.

“That’s Jiang Cheng’s shirt you’re wearing, isn’t it?” Zhou Jing asked.

Jiang Cheng lifted his head, suddenly struck by the thought that he needed to shut Zhou Jing up immediately and permanently.

“No,” said Gu Fei.

“Isn’t it?” Zhou Jing was a little skeptical. “I thought I saw him wearing it last week.”

“It’s just the same style,” Gu Fei insisted.

“…Oh.” Zhou Jing hesitated. “But it doesn’t look new, and I’ve never seen you wear—”

Gu Fei cut him off curtly. “Go away.”

Zhou Jing sighed and stood up. “Can’t even have a normal conversation, geez.”

During class, Jiang Cheng had felt so sleepy, it was as if the whole world had disappeared. The teacher’s voice had seemed to be drifting to him from outside the realm of reality. Now that class was over and he had the chance to catch forty winks in peace, though, Jiang Cheng couldn’t make himself fall asleep.

Still, he stubbornly kept his eyes closed and didn’t open them again until Gu Fei told him that twenty minutes was up. He wiped away the tears that were practically rolling down his cheeks from being so painfully sleepy yet unable to fall asleep.

“You didn’t sleep, did you?” said Gu Fei.

“Nah.” Jiang Cheng sighed. “I’m going blind from sleepiness.”

“Why’d you stay down the whole time, then? You’re blinking so much that your eyelids are about to fly away.” Gu Fei smiled and pushed the notebook to him. “Can you check to see if this is okay? If it isn’t, you should hurry up and clarify with the teacher.”

Jiang Cheng opened the notebook and basked in the beautiful rays of its contents. Many years had passed since he started taking his own notes in middle school, but it was the first time he’d ever seen such clean and neat handwriting in his notebook.

As a bottom-of-the-barrel slacker, Gu Fei couldn’t tell the important information from the rest. If it was on the blackboard and it was repeated by the teacher, he’d copy it down. Jiang Cheng would have to pick out the important points himself when he read over it.

There was, however, one thing that impressed him very much: Not only did Gu Fei’s handwriting look good, he also wrote very quickly. The way he copied everything down without sparing any details was no small feat.

“Pretty impressive,” Jiang Cheng said. “I have to use abbreviations and symbols when I take notes, otherwise I can’t keep up.”

“Of course,” said Gu Fei. “I was only in charge of copying, not analyzing.”

Jiang Cheng stood up to stretch. “You probably never paid so much attention to a lecture in your whole life, huh, super-slacker?”

“Mm.” Gu Fei stood up as well, and the two of them walked out together. “Indeed, many fantastical experiences await me dating an overachiever.”

“Then…” Jiang Cheng glanced at him. “Are you tired? Is it annoying taking notes?”

“It’s all right,” said Gu Fei.

Jiang Cheng didn’t continue on the subject of class and studying, but he could feel that Gu Fei was unlike other academic slackers in this regard. The typical slacker would certainly find it tiring to take notes for a whole morning, even if they were just copying things down without paying attention to the content. 

Take Pan Zhi, for example—the most classic type of slacker. Pan Zhi would fall asleep with his head propped on the pencil if he had to take notes for even one period, let alone for a whole morning like Gu Fei just did. 

At the thought of this, Jiang Cheng felt a surge of heartache and frustration on Gu Fei’s behalf. It was upsetting to watch helplessly as Gu Fei buried his own hope and walked along the path of the steelworks masses. Every time Jiang Cheng felt Gu Fei’s powerlessness, his mood slid all the way to rock bottom.

“What do you want to eat for lunch?” Gu Fei asked.

Jiang Cheng reined back his wandering thoughts and pondered for a few minutes before answering, “Dunno.”

Gu Fei sighed. “What a conundrum.”

“I’m hungry, just not really craving anything specific.” Jiang Cheng rubbed his stomach. “How about we go eat something a little more refined?”

“The pizza across the street?” Gu Fei laughed.

“Definitely not,” Jiang Cheng tutted. “Wang Er’s Meat Pies are way better.”

After a long discussion, they ended up at the place across from Gu Miao’s old elementary school for a bowl of lamb vermicelli. Even though it was just lamb vermicelli, it matched Jiang Cheng’s request of “refinement,” at least in appearance and price.

Jiang Cheng had passed this restaurant many times before, but he’d always assumed it was a bar. He’d thought it was kind of crazy of this shitty little city to allow a bar to operate right outside an elementary school. Not to mention its unconventional name: Big Bad Wolf.

“It’s probably the first and only time we’re gonna come here,” Jiang Cheng exclaimed as they walked out after the meal. “It’s way too expensive. Twenty yuan! Did you not feel me pulling on you to leave just now?”

“Nope. I thought you were just straightening my hem.” Gu Fei chuckled. “I thought the price was all right—they gave us lots of meat. I was gonna ask for an extra portion for you to supplement your brainpower after all that mental exertion, but since the bowl was big enough, I couldn’t bring myself to ask for more.”

“Exactly. It was so expensive that you didn’t even want to add more meat. You call that all right?” Jiang Cheng laughed for a while, then let out a drawn-out sigh. “When I get a job, I’ll take you to eat vermicelli worth eight hundred yuan a bowl and add on two hundred yuan’s worth of meat.”

“Okay.” Gu Fei nodded seriously. “If you don’t, I’ll revoke your citizenship.”

They both devolved into another fit of laughter.

 

***

 

When they got back to the convenience store, Gu Fei’s mom was sitting by the front counter, in low spirits. Normally she would call out, “Ah, Jiang Cheng, you’re here!” whenever she saw him, but today she only threw the two of them a brief glance and then went back to staring into space.

“Have you eaten?” Gu Fei asked her.

“Yeah,” she replied weakly. “Took Er-Miao to get some kimbap. She insisted on eating that cold stuff… My stomach still hurts.”

“You should go home.” Gu Fei put a hand to her forehead to check her temperature. “Feels like you have a bit of a fever.”

“I don’t.” She stood up, grabbed her purse from under the counter, and walked toward the door. “Stop worrying about me. I’m tired of it, even if you aren’t.”

“Bye, Auntie,” Jiang Cheng said, watching her walk off. He turned to Gu Fei. “What’s going on with your mom?”

“She acts out like that sometimes.” Gu Fei sat down, opened the register, and checked the cash. “She’s probably in a sour mood because her new boyfriend hit her yesterday.”

“…The one with the motorcycle from last time?” 

“Dunno.” Gu Fei’s eyebrows knitted together. “If it happens again, I’m going to go take care of the guy myself.”

Jiang Cheng sat down beside him and didn’t say anything.

“You can’t get through to her with words. I’ve tried talking to her hundreds of times, if not a thousand.” Gu Fei pulled his phone out and started swiping at random. “I think she needs to see a therapist, but she’d refuse for sure. Not to mention…it’s not like we have any reliable professionals here.”

Jiang Cheng took the phone from him and grabbed his hand, squeezing it gently and rhythmically.

In this run-down city, anyone who saw a therapist would be deemed a crazy person in the eyes of everyone around them—especially in the steelworks neighborhood. Gu Fei’s mom probably had the same thought. Seeing a shrink was as good as admitting she was crazy.

“She asked me yesterday if I’d have left her alone by now if it wasn’t for Gu Miao,” Gu Fei said. 

“Would you?” Jiang Cheng turned to him.

“Yeah,” Gu Fei replied. “She’s a grown adult. Everyone can choose their own path to walk.”

Jiang Cheng didn’t say anything more; he felt lost.

“You should go take a nap,” said Gu Fei. “Or else you won’t make it through the afternoon.”

“And you?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“You want us to squeeze together on that little cot?” Gu Fei chuckled. “I don’t need to nap. I’m not tired.”

Gu Fei must’ve recently changed the bedclothes on the little bed in the back room. The duvet cover, the pillow cover, and the sheets all smelled fresh and full of sunlight. Jiang Cheng collapsed on the mattress and clutched the covers. He fell asleep in less than two minutes.

When Gu Fei woke him, he hugged the covers in his arms and refused to get up. “Ahhhh. Sleeeepy…”

“You skipping class, then?” Gu Fei asked.

Jiang Cheng buried his face into the covers. “No.” 

“Then, get up?” Gu Fei asked again.

“Sleepy.” 

“Then skip class?” 

“No.” Jiang Cheng kept on recycling his answer.

“Then, let’s do it?” 

“…Do what?” Jiang Cheng blinked.

“Me, do you.” Gu Fei braced his hand on the mattress and tugged on Jiang Cheng’s waistband. “Since we don’t have anywhere to be, and you don’t want to get up.”

Jiang Cheng turned and stared at him. “Holy shit.”

Gu Fei didn’t say anything, just lifted his shirt halfway off his body in a single movement. 

“Hey! Hey, hey, hey…” Suddenly, Jiang Cheng was wide awake. He bolted up and jumped right off the bed. “Control yourself! We have to get to school.”

“Not sleepy anymore?” Gu Fei pulled his shirt back down.

“Not sleepy anymore. I’m gonna go wash my face!” Jiang Cheng raced out to the courtyard.

 

***

 

The afternoon self-study periods had been canceled. Lao-Xu stood at the front of the class and gave a very earnest ten-minute speech encouraging them to rise above the harsh blow of having their self-study period replaced by various core subjects. The speech had little effect.

Lao-Lu, whose class took over the first self-study period, couldn’t help interrupting Lao-Xu. “Mr. Xu, there’s no point saying all this! Look at these little rascals! Go get some rest—my class is starting! You’ve taken up half the period already!”

Reluctantly, Lao-Xu ceded his spot, but not before a final appeal: “There’s less than a year left, everyone! You’ve already wasted two and a half years! You have to summon the energy to fight with all you’ve got for this last stretch!”

“WAKE UP!” Lao-Lu barked in English as he walked up, followed by a hard slap to the lectern. “Commencing class!” 

Jiang Cheng had been paying attention the whole time, but even he was startled by the sudden noise; Gu Fei, who had been spacing out beside him, dropped his phone on the ground from the fright.

“At least take pity on your Xu-zong!” Lao-Lu said. “His lips are chafing from nagging you day after day like this! Senior students at other schools would lose ten, even twenty pounds preparing for these exams, but just look at yourselves! Nice and plump, every one of you! I’ll need to get a pork scale from the market just to weigh you!”

Jiang Cheng shot a glance at Gu Fei.

“Don’t look at me,” Gu Fei told him quietly. “I stay in great shape.”

Jiang Cheng stifled his laughter.

“You’ve lost weight, though,” Gu Fei added. “You’re visibly thinner. Let’s go weigh you this evening—I can see at least a ten-pound difference.”

“Sure.” Jiang Cheng gave him a smile.

 

***

 

They went to a pharmacy after school. As Gu Fei stepped onto the scale, he said, “I’ve been the same weight for the past three years.”

“Do you always weigh yourself here?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“Mm.” Gu Fei nodded.

Jiang Cheng hesitated for a beat, then turned to the pharmacy staff. “Dajie, is your scale working properly?”

“Sure is—it’s new!” the woman said. “We replaced it just a couple months ago. It’s pretty accurate.”

“Oh.” Jiang Cheng stepped onto the scale, then blinked in shock. “Holy…what the shit…? I haven’t lost any weight?”

Gu Fei took away the backpack in Jiang Cheng’s hands and said, “You might as well carry me along with it.”

Jiang Cheng cracked up. “I can’t lift you.” He checked the number on the scale again. “I’m lighter than you now. We were probably about the same before?”

“Probably,” Gu Fei said, pinching Jiang Cheng’s waist. “You probably need some extra nutrition in your diet.”

“You’re exaggerating.” Jiang Cheng stepped off. “I’ve never needed to supplement my diet ahead of tests before. I used to toil every day when I was preparing for my high school entrance exam, and my mom…never supplemented my diet. I told you, I’m not that delicate.”

“High school entrance exams aren’t as stressful.” Gu Fei pulled out his phone to start researching as they walked out. “Besides, you’ve been too careless with what you’re eating these days. Let’s not eat out for dinner from now on.”

“Will we eat in the store, then?” asked Jiang Cheng.

“Mm-hmm.” Gu Fei nodded solemnly. “No eating breakfast outside either. All those dough fritters and fried pancakes aren’t healthy.”

“Are you gonna make me breakfast, then?” Jiang Cheng laughed.

Gu Fei nodded again. “Mm.” 

“Whatcha lookin’ at?” Jiang Cheng leaned in to peer at his screen.

“Healthy recipes.” Gu Fei pointed at the screen. “Check this out: ‘One Nutritional Breakfast a Day.’”

“What, you’re gonna make it?” Jiang Cheng looked at him skeptically. “Even Li Yan cooks better than you do.”

“Then let Li Yan cook for you.”

“Fuck off.” Jiang Cheng glanced at him sideways. “I’m really not that delicate.”

“I refuse to fuck off.” Gu Fei grinned and put his phone away.

 

***

 

Pan Zhi was one of those people Lao-Lu talked about—someone who gained weight whenever there were exams. His family refused to accept the reality that he was hopeless with academics, which meant that whenever Pan Zhi posed in front of his desk before an exam while secretly swiping away on his phone, his mother would assume that he was an overachiever who was being held back by some kind of nutritional deficiency. As such, Pan Zhi would gain anywhere from three to five pounds during exams—even midterms. These pounds would then be lost again during the punishments that followed after the test results.

Jiang Cheng had never received the special treatment of added nutritional meals. Shen Yiqing had strict standards when it came to diet. In her mind, as grueling as studying might be, the food they made at home contained more than enough nutrients to keep up; any addition would serve only as a placebo.

Perhaps because of that, Jiang Cheng had never thought he lacked extra nourishment when he studied; he just felt a bit more lethargic. Either way, with his capabilities, it was nothing a cup of instant milk tea couldn’t fix…

“Lethargy is a product of mental overexertion,” Gu Fei said, holding his phone in one hand and a spatula in the other as he stirred chicken wings in a wok. “Which means you need additional supplements.”

“And eating chicken wings will supplement my brain?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“Walnuts, eggs, milk, red dates, sesame seeds, bananas, soybeans…” Gu Fei rattled off a whole list of foods. “Which do you like?”

“…None of those.” 

“Well, there you go. You don’t like fish, either,” Gu Fei said as he looked at his phone. “You only like meat, right? Pork belly enthusiast.”

“Wings are great, too.” Jiang Cheng gulped as he watched.

“That’s why I figured as long as you eat a little better than usual, it should be fine. Better than having a bunch of weird stuff that you don’t even want to eat and I don’t know how to make.” Gu Fei kept stirring the wings in the wok, then pointed to one side with his spatula. “Go, get the cola and pour it in.”

“Okay.” Jiang Cheng went and opened a can of cola. “All of it?”

“All of it.” Gu Fei checked his phone again.

“Don’t you have any Coke? Pepsi doesn’t have enough fizz…”

“Cheng-ge, I get the feeling that your brain really is starting to max out.” Gu Fei shot him a glance. “Are you asking for fizz in your cola wings?”

Jiang Cheng grinned. “…Can I have a bottle to drink, though?” 

“There’s one in the fridge,” Gu Fei told him.

There was a substantial volume of chicken wings in the wok, since Gu Fei also had to factor in Gu Miao, whose diet didn’t need supplementing but was nonetheless backed by an enormous appetite. Gu Fei toiled away in the kitchen for a whole hour; Jiang Cheng had already memorized several pages of his politics notes when he finally yelled, “Gu Er-Miao, come set the table!”

Gu Miao ran into the kitchen and came out with bowls and chopsticks.

“Er-Miao, should we go wash our hands?” said Jiang Cheng.

Gu Miao looked at him, nodded, then walked to the sink with him.

“Shall I go first?” Jiang Cheng asked. He made sure that Gu Miao was still calm before turning the tap, washing his hands with a very small stream of water. Gu Miao followed suit, reaching her hands under the tap and scrubbing.

Jiang Cheng glanced back at Gu Fei. “She’s fine.”

“Mm.” Gu Fei nodded. “It’s been almost a year since she last freaked out about water.”

This is progress, right? This counts as progress? Jiang Cheng didn’t ask the question out loud. He knew that Gu Fei must’ve had his hopes raised like that countless times, only to be let down time and time again.

Of the “impressive” meat dishes, cola wings were probably one of the easiest to make; there were next to no technical skills required. Gu Fei had just followed the recipe on his phone step by step, and it tasted pretty good.

“How’s the salt?” Gu Fei asked, looking at Jiang Cheng.

“Perfect.” Jiang Cheng gave him a thumbs-up as he munched on the wings. Gu Miao immediately followed suit, also giving Gu Fei a thumbs-up.

“Seriously, maybe you can set up a wok in the store and sell some wings on the side.” Jiang Cheng quickly finished one chicken wing and picked up another.

“No time for that.” Gu Fei smiled. “Anyway, even if I did, it probably won’t be enough to keep you fed.”

Jiang Cheng laughed and shoveled some rice into his mouth.

It was true that Gu Fei didn’t have time. The store was just barely getting by, since no one was around to run it properly. It wasn’t feasible to have Li Yan come by to watch it every time Gu Fei went off on a photography gig. Whenever Gu Fei’s mom watched the store, she only ever stayed for a short while, then closed the shop completely when she wanted to go out.

Jiang Cheng glanced over at Gu Miao. If she improved, she could help out sometimes and watch the store, which would take a lot of weight off of Gu Fei. But if she really did get better, she should probably be going to school…

He gnawed on the bones of the chicken wing as he brooded. A lot of problems were actually closed loops—intersecting circles that tightly locked everything together.

After dinner, Jiang Cheng left for his apartment. He had to do his homework and continue studying. Gu Fei wrapped things up at the store, took Gu Miao home, and spent some time playing with her. Once she was asleep, he finally came over to Jiang Cheng’s place with a thermos in his hands.

“What’s this?” Jiang Cheng asked, glancing at the time. Gu Fei was an hour later than usual; it was already past ten o’clock.

“…Cola wings.” Gu Fei twisted open the lid of the thermos. “I made them at home just now, it’s your nighttime snack…to feed your brain.”

“Oh.” Jiang Cheng felt all warm and fuzzy inside, but after the initial warmth, he also felt like laughing—and failed to keep it in.

“Be serious.” Gu Fei screwed the lid back onto the thermos. “I thought you liked them?”

“Mm.” Jiang Cheng nodded with a straight face, but he couldn’t help cracking up again a second later.

Gu Fei glared at him for a while, then started laughing too. “It’s the only dish I know how to make at this point, so bear with me for now,” he said, sitting down on the edge of the bed.

“All right.” Jiang Cheng reached out to touch Gu Fei’s lips. “Thank you, Gu Fei.”

“No problem, a scout’s duty is to be useful.” Gu Fei touched his chest. “Forgot to wear my neckerchief.”

“Thanks, loyal scout.” Jiang Cheng chuckled as he picked up his book from the desk. “Are you tired?”

“Nope, why?” Gu Fei asked.

Jiang Cheng handed Gu Fei the book. “Okay, hit me w—”

He realized his mistake the second he saw Gu Fei’s mouth quirk, but still he couldn’t dodge it in time when Gu Fei smacked him on the arm.

“What the hell!” Jiang Cheng rubbed his arm vigorously.

“All right, I’ve hit you.” Gu Fei took the book. “What else?”

Jiang Cheng stuck his arm out in front of Gu Fei. “Now massage it.” 

“Coming right up!” Gu Fei took Jiang Cheng’s arm and gently kneaded it, looking down. “Why’s it red? I didn’t hit that hard.”

“I’m malnourished, remember?” said Jiang Cheng. “Now gimme a wing.”

Gu Fei went into the kitchen, found a bowl and washed it, then put two chicken wings inside and brought it back to the desk. “You want me to quiz you from the book, right?”

“Mm-hmm.” Jiang Cheng hummed, munching on a wing. “Pick from anywhere you want, just flip to a page and go.”

Gu Fei picked up the book and read out loud, “The geographical line that marks the division of our nation’s population…”

“Is the straight line drawn from the city of Heihe in Heilongjiang to the city of Tengchong in Yunnan.” Jiang Cheng gnawed noisily on the bone. “A majority of our population sits southeast of that line, whereas a smaller proportion of our population sits northwest of it.”

Gu Fei picked up a chicken wing too. “The migration of the local population out of Sichuan was a positive step toward…”

“Easing the land shortage in the region, and simultaneously strengthening the economic, technological, ideological, and cultural connection between the province of Sichuan and greater Chinese society—” Jiang Cheng was interrupted by a call on his phone, which he’d tossed onto the bedside table. “Who’s calling at this time of night?”

“Pan Zhi, maybe?” Gu Fei retrieved the phone for him, then paused blankly as he saw the caller ID on the screen. “Shen Yiqing?”

Jiang Cheng’s hand froze in midair on its way to the thermos.

“Your…adoptive mom?” Gu Fei hesitated. Then, when Jiang Cheng still didn’t move, he asked, “Are you going to pick up?”

Jiang Cheng stared at the phone for a long time. Finally, he softly said, “I don’t want to.”

Gu Fei silenced the phone without another word and put it back on the bedside table. He put two more chicken wings into Jiang Cheng’s bowl.

“…As well as increasing income and promoting economic development,” Jiang Cheng continued. “The impact of a growing migrant population on urban development…” 

“Huh?” Gu Fei blinked in confusion, but quickly realized Jiang Cheng was continuing what he’d been saying before the phone call had interrupted.

When Jiang Cheng finished the passage, he fell silent, frowning as he stared at the flashing screen of his phone.




Chapter 94

 

JIANG CHENG DIDN’T WANT to take the call. Ever since he’d arrived in this city—no, ever since he found out he was adopted—facing Shen Yiqing felt hard, and he was reluctant to do it again.

There was no serious conflict between him and that family. But the strict, almost oppressive discipline, the frosty atmosphere that had prevented him from truly relaxing even when he was at home, all layered on top of Li Baoguo’s hidden imprint within him… Perhaps all this was why he had entered a so-called rebellious phase when he started elementary school and never came out of it all the way up until his eventual departure.

He didn’t know what the family dynamic was like at home when he wasn’t there, but every time he’d stepped through the door, he could sense the irritation in the air. It had automatically activated all the thorns around his body. Pan Zhi’s home had provided him with far more warmth, ease, and a sense of groundedness—even if his parents spent most of their time playing mahjong.

Apart from his academic achievements, there was probably not a single thing about him that satisfied his parents. It was as if he’d been forcibly conscripted into a war with them as the commanders, but he’d never won a single battle.

That was why he always placed such importance on his grades. No matter how “ill-behaved” he usually was, he would always give his all when it came to tests and exams. Throughout almost two decades of “war,” this was his sole stronghold.

But eventually, that final explosive argument had severed the last thread that bound him to that home.

He had always thought he had nothing to do with his dad’s—no, not his dad, Jiang Wei’s—pneumonia-induced hospital stay, that it was only a coincidence it happened right after an argument between them almost escalated to a physical fight. The subject of that argument was nothing more than another skipped class. Jiang Cheng greatly resented how Shen Yiqing had always blamed the incident on him.

Now that he thought about it, perhaps it wasn’t entirely unrelated. Perhaps it had been the result of a chronic stress that had built up over years. It must’ve been tiring that the child they had adopted never fit into the family, always rebelling against their guidance like a bomb that might go off at any second.

Still quiet, Jiang Cheng picked up his phone, but the screen had already darkened. 

If he’d never been told that he was adopted, if he hadn’t returned to this place, perhaps everything would still be the same now. Perhaps he would still be struggling within that household, violently fighting back with no regard for the consequences.

Now, it was as though he had left that chapter of his life behind. When he stood on the sidelines and looked back on the past, he finally had an answer for everything—both his own actions and those of the rest of his family.

His phone rang again. It was still Shen Yiqing.

Jiang Cheng picked up the phone, looked at it for a while, then swiped at the screen with one finger to answer. “Hello?”

“Xiao-Cheng?” It was Shen Yiqing’s voice.

“Yes,” Jiang Cheng answered.

Gu Fei got up and walked out of the bedroom, gently closing the door behind him.

Jiang Cheng leaned back in the chair. When he thought about it now, it hadn’t been very long since he’d last heard from her, but Shen Yiqing’s voice on the other side felt unfamiliar. A sense of dejection struck him as he realized how easy it had been, after almost twenty years of trying and failing to build a close relationship, for them to become strangers.

“How have you been?” Shen Yiqing asked.

“I’m okay,” Jiang Cheng answered.

“Then…what about Li Baoguo?” 

Jiang Cheng frowned. He didn’t want Shen Yiqing to know about Li Baoguo. He was afraid of being asked to recall the events. What happened? Why? And then what happened…?

When Shen Yiqing didn’t get an answer, she pressed further. “Was it…suicide?”

“Yeah.” 

“What happened?” From her voice, he could almost see the way she was furrowing her eyebrows.

“I don’t know.” Jiang Cheng shut his eyes briefly, then opened them again. “He had lung cancer and couldn’t pay for treatment.”

Shen Yiqing was quiet for a while before she spoke again. “Did you have anything to do with it?”

Jiang Cheng blinked. “What?”

“His suicide. Did it have anything to do with you?”

Jiang Cheng had never felt so shocked. “What the fuck?”

A sigh came through the receiver, conveying Shen Yiqing’s displeasure at his cursing. “Be honest with me. Even though you’re not part of this family anymore, I—”

“Be honest?” Jiang Cheng felt maybe spending all night studying had left his brain a little muddled; he couldn’t make any sense of Shen Yiqing’s question. “Be honest about what? What kind of honesty are you looking for?”

“Xiao-Cheng,” Shen Yiqing said. “Your older brother already called me.”

“Who the fuck is my older brother?!” Jiang Cheng yelled. The turmoil of seeing everything at once and yet understanding nothing at all nearly made him explode.

“Calm down!” Shen Yiqing also raised her voice. “I don’t want to hear you acting hysterical!” 

Li Hui had called Shen Yiqing—that wasn’t surprising. He had no idea what Li Hui had said to her, but whatever it was, it wouldn’t surprise him.

Whatever Li Hui had said, Shen Yiqing hadn’t believed it. But what made Jiang Cheng suddenly blow up was that Shen Yiqing didn’t trust him either. She had to call to seek validation. She wanted to know why, less than a year after he came back, Li Baoguo had killed himself.

She wanted to know why Li Hui called her and said…

“Sure, I’ll calm down.” Jiang Cheng took a deep breath and patted his pockets, but he didn’t find any cigarettes. He got up and opened the bedroom door.

Gu Fei was standing by the living room window and looking at the moon. At the sound of the door, he turned around. Jiang Cheng walked up and found a pack of cigarettes in Gu Fei’s pocket. He took one out and put it in his mouth. Gu Fei lit it for him.

“Can you first tell me what Li Hui said to you?” Jiang Cheng went back into the bedroom and closed the door.

“Are you—” Shen Yiqing must’ve heard the click of the lighter, and she could probably tell that he was speaking with a cigarette in his mouth.

“Yes, I’m smoking,” Jiang Cheng said. “Sorry, I can’t help it right now.”

Sorry.

It was probably the one thing he had said the most at home. Every time he failed to gain the higher ground, he would open with “sorry.”

As time passed, and as the number of times he said this increased, the words “I’m sorry” would often take on a note of anger—like that day by the river when he roared out a string of “I’m sorry”s to Gu Fei, practically venting. Like right now—when he told Shen Yiqing “sorry,” he was almost bursting with irritation.

In certain situations, “I’m sorry” had become a form of self-expression for him.

It was kind of funny.

“Li Hui said you took thirty thousand yuan from Li Baoguo,” Shen Yiqing said directly, no longer beating around the bush. “The money that was going to save his life. Is that true?”

Even though Jiang Cheng could pretty much guess what Li Hui had said—it couldn’t possibly be anything other than money, money, money, and more money—hearing Shen Yiqing say it out loud like this still made his chest feel tight. There was a ringing in his head and a stuffiness all the way up to his throat. He felt the sudden, hysterical urge to laugh. Then his stomach turned. Gripped by intense nausea, he grabbed the cup on the desk and poured cold water down his throat.

“It’s not like you never met Li Baoguo.” Jiang Cheng inhaled, trying keep his emotions under control. “You met him when you adopted me, and during the adoption reversal, too. You know very well what kind of person he was.”

Shen Yiqing said nothing.

“Even if he had thirty thousand yuan, do you really think he’d put that money anywhere within my reach?” Jiang Cheng took in two long drags of the cigarette. “And if you don’t know what kind of person he was, you know me—you raised me for seventeen years. Even dog owners know when their dog wags its tail and when it bites!”

“Xiao-Cheng.” Shen Yiqing sighed. “I understand that me asking this makes you feel uncomfortable, but it’s important for me to clarify some things so I can make a judgment on where I stand.”

“I have never touched his money,” Jiang Cheng said. “His suicide had nothing to do with me, either. I gave him money when he was sick, and when he passed, Li Hui asked me for money. I gave it then, too.”

He suddenly felt very sorry for himself. His nose twinged. He’d considered this woman his mother for seventeen years, and now he was forced to explain himself to her, even when he felt the answer should have been patently obvious. Jiang Cheng knew that was just the kind of person Shen Yiqing was, but at this very moment, and not for the first time, he was deeply disappointed. 

Perhaps he was too naive. In his own naivete, he’d assumed there would be something remaining of the mother-and-son bond of almost two decades. He’d thought that where a mother stood never depended on any sort of condition of truth—that choosing to believe your own child was simply second nature.

That kind of second nature clearly didn’t exist for Shen Yiqing when it came to him. Shen Yiqing logically required a “truth” before she could decide what side she was on.

Jiang Cheng understood. But he found it hard to accept.

He had spent so long forcing himself to stop thinking about and brooding over all the bitterness of the past almost twenty years. But all that was being dragged up to the surface once again.

“To be honest, Xiao-Cheng, I did think there was no way you’d touch his money, even if you…well,” Shen Yiqing said. “It’s only because Li Hui said it so earnestly—he even cried. That’s why I wanted to ask you about it myself.”

“It’s fine.” Jiang Cheng let out a small laugh. “You don’t know enough about the people here. If you were face-to-face with him, he might even cut his wrists and swear it on his own blood.”

“Where are you living now? Have you moved out?” Shen Yiqing asked.

“I’m renting my own place.”

Shen Yiqing sighed quietly and fell silent for a moment. Jiang Cheng felt like he could already guess what she wanted to say, and why she was hesitating. After all, this was the only person he’d ever associated with the word “Mom” in his mind. He knew her well.

“I’m doing very well.” He stubbed out the cigarette in the ashtray. “I…I’m fine where I am.”

“But you’re all alone—” Shen Yiqing was still hesitating.

Jiang Cheng interrupted her. “I’m not alone.”

I’m not alone, I’m a loon. 

He summoned all of his willpower to keep himself from blurting out the stupid joke, but he suddenly wanted to laugh.

So he did.

“What’s so funny?” Shen Yiqing was baffled by his abrupt laughter, her tone of voice reflecting her obvious displeasure. “Why are you still so careless about your own life?”

“Careless?” Jiang Cheng stopped laughing. “No, I am not at all careless about my life. I know exactly what I need and what I don’t need now.”

“Fine.” Shen Yiqing didn’t seem to want to continue the conversation. “If that’s what you think, then I won’t interfere.”

“Thank you.” 

“Just one last thing.” Shen Yiqing assumed her usual cool demeanor again. “You said you’re not alone?”

“Yeah.” Jiang Cheng glanced at the closed bedroom door. “I’m not alone now.” I’m a loon.

Jiang Cheng didn’t know what had gotten into him. It was like his brain had been filled with glue, holding on to this in-joke that nobody else was in on. As angry and annoyed as he was, he still wanted to laugh. He wanted to laugh so much that he had to bite his lips to keep himself from cracking up like a maniac.

“Do you have a girlfriend or something?” Shen Yiqing asked.

Girlfriend.

High school romance was against school rules.

Shen Yiqing had never come right out and told him it was forbidden, but she made her position clear with the disdainful comments she made about Pan Zhi, who was always in the middle of some “puppy love” or other.

Jiang Cheng stood up, walked to the bedroom window, and looked out into the night. The streets were already tinged with a derelict bleakness, but now they were also colored with a hint of autumn. He suddenly felt the impulse to shake off everything that bound him. He didn’t even know what those bindings were, but still, he felt like screaming out, ripping his clothes off, and making a leap. He wanted to step into thin air.

“No.” He looked at the exceptionally full moon hanging in the sky, closed his eyes, and breathed in. “I have a boyfriend.”

He couldn’t make out Shen Yiqing’s reaction on the other side, and he wasn’t interested in hearing it. There was only a gust of wind roaring through his mind, his body, and the shifting shadows outside that appeared ever darker against the brightness of the moon.

The breeze refreshed him.

“Thank you for raising me all these years, and for all the energy you spent,” he said, closing his eyes. “But I never did bring you any joy, and for that, I’m very sorry. There’s no way of making up for any of it now, though. With everything that’s happened over the years, it can’t be fixed. I’m sorry, but you don’t need to worry about me anymore. I’ll be all right. No matter where I am, I have ways of proving myself.”

Whatever Shen Yiqing said was lost in the roar of the wind.

“You should change your number. I really don’t want you to be harassed by scumbags like that again on my account. Don’t tell me the number, either,” Jiang Cheng added. “And just this once, I hope you’ll believe me when I say that I really can live a very good life.”

 

***

 

When the bedroom door opened, Gu Fei was about to light a cigarette. He had already darted back and forth at light speed between the bedroom door and the window at least seven times.

Every time he thought Jiang Cheng was about to come out, he would shift to the window, calmly pretending to light a cigarette. And when there was no sign of movement, he would move over to the bedroom door to listen, then go back to the window and pretend to light a cigarette again.

He really was intending to light one this time when Jiang Cheng finally stepped out. He was even holding the thermos with the chicken wings.

“Done?” Gu Fei set the cigarette and lighter down on a nearby table.

“Mm.” Jiang Cheng nodded. “I forgot to close the lid, so they might be a little cold now. Should we heat them up?”

“Here.” Gu Fei took the thermos. “I’ll just reheat them in the pot.”

Jiang Cheng followed him to the kitchen, leaning against the wall as he watched him work. Gu Fei washed a saucepan in the sink before dumping the chicken wings inside and setting it on the stove to heat. The entire time, Jiang Cheng stood behind him without a sound.

Gu Fei didn’t ask. The reason for Shen Yiqing’s call was obvious: Li Hui must have called her. Nobody would be in a good mood after a chat like that.

Suddenly, Jiang Cheng spoke. His voice was calm. “Starting from today…” 

“Uh-huh?” Gu Fei turned to him. There was an air of solemnity about Jiang Cheng. He looked as though he had made some monumental decision.

“I will go to sleep one hour later every night.”

“Huh?” Gu Fei didn’t quite understand. “Sleep one hour later for what?”

“To study, of course,” Jiang Cheng said matter-of-factly.

“…Oh!” Gu Fei didn’t expect this to be his monumental decision. He didn’t know how to respond, so he said again, “Oh!”

“You should stay up later, too, so you can quiz me. Up till one a.m. should be enough.”

Gu Fei nodded. “All right.”

“Thanks for the hard work,” Jiang Cheng said as he clapped his shoulder, “Comrade Xiao-Gu.”

Gu Fei quickly reached out and felt Jiang Cheng’s forehead. No fever…

“What’s the matter, Xiao-Gu?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“…Nothing, Xiao-Jiang,” said Gu Fei. “The wings will be ready soon. Do you want some milk, too?”

“Okay.” Jiang Cheng nodded and walked out.

A moment later, Gu Fei heard Jiang Cheng’s uninhibited laughter coming from the bedroom. He hesitated, then turned the stove off and followed after him. Jiang Cheng was lying on the bed and shaking with laughter, unable to stop.

“You sure you’re okay, Xiao-Jiang?” Gu Fei bent down with one knee on the bed and stroked his face.

“I’m fine. It’s just, for some reason…” Jiang Cheng looked at him, still laughing. “I suddenly felt like laughing. I didn’t even manage to hold it in during the call just now.”

“Go ahead and laugh, then.” Gu Fei gently pinched his chin. “You can get back to studying when you’re done.”

“Mm.” Jiang Cheng nodded.

Jiang Cheng laughed for at least an entire minute before he abruptly stopped and sat up with a frown. Before Gu Fei could get a word out, he suddenly jumped off the bed and dashed out of the room without his slippers.

“What’s wrong?” Gu Fei shouted after him.

“Gotta barf!” Jiang Cheng ran into the bathroom.

By the time Gu Fei followed him into the bathroom, Jiang Cheng was doubled over with one hand against the wall, vomiting into the toilet bowl like there was no tomorrow. Gu Fei hurried back to the bedroom, retrieved Jiang Cheng’s cup, and waited beside him with a wet towel. 

“Shit.” Jiang Cheng finally managed to pull himself together after several minutes of vomiting. “What the fuck is this reaction I’m having?”

“Dunno.” Gu Fei thought his voice sounded all right, so he handed the towel over. “If we were on a TV show, you’d probably have to clutch at your chest, black out, and cough out a mouthful of blood. But you’re too malnourished, so all you can do is puke up whatever you just ate.”

“Shut up.” Jiang Cheng cracked up, laughing at the toilet. He let out a long, drawn-out sigh.

“Cheng-ge,” Gu Fei said, looking at him. “I’m a little worried.”

“A little?” Jiang Cheng flushed the toilet and turned to him.

“I’m very worried,” Gu Fei immediately corrected himself.

“I’m fine, really.” Jiang Cheng leaned over the sink to splash some water on his face. “I’m just mad. I was furious, actually, but I didn’t bottle it up. I dredged out my channels and meridians all on my own. My qi is flowing perfectly now.”

“Did Li Hui call her and say that you took Li Baoguo’s money?” Gu Fei asked.

“Mm. I took the money that was supposed to save Li Baoguo’s life, and that’s why he jumped off the roof and killed himself,” Jiang Cheng said in between rinsing his mouth. “Gu Fei, do you know where Li Hui lives?”

“You wanna go looking for him?” Gu Fei blinked.

“Yep,” Jiang Cheng said. “I need to clear away all of my obstacles.”

“What obstacles?” Gu Fei asked.

“Obstacles that affect my mental state while studying.” Jiang Cheng gave him a look, as though it should’ve been obvious.

“…Oh!” Once again, Gu Fei didn’t know what to say to that, so he nodded vehemently.

Gu Fei couldn’t shake the feeling that Jiang Cheng’s apparent calm belied some still-shaky emotions. Even though his miraculous memory allowed him to get every single question right when Gu Fei quizzed him, there was something off about him. For example, that he asked Gu Fei to take him to Li Hui’s house at one thirty in the morning, apparently to scope out the spot.

“Didn’t you say it wasn’t far? That it’s still in the steelworks neighborhood?” Jiang Cheng said.

“Yup,” Gu Fei answered. He pulled out one of Jiang Cheng’s coats from the closet and handed it to him. “Put this on, it’s getting cold.”

“You too.”

“All right.” Gu Fei took out another jacket, and the two of them headed out.

The night breeze was already strong enough to pierce through two layers of clothing by this point. As soon as they stepped out the door, both of them reflexively pulled their coats tighter around themselves.

There were no pedestrians or cars on the road at this hour. They walked along by the light of the blinking streetlamps, the stark surroundings making it feel like they were walking in some alternate dimension.

Li Hui’s building was right up ahead, among the cluster of low-rise buildings at the very edge of the steelworks neighborhood.

“Up there.” Gu Fei stopped and pointed. “The one with the number seven.”

“Mmm.” Jiang Cheng also stopped to look.

The wind was a little stronger now. Gu Fei shuffled closer to Jiang Cheng, pressing their arms together.

“I honestly just wanted to come take a look,” Jiang Cheng said quietly. “I wasn’t planning to pick a fight with Li Hui. I’m not here to threaten him or yell at him or beat him up—he’s not worth it. I just wanted to come have a look as a way of clearing the obstacle in my head.”

“Yeah,” Gu Fei answered.

“Someone like that,” Jiang Cheng continued. “That’s all he’ll ever be. I won’t let myself be affected by these people again. From now on, I refuse to be distracted.”

“Mm.” Gu Fei rubbed Jiang Cheng’s lower back with his hand.

“After all, I’m the guy who’s going to treat you to eight hundred yuan’s worth of vermicelli with two hundred yuan’s worth of extra meat,” Jiang Cheng added. “I have to stay focused.”

Gu Fei smiled. “You can do it.” 

He was just about to ask Jiang Cheng if he wanted to take a walk somewhere else to clear his mind when a torrent of shouts erupted from Building Seven. They heard a man’s curses and a woman’s screams, and the noise activated all the corridor lights in the two adjacent buildings. 

Jiang Cheng blinked, about to take a couple of steps forward to check it out, but Gu Fei, armed with his sharp nose for sensing bullshit in the steelworks neighborhood, pulled him into the shadows on the side of the road.

They’d only just steadied themselves when they saw a figure come charging out of Building Seven. It was a mass of pale flesh—a man, stark naked from head to toe, charging out, screaming and crying, sheathed only by the wind.

“Li Hui,” Gu Fei said.

Jiang Cheng knitted his brows and didn’t speak.

There were a few other people behind him, all clothed. The pursuers carried weapons in their hands, mostly sticks and clubs, but Jiang Cheng also noticed the shimmering glint of metal—possibly a rod or even a knife.

Li Hui, on the other hand, had nothing on his entire body other than the parts he was born with. He managed to run for a few steps before he was pushed to the ground by the group of fully dressed people behind him.

Then he disappeared from sight.

“I called the police! I already called the police!” a woman shrieked as she burst from the stairwell, wearing only a tank top and underwear. But the ones who had Li Hui surrounded seemed not to have heard her. One of them swung his hand down hard.

“Let’s go.” Jiang Cheng turned away. These people were beating him like they wanted him dead. “Let’s take a walk.”

“Mm.”

They turned down another road and walked for a long time, until they could no longer hear the noise behind them. Jiang Cheng threw his head back, took in a deep breath, and sang quietly, “I want to shatter the unknown and walk through time…”

“Didn’t you say you only knew one line?” Gu Fei asked with a smile.

“I lied.” Jiang Cheng quirked his brow. “I want you on my left shoulder…”

Gu Fei darted from his right side to his left. Jiang Cheng glanced at him, then continued with a laugh, “And a smile…”

Gu Fei quickly switched back to his right side, harmonizing with him: “A smile on my right.”




Chapter 95

 

AFTER THAT NIGHT, Jiang Cheng’s heart calmed like water after a storm.

He didn’t try to find out what had happened to Li Hui, but around here, news of anything tended to permeate efficiently and thoroughly. Whether it was Gu Fei’s family’s store or the community clinic next to it, they were all transfer hubs for critical intel.

Initially, the rumor was that the eldest Li son, along with his whole family, had been beaten to death. This was later debunked by another source that said, no, their children had survived. Later still, someone corrected that claim and said that Li Hui was the only one who’d died.

The causes of death were varied and illustrious, the two most popular of which were that he owed money to loan sharks and was beaten to death by the debt collectors, or that he was murdered by a man who’d cuckolded him. 

However, not even a week later, another “truth” came to light: Li Hui was not dead, but he had been beaten into a vegetative state, and the perpetrators were still at large. 

Jiang Cheng didn’t know the full extent of these debates. Gu Fei never brought it up with him; Jiang Cheng only knew the bits and pieces he overheard at Gu Fei’s store, and the sources of information always knew to cut themselves off when they spotted him.

In Jiang Cheng’s mind, the rumors no longer mattered, no matter what they were. This person, who happened to be one of his closest blood relations, would never cross his path again in the days to come.

Jiang Cheng changed the phone number that he’d been using for years, and with that change, Li Hui was not the only person who disappeared from his life.

 

***

 

As the temperature dropped day after day, the leaves on the trees grew sparse. In the days when the dry, chilly air made one’s nose itch and brought on uncontrollable drowsiness, the seniors of Fourth High were finally feeling the appropriate pre-exam pressure.

The walls of the corridors and classrooms were plastered with banners bearing all sorts of motivating slogans: black writing on red backdrops and black writing on white backdrops, all with giant exclamation marks. Jiang Cheng found himself chanting along in his mind every time he saw them. Apart from the banners, plenty of reminders about the imminent exams were hung around the school and written on blackboards:

We’re running out of time!

University entrance exams are almost here!

Yes! It’s right up ahead!

…Pretty scary stuff.

 

***

 

In general, though, time actually seemed to pass rather slowly. It was only when you looked back that you realized with a start how far you’d come.
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Jiang Cheng was half slumped over his desk and twirling a pen between his fingers, looking at the math teacher around the obstacle of Zhou Jing’s ear. For some reason, his classmate was sitting ramrod straight today.

To almost everyone else in his class, time must’ve been crawling along at a snail’s pace. Perhaps when they looked back this time next year, they’d be shocked to realize how quickly their senior year of high school flew by—so quickly that it barely left behind any memories.

Even right now, Jiang Cheng didn’t feel like the minutes were dragging. In fact, he felt that time was flying by much too fast, and he didn’t have enough of it.

Not enough time to memorize passages.

Not enough time to go through question banks.

Not enough time to listen to lectures.

Not enough time to go for walks with his boyfriend.

Not enough time to look at the new photos that said boyfriend had taken.

Not enough time…to check out his little sister-in-law’s new hairstyle.

Hmm…

When he looked back on it this time next year—no, whenever, whether it was next year, the year after that, five years later, even ten years later—whenever he looked back, the memories of this year would always be rich and fulfilling.

 

***

 

“Did Gu Miao make a fuss when you changed your chat icon from that green bunny avatar?” Jiang Cheng asked between class periods as he organized his notes from the previous class. Gu Fei had changed his icon from the green bunny to a photo of Gu Miao.

The photo showed the little lady’s new haircut. After her hair had grown out enough, Li Yan had given her a short bob, one where the bottom edge of her bangs was a hundred miles away from her eyebrows. In the picture, one of her eyebrows was raised. She looked like she was in a pretty good mood, singular and smug. 

“All good. She’s the one who changed it for me,” Gu Fei said. “Do you need to go pee?”

“Ah, I…” Jiang Cheng paused.

“You’re not sure, right?” Gu Fei sighed as he stood up. “Come on. Let’s go take a piss.”

“I was gonna say I don’t think I need to go,” Jiang Cheng tutted, standing up too. “Just say you want me to go with you.”

“I don’t need you to come with me,” Gu Fei said immediately. “Really, it’s not necessary. Go back to class.”

Jiang Cheng narrowed his eyes.

“Go, I’m begging you,” Gu Fei said. “Let me go to the bathroom by myself. Allow me to bravely march on my solo journey to the lavatory.”

“Weirdo,” Jiang Cheng said as he walked down the stairs with Gu Fei. “I’m kinda hungry. Wanna go to the snack stand later for something to eat? Zhou Jing said they have oden now.”

Gu Fei nodded. “Sure.” 

“It’s one of the nice things about Fourth High.” Jiang Cheng salivated at the thought. “In my old school, the snack stand was only open for half a semester before it got scrapped. The cafeteria didn’t sell food outside of scheduled mealtimes, so if you didn’t carry some food of your own, you’d die of starvation in less than an hour.”

“The snack stand at Fourth High rakes in quite a lot of money every month,” Gu Fei said with a chuckle. “It’s much more profitable than our store.”

“All your store needs is someone with the time to manage it, then it’d do much better,” Jiang Cheng sighed. “It looks cleaner than all the competition—that’s why I went in the first time.”

“If you hadn’t come into my store that day, you would’ve been out cold on the sidewalk for at least an hour,” said Gu Fei.

“Bullshit.”

“Really. Even when I wanted to bring you inside, Liu Fan and the others were voting against it.” Gu Fei smiled. “It’s not a good area. Most people are afraid of drawing trouble to themselves.”

“Then why’d you take me in?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“You helped Gu Miao,” Gu Fei said. “Besides, I couldn’t let her watch her own big brother stand by while someone died on our doorstep.”

“I only passed out for a while. I wasn’t dying!”

“But mainly it was because of your good looks.” Gu Fei gave him a thumbs-up. “So very handsome.”

Jiang Cheng clicked his tongue.

The oden they sold at the school snack stand was pretty good. Unfortunately, by the time they’d carried it from the snack stand back to the classroom, it had mostly cooled down.

Jiang Cheng was now fully acclimated to the local customs, so he put his head down and ate as he listened to the lecture. He was even a little envious of one of the students in Class Seven next door who’d brought an electric thermos to school so he could cook food in class… Of course, the guy had also been made to do a self-reflection speech in front of the whole school, having apparently been reported by a classmate who didn’t have anything warm to eat in class that day.

“Jiang Cheng!” Lao-Lu shouted from the lectern.

Jiang Cheng had just skewered the last fish ball, about to deliver it into his mouth, but the impact of Lao-Lu’s roar sent his hand shaking, and the fish ball fell to the ground along with the skewer.

“Ah,” he cried mournfully. It was bad enough to see that he only had one fish ball left when he was nowhere near satisfied, but he couldn’t even get the last one into his mouth. He briefly considered picking it up while no one was watching, rinsing it in the broth, and eating it.

“Now, I get that you’re all tired from studying, so I won’t nag you about sneaking in some food during class!” Lao-Lu said, pointing at him. “But aren’t you eating a little too slowly?! Do you think this is a food appreciation class? I would’ve thought you’d bought a full Han-Manchurian feast at the pace you were going! Get up here! Translate this passage!”

Jiang Cheng carefully placed the paper bowl into his desk drawer. There were still some dregs of broth left at the bottom; he could chug it later to sate his craving.

He walked up to the front of the room. He’d only just picked up a piece of chalk when Lao-Lu handed him a short, stubby piece. “Use this one! No need for you to waste your energy snapping a fresh one! I’ve sharpened it for you!”

“…Oh.” Jiang Cheng took the chalk and started writing on the board, not pausing for a second to think.

By this point of their high school career, no other teacher would call students up to the board. They had to hang on to every precious minute to hammer the key points into the students’ brains or drill them with countless mock exams which would then be dissected at length, all the while repeating the same key points over and over.

Here is a key point, and there is also a key point. These are all key points, and those have all been tested in previous years! After a whole round of this, one would think there wasn’t a single unimportant point in the entire textbook.

But not Lao-Lu. He insisted on calling someone up in every single class. Jiang Cheng thought it must be why the students were more focused, relatively speaking, in his class, since there was no way of knowing when they’d get picked. Anyone who couldn’t answer or recite correctly would face a round of harsh rebukes.

“Your handwriting has improved,” Lao-Lu remarked, looking at Jiang Cheng’s answer. “Yes. Not bad, not bad. If I were the one marking the exams, I wouldn’t deduct marks for tidiness this time.”

“Thank you, Mr. Lu,” Jiang Cheng said.

It was true that his handwriting had improved—he knew it himself. Every day when he memorized passages, he would jot out key points on scrap paper to increase his retention, which had the secondary function of training his handwriting.

As Gu Fei put it, it was finally legible.

 

***

 

“Da-Fei!” When class ended for the morning, Wang Xu pushed Zhou Jing away and plopped himself down on his desk. “Jiang Cheng!”

“Hm?” Jiang Cheng answered without looking up. He was finishing a set of questions he hadn’t gotten to complete during the last period.

“You guys are free later, right?” Wang Xu said. “Let’s go eat some meat pies. My dad made a new filling, wanna come try it?”

“What is it?” Gu Fei asked.

“Corn!” Wang Xu said. “I mean, it’s not that unusual, but it tastes pretty good. Really. Wanna come?”

Gu Fei threw a glance at Jiang Cheng.

“Ugh, I’m so done with you two.” Wang Xu waved his hand. “Shouldn’t have bothered asking you in the first place… Jiang Cheng?”

Jiang Cheng nodded and smiled. “Sounds good.” 

Sooner or later, he’d have to take out both Wang Xu and Zhou Jing for good. But maybe they could keep Wang Xu around a little longer; after all, he was the provider of delicious meat pies.

“Shall we call up Er-Miao, too?” Wang Xu suggested.

“Nah,” said Gu Fei. “My mom made wontons for her today.”

“All righty then.” Wang Xu stood up. “Let’s go, go, go!”

 

***

 

Jiang Cheng’s daily schedule was tightly packed. He usually went straight home after school without even dropping by the convenience store. Since he was always a bit distracted and not working as well in the brief time he was waiting for dinner to be ready, Gu Fei made him go back straight after school, and would bring the food over once it was all done.

After dinner, that was basically it for the day. There was nothing else to do at night aside from review notes, memorize passages, and churn through question banks. Of course, Jiang Cheng still made time for recreation. Their exercises in bed might have been physically taxing, but they were very mentally stimulating…

Going to Wang Xu’s place to have meat pies today was probably the first publicly acceptable form of entertainment they’d had in the past two months.

“I used to think that Yi Jing was enough of an overachiever,” Wang Xu lamented as he pedaled beside them, “but after seeing Jiang Cheng, I finally realized I was naive.”

“Isn’t Yi Jing working pretty hard, too?” Gu Fei said.

“It’s not the same.” Wang Xu glanced at Jiang Cheng. “Lately, I’ve noticed that Jiang Cheng’s lost even more weight than her.”

“…Shut up,” said Jiang Cheng.

Best to stop saying that he’d lost weight. In both ingredient quality and quantity, the meals Gu Fei made every day were enough to raise prize hogs. If Wang Xu was saying Jiang Cheng had lost weight, Gu Fei might just pry his mouth open and shovel food in through a funnel.

“Hey,” Wang Xu said, pulling up beside Jiang Cheng. “Overachiever Jiang, have you decided what school you want to go to? Have you decided on a major?”

“Nope,” said Jiang Cheng.

“Really?” Wang Xu was baffled. “Don’t people always say things like, This overachiever had his sights set on this one university ever since he was a little kid, and now he’s finally made it—you know, the whole inspiration porn thing…? How can you still not know at this point?”

“I,” Jiang Cheng said, turning to look at him, “can go anywhere I want to. There’s no need for me to have set my sights on anything from a young age.”

“…Goddamn.” Wang Xu glared at him. “I hate you overachievers and your empty bragging!”

“It’s not empty.” Jiang Cheng grinned. “My bragging is rock solid.”

“Die mad about it,” Gu Fei said from beside them.

“What the hell?!” Wang Xu yelped. “Fix your attitudes, please! You’re coming to my place to eat! At least treat the meal provider with a little bit of kindness!”

Wang Xu’s dad, Wang Er—or maybe his name wasn’t Wang Er, though Jiang Cheng never had asked what his name really was… Well, either way, Papa Wang’s meat pies really were the best he’d ever had. Even the ones with corn filling and only a few shavings of meat were surprisingly delicious.

Of course, after he’d finished a heap of corn pies, he still topped it off with three more pork belly ones.

“Oh my!” Wang Xu’s mom glanced at the empty baskets on the table when she came in to drop off their side dishes. “How did you guys eat so fast?”

“He’s fattening up for the winter,” Wang Xu said, pointing at Jiang Cheng. “Overachievers are a different breed. He eats like this and still gets skinnier every day.”

“You have the gall to say that?!” Wang Xu’s mom smacked the back of Wang Xu’s head. “Whatever you ate all went to your body! There’s nothing left for your brain!”

“Hey!” Wang Xu shot his mom an embarrassed look. “Don’t do that in front of my friends.”

“Do what? So what if I do?!” She smacked his head a couple more times for good measure.

“It’ll make him stupid,” said Gu Fei.

“Oho, it’s too late for that. Been whacking him like this since he was little, he might be stupid already.” She set two plates of beef jerky down on the table. “Try this. It’s delicious—spicy and not tough.”

Jiang Cheng picked up a strip and stuffed it into his mouth, and Wang Xu’s mom grinned at him. “You like our meat pies a lot, don’t you, Jiang Cheng?” she said.

“Yes.” Jiang Cheng nodded. “They’re amazing.”

“We’ll have new versions coming out around New Year’s,” she told him. “If the food at home gets too greasy and heavy around the holidays, feel free to come over and have some meat pies!”

Jiang Cheng blinked at her for a moment, then nodded. “All right.”

“You talk so much,” Wang Xu said, giving his mom a push. “Go back to work and let us talk.”

After she went out, Wang Xu closed the door to the main dining room. “Sorry about that, Jiang Cheng. My mom doesn’t know…”

“It’s fine.” Jiang Cheng smiled. “Really.”

It’s almost New Year’s. If Wang Xu’s mom hadn’t mentioned it, it never would’ve occurred to him that it was almost the end of the year. All he’d thought about was that it was almost winter break, and that he had extra classes even then. Everyone in his class expressed their reluctance to accept this harsh reality.

And yet Jiang Cheng never made the connection between winter break and New Year’s. Or maybe he just didn’t want to think about it.

A heart as calm as water after a storm wouldn’t necessarily remain unperturbed over the holiday season. After all, it was the time of year for families to come together. A time of warmth, and laughter, and cheer.

There was always such a fixation on the Spring Festival, and on the unrelenting misery of those unable to go home and celebrate it with family. It seemed to be etched deep in the very bones of all Chinese people. Whether you cared or not, at this time of year it was inevitable that your mood would change along with the gradual proliferation of red decorations swarming your surroundings.

Everything seemed to scream that it was New Year’s time—the children in red woolen coats running around and setting off firecrackers, the acrid scent of smoke in the frosty air, the pedestrians hurrying home, the people crowding the markets to make their holiday purchases, the TV news reports on the holiday rush at train stations and traffic on the roads, and the same handful of holiday songs that played on every street corner every year without fail…

This was when Jiang Cheng finally realized, Ah, it’s New Year’s.

He didn’t have any special memories of past New Year’s holidays, which had mostly been spent eating, drinking, and visiting relatives, as well as going out every day with friends. The only thing he remembered was that there never seemed to be enough time to play as much as he wanted before school started again—he’d always wondered why summer break couldn’t lend some of its days to the winter break.

But now he felt a little lost. 

It’s New Year’s.

How should I celebrate? Where should I go?

…Should I celebrate at all?

“We usually spend it at the store,” Gu Fei said on the way back from feasting on meat pies. “Er-Miao likes to celebrate at the store—it’s more convenient for her to go in and out with the firecrackers.”

“Isn’t she scared of the noise?” asked Jiang Cheng.

“Nope, she loves it. Whichever house was setting off firecrackers, she’d zoom through it on her skateboard.” Gu Fei smiled at the memory. “She even singed a tuft of her hair last year.”

Jiang Cheng found it amusing.

“Come spend it with us this year,” Gu Fei told him. “You can come by once dinner’s ready, and we’ll set off firecrackers together. You can go back to studying after that.”

Jiang Cheng nodded. “Sure.” 

“And if you think that’s not lively enough, we can get Li Yan, Liu Fan, and the others,” added Gu Fei. “Those guys never want to stay at home after dinner anyway.”

“Do you like it to be livelier?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“I don’t mind either way,” Gu Fei said. “In the past…it was always just me and Er-Miao. My mom usually went out as soon as we were done eating.”

“Oh.” Jiang Cheng thought about it. “Call the guys here, then. Er-Miao will probably like to see lots of people around, right?”

“Fair warning, then…” Gu Fei looked at him with a smile. “If they’re coming by, you’ll have to go back and study on your own that night. I’ll definitely be dragged off for an all-nighter.”

“No problem.” Jiang Cheng steered his bike closer to Gu Fei and clapped him on the shoulder.

Gu Fei had hardly gone out with Li Yan and the guys at all this semester, since he spent all his time hovering around Jiang Cheng. If Pan Zhi suddenly disappeared when he got a girlfriend someday, Jiang Cheng thought, he’d be upset about it too.

Jiang Cheng only spent one night brooding over New Year’s. After that, he returned to his usual studying routine. Before he noticed, the beginning of the winter break arrived, and the extra classes along with it, picking up seamlessly where the semester left off. He was impressed by what a good, studious youth he had been.

Gu Fei was spending four or five days out of the week with him at his apartment. He usually went to sleep once he’d accompanied Jiang Cheng through his memorizations and his midnight snack, but for the last two days, he would stay up and sit at the head of the bed, messing around on his phone.

“Playing that stupid game?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“Nah, who has time for that? Li Yan is already more than twenty levels ahead of me. He’s been throwing it in my face every day, sending me screenshots all the time.”

Jiang Cheng shot him a glance. “You sound quite busy.” 

“Yeah.” Gu Fei nodded seriously. “I have to keep my boyfriend company while he studies every day. I shot up through the ranks by more than fifty spots in the final exams this past semester. Lao-Xu even pulled me aside the other day with tears in his eyes.”

“You can actually—” Jiang Cheng stopped himself. He put his head down again and continued his worksheet.

You can actually get pretty good grades if you put in a little effort. But if he said that out loud, Gu Fei might overthink it. 

Jiang Cheng forced his words back down. “You can actually sleep first,” he said instead. “No need to wait for me.”

“I’m not waiting for you.” Gu Fei stuck the phone in front of Jiang Cheng’s face. “I’m looking up recipes.”

Jiang Cheng glanced at it. “For New Year’s Eve dinner?” 

“Mm-hm.” Gu Fei returned his attention to his phone. “For previous New Years, my mom just threw together a pot of whatever we had, then wrapped some dumplings and called it a day. Sometimes if we were lazy we’d just take frozen dumplings from the store freezer. I wanna make it a little more proper this year, since it’s the first one we’re spending together.”

Jiang Cheng chuckled. “Will you be the head chef?”

“You don’t have faith in me?”

“Ah.” Jiang Cheng glanced at the empty bowl on his desk. They’d had Shandong gravied meatballs for a midnight snack—five of them, each the size of a fist. “Sure, it’s just…maybe you can look at some vegetarian recipes, too.”

“What good are vegetarian dishes?” said Gu Fei. “I thought you liked meat?” 

“My esteemed Xiao-Gu,” Jiang Cheng sighed, “I’ve recently developed an appreciation for vegetables and leafy greens. It’s fine if they’re not green, though, white cabbage is okay too.”

“All right,” Gu Fei agreed. “I’ll braise some cabbage for tomorrow night.”

“…But I wouldn’t mind if you drop some hints of meat in there, either,” Jiang Cheng added, sighing.

“Didn’t you say you wanted vegetarian dishes?” 

“Are your only offerings vegetarian or all meat?” Jiang Cheng said in exasperation. “I want meat-veggie combos!”

“It’s called a balanced plate,” Gu Fei corrected him.

Jiang Cheng pointed at him, but he couldn’t come up with a rebuttal. He put his head back down into his books.

 

***

 

The extra classes for winter break lasted all the way until the twenty-eighth day of the last lunar month, leaving the senior students with only one day off before New Year’s Eve, when celebrations began. According to Lao-Xu, this was to give them time to go home, clean their rooms, and go holiday shopping with their parents.

Gu Fei woke Jiang Cheng up early in the morning.

“Where are we going?” Jiang Cheng asked blearily.

“Grocery shopping.” Gu Fei flung the covers off the bed as he got dressed.

“What?” Jiang Cheng pulled the covers back over himself. “Weren’t you running to the grocery store every free minute you had the past few days? I was afraid you’d clean the place out. Are you still missing stuff?”

“That’s different.” Gu Fei smiled as he leaned over the headboard. “Don’t you want the joyful experience of going New Year’s shopping with your boyfriend?”

“…You dork.” Jiang Cheng laughed. “Fine, I’m up.”

Two days before New Year’s Day, the holiday spirit was thick in the air. As Jiang Cheng washed up in the bathroom, he could hear the sounds of people talking and laughing outside…as well as sounds of people arguing. Those were also louder and livelier than usual, too.

He walked over to the window and looked down as he brushed his teeth.

There were several extremely ugly snowmen downstairs with rusty buckets over their heads. A bunch of little brats were running madly around and causing a ruckus. One kid howled and spewed insults at some unknown target; meanwhile, two people stood at the side of the road, shouting at each other with hands on their hips—a grandpa and a grandma.

Ah, it’s already been a year.

Jiang Cheng suddenly felt a little sentimental. He watched the chaotic scenes unfold downstairs, and for the first time, he didn’t feel annoyed at the disorder.

To his surprise, he found he was really looking forward to the tiresome activities of crowding at the supermarket, fighting other shoppers for loot, then standing shoulder to shoulder in the checkout line. It was the first time the holidays actually felt different from a normal day. 




Chapter 96

 

“WHAT A WONDERFUL winter jasmine, don’t we love it so…” 

Gu Fei sang along with the music playing in the supermarket as he pushed the shopping cart along. 

“What a wonderful winter jasmine that welcomes glory back to the land; 

What a wonderful winter jasmine that blooms in every home…”5 

“You may all recognize the person singing right now as the shining star of the Steelworks Morons’ sports event.” Jiang Cheng walked behind him, his hand holding up his phone as he recorded a video. “Let us follow him on his supermarket excursion today… To be quite honest, the shining star’s Cantonese pronunciation sounds pretty okay to our inexperienced ears. It may just give Pan Zhi a run for his money…”

“Bring a branch of the winter jasmine and let the fragrance spread to a thousand homes;

Bring a branch of the winter jasmine and let us all rejoice…” 

Gu Fei glanced back at Jiang Cheng as he sang. Just then, the music changed, and without missing a beat, he started up again in a falsetto: 

“The god of wealth comes knocking at my door, 

The god of money comes knocking at my door, 

The god of prosperity comes knocking at my door, 

Come, children, let’s light up the lanterns…”6 

“Shit!” Jiang Cheng exclaimed, laughing. “Don’t tell me you know all of them.”

“Of course. And I won’t get a single word wrong,” Gu Fei said. “I even bought CDs of New Year’s songs. We used to play them in the store every year.”

Jiang Cheng pointed the camera at him. “How come I don’t hear you playing them this year?” 

“The CD player’s broken. Been that way for the last few years,” Gu Fei said, then continued in his high voice: 

“May you all have great, great, great fortune in this New Year, 

May you all have great, great, great fortune in this New Year…” 

The song after that was “Step by Step Higher,”7 an instrumental track, so Gu Fei finally stopped singing along and said, “Are there any snacks you want? I have to get something for Er-Miao.” 

“Dunno, let’s go take a look,” Jiang Cheng said, putting away his phone.

The supermarket was bustling today. A lot of people who hadn’t been able to get days off any earlier were in there doing last-minute shopping, and many shelves were emptied before the stores had the chance to restock them.

“Do you eat walnuts?” Gu Fei asked, holding up a box to examine it. “They’re good for your brain.”

“Nope.” Jiang Cheng’s answer was decisive. He wasn’t interested in non-junk snacks. He’d much rather eat pork jerky.

“Good for your brain,” Gu Fei repeated.

“My brain is outstanding already, thank you very much. Its ridges are much deeper than the ones on walnuts.”

Gu Fei ignored him and put the box of walnuts in their shopping cart, then slowly continued down the aisle.

“Hold on,” said Jiang Cheng, glancing at the price sticker. “This is way too expensive. Do you know how much cheaper these are at the market? They’re all the same thin-skin varieties too.”

“The market’s closed already,” Gu Fei said. “You can pick at these as snacks for the next couple of days.”

“I want pork jerky,” Jiang Cheng protested. “And air-dried beef, and mala fish strips, and—”

“Didn’t you say you’re tired of eating meat all the time?” Gu Fei interrupted him.

“And mala green peas,” Jiang Cheng said, swiftly swapping in an acceptable replacement for the “salt-roasted chicken wings” that had been on the tip of his tongue.

“Go on, then.” Gu Fei smiled. “Get all of it.”

“A couple bags should be enough.” Jiang Cheng picked up a bag of air-dried beef, looked at the price, and threw it back in shock. He grabbed the regular beef jerky next to it instead. “Damn, that’s real fucking expensive.”

“Get it, it’s fine.” Gu Fei picked up the air-dried beef and put it in their cart. “I have a gift card worth five hundred yuan.”

Jiang Cheng blinked. “Hm?” 

“From Li Yan,” said Gu Fei. “He used to get more, but remember how he’s been fighting his mom? The fight’s not over, so his mom only gave him one.”

Jiang Cheng chuckled. “I guess it’s not a very intense fight, then, if she still gave him five hundred.” 

“He’s their precious son, after all.” Gu Fei picked up a pack of jelly pudding cups.

“Don’t you have those in your store? Buy something you don’t have.”

“Er-Miao won’t eat the ones in the store. I told her once that the things in the store are for sale and she couldn’t just eat what she liked. Since then, she’s pretty much stopped eating them—she’ll only eat snacks if I buy them from other places.”

“Oh. Can’t refute that logic.”

“Besides, the ones in our store aren’t as fancy as these,” Gu Fei pointed out. “It’s New Year’s—let’s eat some expensive things.”

After they got everything they wanted, they headed for the checkout. They were still a good distance away when Jiang Cheng looked over and froze, then sprinted forward madly. “Fucking hell! I’m gonna go line up first,” he called back over his shoulder.

The line led all the way from the cash registers into the aisles, so long that it even wrapped around the corner. Every person in line had a shopping cart piled high with items; Jiang Cheng sprinting ahead gave them barely any advantage at all. By the time Gu Fei reached him, he counted four or five people lining up behind him, but he didn’t even have the courage to count how many people there were in front.

“I don’t think we’ll be able to get out of here before noon,” Jiang Cheng said.

“No worries.” Gu Fei pointed at the hot foods section of the store. “We can eat there. I checked.”

“…You’re pretty calm, huh?” Jiang Cheng chuckled.

“Of course,” said Gu Fei, leaning against their cart. “If I was here alone, I would’ve dropped everything and left. But with you beside me, it doesn’t feel like a big deal… I’m just worried it’s eating into your studying time.”

“Nah.” Jiang Cheng waggled his eyebrows and pulled a stack of thickly folded paper from his back pocket. “I can study anywhere.”

“Damn,” Gu Fei exclaimed, astonished to see Jiang Cheng holding a set of English questions in his hand.

“I didn’t wanna be so unbelievably cool.” Jiang Cheng dug a pencil out of his other pocket. “The thing is, we only have a few days off. Even if I split the worksheets evenly across the whole holiday, I’d have to do two sets a day at least.”

Gu Fei couldn’t stop laughing at him. He lifted a case of yogurt drinks from the cart, set it atop the child seat, and said, “Here, you can use this as a table.”

“Okay.” Jiang Cheng bent down and tried it. “Maybe a little higher.”

Gu Fei stacked a case of orange juice on top. “Like this?”

“That’s good.” Jiang Cheng laid his pages down and started to write.

It was a strange feeling. Gu Fei kept one hand on the shopping cart and stared at Jiang Cheng’s profile, marveling at how the guy took less than a minute to enter his flow state. He probably couldn’t hear or see the noisy crowd around him anymore; there was only his pencil and his ugly…his not-so-ugly-anymore handwriting.

The line in front of them shifted forward by a foot or so, but Gu Fei didn’t move. The distance was negligible. Besides, his boyfriend was busy scribbling what looked like deconstructed hieroglyphs—he couldn’t move now.

A woman behind them grew impatient, ramming her shopping cart directly against Jiang Cheng’s butt. “Move it! Keep up!” But Jiang Cheng didn’t stop writing—it was as if he hadn’t felt a thing.

Gu Fei glanced at the auntie and went to stand in front of their own cart, taking up the empty twenty inches of space, then looked at her again. “Move where?”

The auntie glared at him, then turned her head away and started to curse quietly under her breath.

After a moment, Jiang Cheng stopped writing and nudged the cart forward. “Let’s move up.”

“I thought you weren’t paying attention.” Gu Fei moved out of the way and pushed the cart forward one tiny step.

“I heard it, but at times like these, my brain is a one-way street. I can’t process other information. I don’t exist in this world when I’m concentrating,” Jiang Cheng said quietly as he read the next question. “As soon as you opened your mouth, though, I existed again. Your voice brought me back.”

Gu Fei chuckled. “Sounds like magic.”

“‘Cheng-ge Shows You the World,’ Episode One: The Magical Overachiever.” Jiang Cheng twirled his pencil. “Subheading… ‘Answering Questions, or Just in a Trance’?”

By the time Jiang Cheng had finished one side of his worksheet, the people at the front of their line—who had pretty much come here to bring the whole supermarket home—finally paid and left. The two of them moved up to the edge of the checkout counter. Casually, Gu Fei picked up a little box from the shelf by the cashier and tossed it into their cart.

Jiang Cheng glanced at the little box as he folded his papers up again. Ultra Thin. Naked Sensations. Those four words made him suddenly lower his voice. “You’re getting that?”

“What?” Gu Fei looked at him and lowered his voice too. “We’re out.”

“…Can’t you buy them from the pharmacy?” Jiang Cheng asked, looking at him.

“It was right there. And we have a gift card.” 

“With all these people watching? Do you not feel even a teensy bit embarrassed, sir?” Jiang Cheng flicked the box with one finger so it disappeared into a crack between the other items in the cart.

“Nope.” Gu Fei laughed. “Don’t use them if you’re so embarrassed.”

“Sooner or later you’re gonna corrupt me,” Jiang Cheng sighed. “Sooner or later.”

At the end of their New Year’s shopping experience, the two of them shipped everything back to the convenience store and quickly stuffed themselves with some food before Gu Fei took Jiang Cheng back to his apartment.

“I have to tidy up around the house today. Cleaning and stuff,” Gu Fei explained. “Then I have to come here tonight and tidy your place.”

“My place is pretty tidy already—I don’t even have anything.” Jiang Cheng looked around.

“Some light dusting, then. Don’t worry about it.” Gu Fei gave him a kiss. “Go study.”

“Dinner tonight’s gotta have some meat, okay? You can’t skimp out on meat just because there’s a feast tomorrow. Vegetables and meat,” Jiang Cheng urged him. “No need to make it fancy. Just some pork belly slices stir-fried with cabbage will be fine.”

“Got it.” Gu Fei was cracking up. “Sheesh, will your appetite ever be sated?”

After Gu Fei left, Jiang Cheng sat down at his desk and leaned back in his chair, lifting his arms to stretch as he listened to the northerly wind whistling outside. It was just past noon, but the sky had darkened. It looked like another snowstorm was coming.

In the midst of desolate days like these, when the weather outside was more than frightful, it gave him a feeling of ease to be inside and warm.

Will my appetite ever be sated? 

Maybe it was because of this peculiar feeling. Even if it was bone-chillingly cold outside, there was someone who would satisfy all of his little whims. He could be a little bossy and unreasonable. He didn’t have to keep all his problems to himself. I want to eat this and that. I want this, and I want to do that, too.

Gone were the days when he simply resigned himself to silence, knowing anything he said would be shut down.

“Ahhh…” Jiang Cheng stretched again in comfortable satisfaction. 

It was perfect.

 

***

 

Gu Fei surprised Jiang Cheng in a lot of different ways, but there were no surprises when it came to tidying. He was a slacker student after all, and he had no method to speak of when tidying up.

Unlike Jiang Cheng, who had been required to keep his room clean and orderly ever since he was a little kid, Gu Fei tended to just gather everything up in one pile and stick it somewhere where it couldn’t be seen, like the drawer or closet, and be done with it.

If there was anything to be tidied here at Jiang Cheng’s place, it would be the books and study materials piled up everywhere. After he’d gathered them all up in one stack, Gu Fei seemed a little lost. “What now? There’s nowhere to hide these things.”

Jiang Cheng sighed. “I’m still using them. What are you hiding them for?” 

“Never mind, then.” Gu Fei flopped down on the bed. “Huh. There’s really nothing to clean up at your place. You’ve lived here for so long, and it’s not messy at all.”

“I usually just tidy as I go and put things back in their places when I’m done with them,” Jiang Cheng said. “I don’t like tidying, which is why I try not to make a mess in the first place—I don’t have to spend time cleaning up then.”

Gu Fei smiled. “I’m always too lazy to put things back.” 

“Ah, but then you have to clean up. It takes one second to put it back, but when you accumulate the mess, it’ll take hours to tidy up. Which one is more efficient?” Jiang Cheng side-eyed him. “No wonder you’re a super slackity-slacker…”

“I don’t have the time, and when I do, I don’t even feel like moving,” Gu Fei sighed.

Jiang Cheng didn’t say anything else. That was true. Gu Fei carried a lot on his mind, and it dragged on him every day. He couldn’t be bothered with maintaining these small details.

When will he not have to be so tired anymore?

Jiang Cheng stared at the pages in front of him. Ah, soon he would be taking the exams.

Ah, soon he would be leaving this place.

Ah, soon they would be separated.

And, ah, the “future” that neither of them could find an answer for would be upon them.

 

***

 

Jiang Cheng was blasted awake by the sound of firecrackers first thing in the morning on New Year’s Eve. Entering the twelfth lunar month, it was common to hear what sounded like cannons going off practically every day. There was no ban on pyrotechnics in this neighborhood, so everyone set off firecrackers from morning until night: one strip at breakfast, one at lunch, and one at dinner. And, of course, more whenever they were bored.

The strip of firecrackers this morning was hung from a bamboo stick, extending out from the window upstairs, and lit right next to the window of Jiang Cheng’s living room. When it went off, the explosion almost bounced Jiang Cheng off of his bed onto the floor. He felt as though the building might collapse any second.

“Uuuugh!” Jiang Cheng rolled over on the bed, surrendering himself to the situation.

Gu Fei sat up, but it took a moment of sitting there in a daze before he got out of bed. “Cheng-ge,” he said.

“Mmmm…” Jiang Cheng mumbled from under the covers.

“I’m heading over to the store now. Er-Miao’s probably there already,” Gu Fei said as he got dressed. “I have to go prepare the food. You can come right over for breakfast after you get up.”

“All right.” Jiang Cheng turned to face him. “I’ll help you wrap dumplings later.”

“Why don’t you keep Er-Miao company?” said Gu Fei. “You haven’t played with her much lately. She was asking about you just yesterday.”

Jiang Cheng rolled back over. “What did she ask?” 

“She just said ‘Cheng-ge.’” Gu Fei tugged his pants up.

“…That’s it?” Jiang Cheng blinked.

“That’s it. It’s impressive that she said anything at all.”

“Does she only talk to you?” 

“Mm.” Gu Fei nodded. “She doesn’t speak much to me, either—just occasionally. It wasn’t long after she started learning to talk that…you know. I feel like she never really got to learn how. So this is pretty good already.”

“Yeah…” Jiang Cheng sighed.

“Why don’t you snooze for a little longer? It’s just past eight o’clock now.” Gu Fei jumped on the bed and kissed Jiang Cheng’s forehead. “Remember to bring your books when you come, overachiever.”

When the overachiever pedaled to the door of the convenience store with his books, the shop next door had just lit a firecracker. It exploded behind him the moment he got off his bike, and it suddenly felt like he had stepped into a war zone. Next, he saw a bright red figure zoom out from the alley between Gu Fei’s convenience store and the community clinic. With a sharp whistle, the red figure charged into the crackling smoke behind him.

“Er-Miao!” Jiang Cheng shouted.

Gu Miao was dressed especially jovially today, with a little red puffer jacket and green formfitting pants. Even her boots were red, and she dragged a long white scarf behind her.

After she dived headfirst into the cloud of firecrackers, Jiang Cheng could no longer see her clearly, only that a vague red shape was moving around. A few seconds later, Gu Miao emerged from the smoke, her face flushed from the thrill.

“Er-Miao!” Jiang Cheng opened his arms and stood in front of her.

Gu Miao braked hard, the head of her skateboard pivoting to one side as she stopped sideways in front of him. Grinning, she reached out a hand, snapped her fingers, and held up a thumb.

“Happy New Year!” Jiang Cheng responded with a snap and a thumbs-up.

Gu Miao hopped off her skateboard, kicked it up with her foot, and caught it in her hand. Then she dragged him into the store.

The woolen curtain over the doorway wasn’t enough to keep out the smoke from the firecrackers. The smell of gunpowder was everywhere inside, filling the store with the scent of New Year’s. Gu Fei was just coming in from the back courtyard, carrying a large tub in his flour-covered hands.

“Is it time to wrap dumplings?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“Not yet. I just finished kneading the dough.” Gu Fei pinched off a small clump of dough and handed it to Gu Miao, who was waiting expectantly, then pointed at the warming cabinet nearby. “Want some buns? There’s milk and soy milk.”

“Sure.” Jiang Cheng nodded. He opened the food warmer and took out two buns. “Why do you still have these? Surely no one’s gonna buy them today.”

“I got them for you, since there’ll be no time to make anything else.” Gu Fei smiled. “Help yourself to the drinks. There’s hot ones, too.”

“When does your mom get here?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“Soon.” Gu Fei glanced at the clock on the wall. “Li Yan and Liu Fan are coming in the afternoon.”

“In the afternoon?” Jiang Cheng paused. “They’re not staying home for dumplings?”

“They’ve both got big families. It’s a whole mess around the holidays, so the younger ones like to get out and roam around.” Gu Fei glanced out the door, then suddenly froze. A storm came over his expression.

Jiang Cheng quickly followed his gaze outward. The curtain had been lifted, and Gu Fei’s mom was standing outside…with the ponytail guy on the motorcycle they saw the other day. The guy still had his hair in a ponytail, this time styled with a pair of sunglasses.

It was a cloudy day with occasional gusts of snow drifting down, and the streets outside were covered in clouds of firecracker smoke. Wearing sunglasses on a day like this? Jiang Cheng had to wonder if this guy needed a cane to get around.

“Come on in,” Gu Fei’s mom said. “This is my son, Gu Fei. You haven’t met, right? That there is my girl, Gu Miao. And that’s my son’s friend from school, Jiang Cheng.”

“Happy New Year, Auntie.” Jiang Cheng greeted her, then nodded to the ponytail guy—he couldn’t bring himself to say “Uncle.” The guy wasn’t very old, but “Dage” sounded insolent given the fact that he was dating Gu Fei’s mom, so he opted for silence.

“What’s the meaning of this?” Gu Fei asked, clapping the flour off his hands.

Jiang Cheng locked his eyes on Gu Fei, ready to jump in and intervene should Gu Fei make a move. It was the holidays, after all. Both Gu Fei’s mom and the ponytail guy had dressed up—they looked like they’d put in a lot of effort to prepare for the occasion. Perhaps it was for meeting her son, or perhaps it was for their date; either way, it would be inappropriate to beat him up during the holidays.

“We’re just going to sit down and eat together, that’s all.” Gu Fei’s mom grabbed Gu Fei’s arm and dragged him toward the back courtyard, speaking quietly. “Don’t give him attitude.”

“He’s the one who hit you last time, isn’t he?” Gu Fei asked loudly, making it clear that he wasn’t cutting anyone any slack.

His mother kept her voice quiet. “It wasn’t him…”

Jiang Cheng didn’t hear anything they said after they went out to the courtyard, but the atmosphere inside had suddenly become a little awkward.

The ponytail guy stood about two steps in from the doorway, while Jiang Cheng and Gu Miao stood in front of the cash register. Since Gu Miao had no understanding of what was going on, she still held her skateboard in one hand and kneaded the clump of dough with the other, her impossibly cool gaze fixed upon the ponytail guy. And thanks to his recent mental overexertion, Jiang Cheng barely had the presence of mind not to stare too—he couldn’t think of a single suitable thing to say.

“I didn’t hit her,” the ponytail guy explained. “That was her ex-boyfriend. I already got back at him for her.”

“Oh,” Jiang Cheng replied. He still had absolutely nothing to say.

Ponytail Guy fell silent after that. He stood as straight as a board, his chin slightly tilted up.

Jiang Cheng leaned against the counter and mentally serenaded him with the line “me and my final persistence.”8

Me and my final persistence, clench my fists tight in resistance, 

Whether the next stop is really paradise, don’t despair in the face of disappointment…

Halfway through belting out the lyrics in his head, he realized the song could also be dedicated to Gu Fei…

When Gu Fei and his mom finally came back in, Gu Fei stayed quiet, but she beckoned with her hand. “Come on, time to get to work.”

Ponytail Guy nodded and followed her out to the courtyard.

“Get to work on what?” Jiang Cheng asked, confused.

“Cooking. My mom brought home a cook to make food,” Gu Fei said, then suddenly cracked up laughing. “I can’t even be mad at that.”

“That guy’s a cook?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“Mm.” Gu Fei sighed after he stopped laughing. “If he wants to cook, then let him. Whatever.”

“That’s good!” Jiang Cheng squeezed his hand. “It’s gotta be better than what you’d make checking your phone for recipes the entire time, right?”

“Yeah,” Gu Fei said, nodding. “I really can’t be bothered anymore. So I’ll just let it be.”

“It’s New Year’s. The more, the merrier.” Jiang Cheng considered it for a moment. “Wanna go outside and set off fireworks?”

“Yes.” Gu Fei clapped his hands. “Er-Miao!” Gu Miao turned to him, and Gu Fei bent down. “Let’s go set off fireworks?”

Gu Miao nodded fervently.

Gu Fei had bought a bunch of firecrackers and fireworks a few days ago—almost two cases of them—and stored them all under the counter. They filled a plastic bag with all the pyrotechnics and took Gu Miao out onto the street.

Lots of families were gathering for their holiday meals already, and the explosive bangs in the street were so dense that it was hard to hear each other talk. They’d been hoping to find a relatively smoke-free corner, but after walking down the length of the street, they realized there was no such place. Jiang Cheng set the bag on the ground and said, “Let’s just do it here!”

Gu Fei took the fireworks out and laid them on the ground. Gu Miao, bursting with excitement, began to ride circles around them on her skateboard. The moment the vibrant flares burst out, she whistled loudly.

“IS IT PRETTY?!” Gu Fei yelled in Jiang Cheng’s ear.

“YES!” Jiang Cheng looked at him. “Why are you shouting? We’re setting off fireworks, not firecrackers!”

It was actually quieter here than anywhere else, so Gu Fei’s voice rang especially loud. But he kept shouting anyway. “I DON’T KNOW! I JUST WANTED TO SHOUT!”

“Go ahead and shout then!” Jiang Cheng threw his head back. “AAAH!!!”

Gu Fei joined him. “AAAH!!!” 




Chapter 97

 

THE TWO OF THEM spent a long time with their heads thrown back, going “AAAH.” It was satisfying, but Jiang Cheng was starting to feel dizzy from the lack of oxygen.

He quickly pulled out his phone. “Here, hold this position and don’t move.”

Gu Fei turned to him. “You’re taking a picture?”

“Mm. Don’t move. Look at the camera.” Jiang Cheng held his phone above their heads, and they both looked up at their faces on the screen. “Now go ‘AAAH’!”

Gu Fei laughed and started yelling with him again. 

Jiang Cheng pressed the shutter. “Very good,” he said. “Ah, my neck is getting sore.”

“Fireworks.” Gu Fei kicked the plastic bag.

“Is Er-Miao brave enough to set them off?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“She doesn’t know how,” said Gu Fei. “You have to hold her hands and light it with her.”

“All right.” Jiang Cheng pulled out his pack of cigarettes. “I’ll do it with her.”

“Hey, hey, hey.” Gu Fei handed Jiang Cheng the lighter he was holding. “You’re gonna let her light it with a cigarette?”

“…I forgot,” Jiang Cheng said sheepishly as he took the lighter from Gu Fei. It was a long-stemmed one he’d gotten from the store. “Come on, Er-Miao, let’s light it together.”

Holding her skateboard, Gu Miao squeezed in close to him. Jiang Cheng placed the lighter in her hand. “Hold down this part.”

He held down Gu Miao’s finger and they lit the lighter together. Then he took her hand and reached over to ignite the fuse.

“Okay, okay. It’s lit!” Jiang Cheng pulled her back a couple of steps.

The one they set off was a bundle of eight sticks, and though it wasn’t that impressive to see in broad daylight, Gu Miao still let out an excited whistle the moment the sparks flew out.

The bag of fireworks Gu Fei had brought with them wasn’t much, but Gu Miao wasn’t like the other kids when it came to setting off fireworks. Other kids liked to watch them go off one after another, in quick succession, but Gu Miao got so excited after each one that she would fly out on her skateboard and take a couple of laps around the area before coming back. And if someone was lighting firecrackers nearby, she had to go zoom through that cloud of smoke, too. It took almost an hour for them to finish setting off all of their fireworks.

“All right, we’re out,” Gu Fei said. “We’ll set off the rest tonight when it’s dark—it’ll look better then.”

Jiang Cheng was about to speak when across the smoke-filled street, from what felt as distant as the other side of the world, a voice called out, loud and clear.

“Feifei, Miaomiao, and friend from school, it’s time for lunch!”

“The fuck?” Jiang Cheng turned to stare at Gu Fei in shock. “Who’s that calling us?”

Gu Fei sported a complicated expression. “Who else?”

“Pony Boy?” 

“…Your nicknaming speed is honestly kinda impressive.” Gu Fei sighed. “Come on, let’s go check out the guy’s cooking.”

“It’s ‘boy,’” Jiang Cheng corrected him.

“Boy,” Gu Fei repeated as he walked back.

“But he’s a boyyy. Why did he sound almost like a soprano just now?” Jiang Cheng was still having a hard time reconciling the boy with the voice. “I thought it was your mom calling you, Feifei.”

“Call me that again and I’ll smack you.” Gu Fei gave him a sideways glare.

“I dare you. Do it or I’ll revoke your citizenship.” Jiang Cheng was suddenly in a great mood. Though he could hardly see what was in front of him through all the smoke hanging in the air, the person he cared about most was by his side. They could go shopping together, set off fireworks together, and eat a New Year’s Eve meal together… He couldn’t help being in a great mood.

He skipped a little, took a big stride forward with his left foot, and landed in a lunge. With his hands on his hips, he started to shake his shoulders and chanted to some kind of beat, “Do it. Or I’ll revoke. Your. Citizenship.”

Gu Fei maintained a blank expression as he looked at him. After a few seconds, he turned and bolted away. “Run, Er-Miao! There’s a monster!”

As he ran, he let out a whistle. Gu Miao immediately kicked off on her skateboard and zipped after him.

Ponytail Guy made quick work of the cooking. By the time they returned to the store, there were already six dishes and a soup laid out on the table, and all of them were major dishes, too. He really was living up to his job description.

Judging by the types of dishes he’d prepared, he probably wasn’t a cook at an upscale joint, but still, the whole spread smelled delicious—it was making Jiang Cheng drool.

“You’ve worked hard,” Jiang Cheng said when he sat down.

“Don’t worry about it. It’s what I do for a living.” Ponytail waved off the compliment. “This is nothing.”

“I’ll go get some drinks.” Gu Fei’s mom ran to the shelves where they kept the alcohol and picked a bright red bottle of Jin Liu Fu baijiu. “This one looks fitting for the occasion.”

“Er-Miao, grab a bottle of something for yourself,” Gu Fei said to Gu Miao.

Gu Miao ran to the fridge, took out a can of beer, and turned to look at Gu Fei.

“…Sure,” said Gu Fei.

“Here, Miaomiao.” Ponytail pulled out a red envelope from his pocket. “Take this.” But Gu Miao didn’t look at him. She was focused on pulling the tab off of the can of beer.

“Er-Miao?” their mom called to her. “Uncle is giving you lucky money.”

Gu Miao still didn’t look up. After yanking off the tab, she threw her head back and took a few gulps of beer. She then wiped her mouth and sat down, staring at the food on the table.

“Er-Miao?” Gu Fei spoke up. Gu Miao lifted her head. He looked at her. “Uncle’s giving you lucky money. You should take it and thank him.”

Gu Miao finally turned around to look at Ponytail. She stood up, bowed, then took the red envelope and put it into her pocket.

“Here.” Ponytail reached his hand into his pocket again. “Feifei…”

“That’s okay.” Gu Fei froze for a second, then awkwardly waved his hand. “It’s really not necessary.”

“You don’t need to give him any.” Gu Fei’s mom stopped Ponytail. “He’s grown now—not a child anymore.”

After a few rounds of extremely awkward back-and-forth, Ponytail eventually put the red envelope away. Raising her glass, Gu Fei’s mom said, “Come on, everyone. Here’s a toast to my son’s prosperity, my little girl’s health, and Jiang Cheng getting into an elite university…”

“What about me?” Ponytail asked.

Shocked at the note of flirtation in his voice, Jiang Cheng shot a glance in Gu Fei’s direction. Gu Fei was holding his glass, his expression a swiftly changing enigma.

“Oh, you?” Gu Fei’s mom giggled and leaned closer to Ponytail. “May all your dreams come true.” Her tone was also cloyingly cute. 

Jiang Cheng was still holding his glass, his face practically dripping with sweat. Meanwhile, Gu Fei had already turned away in embarrassment. Gu Miao, meanwhile, was still acting completely normal, staring blankly at the feast in front of them.

After this exchange, Gu Fei’s mom and Ponytail suddenly activated a kind of clingy, romantic mode like they were the only ones at the table. Still holding their glasses, they began to blatantly flirt with each other, as if they’d completely forgotten where they were.

Gu Fei gently clinked his glass against Jiang Cheng’s. “May Cheng-ge be ever triumphant this year.”

“And may everything go as you wish…” Out of the corner of his eye, Jiang Cheng noticed that the other pair was still off in their own world, so he added in a low voice to Gu Fei, “Boyfriend.”

Gu Fei chuckled and took a sip of his alcohol, then reached over and knocked his glass against Gu Miao’s beer can. “May Er-Miao grow up quickly.”

Jiang Cheng also knocked against her beer can. “May Er-Miao make progress every day.” 

It wasn’t until they had started eating that Gu Fei’s mom and Ponytail Guy finally came back to earth. They’d had already forgotten about the New Year’s toast, though, and so they simply joined them in digging into the food.

Gu Fei and Jiang Cheng didn’t talk very much as they ate, but there was no awkward silence because the doting couple continued to flirt with each other throughout the meal. Whenever they weren’t flirting, Gu Fei’s mom was resting her chin in her hand, listening to Ponytail boast about his accomplishments.

At least his boasting was more or less constrained to one subject: He was hoping to take over his boss’s business this year. Jiang Cheng kept wanting to ask him whether he’d asked his boss if he even wanted to sell the business…but the pair was so engrossed in their conversation that no one else could get a word in edgewise.

Ponytail’s cooking wasn’t bad at all; it tasted just as good as it smelled. Gu Miao was having a whale of a time. Her chopsticks flashed out again and again as she gorged herself on meat and beer until she was full and satisfied.

The lovers across the table likely hadn’t eaten their fill, though. Jiang Cheng hardly saw them touch the food.

“We’re gonna go out for a spin. Get a taste of the New Year’s atmosphere.”

“Okay,” Gu Fei answered.

“Have fun,” said Jiang Cheng.

“Thank you,” Gu Fei’s mom said as she dragged Ponytail Guy out. Soon they heard the roar of a motorcycle speeding off.

Jiang Cheng leaned back in the chair and stretched his legs out in front of him, watching Gu Miao work away at the food.

Gu Fei lit up a cigarette beside him. “Want one?”

“In a bit,” Jiang Cheng said. “I’m just gonna have a few more bites.”

“The food’s not too bad,” said Gu Fei.

“Mm.” Jiang Cheng ladled another bowl of soup for himself. “How does this guy…compare with the other ones from before?”

“Dunno.” Gu Fei frowned. “There were guys who looked even more reliable than him, but it all ended the same way.”

“Then…” Jiang Cheng looked at him, hesitating.

“As long as he doesn’t touch the money in the store,” Gu Fei said as he leaned back in his seat, “I can’t be bothered to interfere anymore. She’s an adult.”

“Yeah.” Jiang Cheng picked up the bottle of baijiu and swung it lightly, thinking out loud as he filled Gu Fei’s glass. “He’s drinking and driving, isn’t he?”

“Huh?” Gu Fei laughed. “Honestly, Cheng-ge… He probably had one shot at most.”

“If you guys drink when Li Yan and the others get here, you should probably just take your bicycles if you’re going out later,” said Jiang Cheng. “You’ve definitely had more than one shot.”

“We won’t go out. There’s nowhere to go,” Gu Fei assured him. “We tend to just stick around here, watch TV, and shoot the shit. Occasionally we play some cards.”

“Old people life…”

“Mm.” Gu Fei nodded. “I’ve already lived out my young life in bed with you.”

Jiang Cheng shot a glance at him. “Watch it.”

“In bed, in bed, in bed, in bed,” Gu Fei said. “Bed’im bed’im bed’im bed’im.”

“Maybe you should go to bed,” said Jiang Cheng.

 

***

 

After Gu Miao was finished gnawing on the last piece of short rib, the two of them cleared the table.

Washing dishes was the most annoying chore, but today, for the first time, Jiang Cheng was all too happy to do it. Gu Fei played music for him from his phone, which he’d set on the side, and Jiang Cheng gladly finished washing the dishes to the beat of the music.

Around this hour, all the families were inside eating together, so the sound of firecrackers outside had diminished somewhat. Jiang Cheng walked out of the kitchen and stood in the courtyard, listening to the distant booms.

He’d never felt particularly sentimental during New Year’s before. The loud explosions usually annoyed him—the racket was an insult to his eardrums and his heart. But for once, he found he could listen to the sounds with calm composure. He could even feel signs of life bursting out from beneath the dilapidated exterior of this place with the coming of the New Year.

“It’s snowing! Good thing we’re already here!” Liu Fan’s voice carried from inside the store.

Jiang Cheng looked up. A fine dusting of snowflakes was falling from the sky, circling around in the wind. When they landed on his face, he felt tiny dots of cold that quickly disappeared.

He turned to go back into the store. Liu Fan, Li Yan, and Luo Yu were taking off their jackets, having just come through the door.

“Happy New Year, Jiang Cheng!” Luo Yu greeted him.

Jiang Cheng smiled. “Happy New Year.” 

“I thought you’d be studying today too,” said Li Yan. “Da-Fei said you’ve been studying every waking moment of every day.”

“I’m going home later to study,” Jiang Cheng admitted.

“…Why not hang out for a while first?” Li Yan suggested. “We brought a fuckload of food. Wanna try some?”

“I really can’t bear to try anything right now,” Jiang Cheng replied, rubbing his belly. “I’m stuffed.”

“Jiang Cheng, Gege has something to give you.” Liu Fan grabbed a large plastic bag from a pile they’d brought and walked up to him. “We had Chen Jie put this together. He has a friend interning at First High who got the study materials from their senior class.”

“Holy shit.” Gu Fei laughed. “You guys didn’t have to.”

“As a bunch of people who’ve never gone to college, we respect and envy the top of the grade.” Li Yan smiled and sat down, then pulled out a bulging red envelope and stuck it inside Gu Miao’s pocket. “This is lucky money from all your big brothers. Keep it for yourself—don’t give it to your brother.”

Jiang Cheng felt a little overwhelmed as he accepted the heavy bag into his hands. It took him a while to get it together to reply. “Thank you so much.”

“You’re welcome,” said Liu Fan.

They all laughed at the polite exchange, and Luo Yu lamented, “Don’t be so formal. What are we even supposed to say to that?”

The group of them threw themselves into chairs and chatted away while Jiang Cheng pulled out some of the study materials and flipped through them. These were the mock tests First High had handed out to their seniors in the past few weeks, as well as other materials distributed by the teachers there. Some of them overlapped with the ones from Fourth High, but most of them he’d never seen before.

Jiang Cheng never would have expected Li Yan and the guys to seek out study materials for him. He found it a little bewildering that him preparing for his exams had somehow alerted these regular hooligans and set them into motion. He suddenly felt an immense pressure…

Glancing at Gu Fei, who was sat across from him listening to the others ramble on, he wondered what expectations Gu Fei had for him.

When Li Yan suggested that they play cards, Jiang Cheng decided to head home to study.

“I’ll call you over to eat when the dumplings are ready,” Gu Fei said, walking out the door with him. “Do you need me to drop you off? And pick you up later this evening?”

Jiang Cheng chuckled. “I bet even Gu Miao doesn’t need you to chauffeur her back and forth.” 

“It’s just an excuse, anyway.” Gu Fei stretched. “I wanted to look at you a little longer.”

That made him want to take Gu Fei in his arms right there in the middle of the street and shower him with kisses.

Wanted to look at you a little longer.

Jiang Cheng felt the same. When he studied, his peripheral vision always, always lingered on Gu Fei. Even when he entered a state where he disappeared from this dimension, one word from Gu Fei was all it took to pull him back.

I want to look at you. Want to hear your voice.

But the most unbearable thing was that these days of spending every day and night together were steadily running out with the countdown to the exam. The feeling of panic that arose whenever he thought about it overpowered even his anxiety over the exam itself.

Jiang Cheng strolled back to his apartment on his own; he didn’t let Gu Fei walk him back. With how they were clinging to each other like this, if he didn’t cut it off in time, they might end up walking each other back and forth between his apartment and the store half a dozen times.

The ground outside his building was littered with leftover bits of red paper from firecrackers, and the corridor inside looked like it was covered in a red carpet. Jiang Cheng walked up the stairs, taking in the fading scent of used firecrackers the entire way.

The building might have been old, but the heating was miraculously abundant. Jiang Cheng felt a wave of warmth as soon as he walked through the door. He changed into comfortable clothes, then sat down at his desk and began to study.

First he worked on the mock tests from Fourth High, followed by the various things that Pan Zhi had sent him. Then he went over the materials from First High.

In the eyes of others, he probably seemed like a machine that was incapable of feeling tired. After all, he was an overachiever. He had robust self-discipline, and he was a strong learner with an excellent memory. He tackled studying with methodical planning. But he wasn’t exempt from feeling tired. His pencil would halt every so often as he wrote, and his brain would stop working from time to time while he was memorizing passages.

Ever since he was little, he would always grit his teeth and soldier on. He had to succeed, and he had to do it well. It had once been a simple quest for acknowledgment. But now he had more complicated reasons for working himself to the bone like this.

He was out of options.

And so was Gu Fei.

 

***

 

Come dinner time, Gu Fei called to summon him for dumplings. If it hadn’t been for Gu Fei’s custom ringtone—a unique stimulus to Jiang Cheng’s mind—he probably wouldn’t have reacted at all.

The dumplings were the work of Li Yan and the others. Apparently ten of them contained a coin, and whoever got one would have their wishes come true.

They couldn’t fit all the dumplings on one plate, so Gu Fei divided the dumplings directly into each person’s bowl. The result was that each person got one yuan from their dumplings—Gu Miao stared in confusion for a good while because she bit into a coin—except Jiang Cheng, whose five dumplings all contained coins.

“Gah!” Jiang Cheng exclaimed, shooting a glance at Gu Fei as he bit into his fifth coin of the night.

“Da-Fei.” Li Yan couldn’t help cracking up. “You cheated, didn’t you?”

“He must’ve.” Liu Fan tossed his coin up in the air, laughing. “I’m impressed he didn’t give all ten to Jiang Cheng—he’s really paying his respects to our friendship.”

“You guys aren’t the ones preparing for the exams,” said Gu Fei.

“Then you could at least leave a couple for yourself,” said Luo Yu. “We’re not taking the exams, but you are.”

Gu Fei just smiled.

 

***

 

In Jiang Cheng’s mind, the main events of New Year’s were over once they’d eaten the dumplings. For the next few days of the break, he stayed cooped up in his apartment and hardly went out at all.

Every couple of days, Gu Fei would drag him out to take a walk and get some fresh air, quizzing him sporadically on key points along the way.

Jiang Cheng was surprised to find that even though Gu Fei hadn’t intentionally tried to memorize anything, for the questions he’d asked more than once, he knew whether Jiang Cheng’s answers were right or wrong without even checking.

“Nice,” said Jiang Cheng. “You’ve memorized all of it?”

“Nah,” Gu Fei said with a chuckle. “No way. I only have a vague recollection. I couldn’t answer it myself, but I can tell if your answer is right or not.”

“Oh.”

Even though he didn’t know how much it would help, he gradually started asking Gu Fei to quiz him more and more often. One reason was that the closer they got to exam day, the more he needed to continue refreshing his memory of the knowledge. The other reason was that, in the back of his mind, he didn’t want Gu Fei to give up.

He wouldn’t say it out loud, but he thought this method of mutual benefit was good—and Gu Fei wouldn’t notice.

 

***

 

Just like that, the winter break passed by in measured rhythm and flowed into the early start of a new semester. Unlike the tragic fate of Pan Zhi and his peers, who had to start classes only four days into the lunar New Year, Fourth High gave its students a full week off.

“Everyone!” Lao-Xu announced from behind his lectern. “It’s already February! If you slack off in February and slack off in March, and slack off in April, and…” It probably hadn’t occurred to him that there would be so many months to list before he started speaking, but by the time he’d rattled all of them off he was starting to stumble over his words. He cleared his throat a couple of times before he continued, “And May, then sadness and regret await you in June! From this moment on, there will be no more holidays, and you must not loosen your grip…”

The day after tomorrow was Valentine’s Day, but Jiang Cheng had forgotten about it completely. He remembered it with a start when Wang Xu came in the morning to ask him what he should give to Yi Jing as a gift.

Jiang Cheng had practically wrung his brain dry with all the studying, and there was no time to make something for Gu Fei. He still wanted to give Gu Fei something, though—but what?

“Stop thinking about Valentine’s Day!” Lao-Xu raised his voice. “Don’t think I don’t know what you’re all thinking!”

Jiang Cheng’s heart jumped; raising his eyebrow, he shot an involuntary glance up at Lao-Xu. Next to him, Gu Fei started laughing. “Did Lao-Xu get it right?”

Jiang Cheng smiled and didn’t say anything.

“We can just set off a couple of fireworks while we’re out for a walk,” Gu Fei said quietly. “Extenuating circumstances. Stop mulling over it.”

“You still have fireworks left over?” Jiang Cheng asked. “I thought Er-Miao went through all of them.” 

“Where’s your brain?” said Gu Fei. “They’re still selling them on every corner. I bought more.”

“Oh.” Jiang Cheng laughed, then sighed. “Sounds good. What’s one year in the grand scheme of things? We’ll celebrate properly next year.”

“Exactly.”

“Next month is your first practice exam.” Lao-Xu kept lecturing them earnestly as he stood in front of the classroom. “You must brace yourself. Show me what you’re capable of!”

His words weren’t met with the usual buzzing of conversation in the classroom…though that was probably because everyone was slumped over their desks, catching up on sleep after overindulging during the break.

Ah, the first practice exam is next month…

“Look! Look at the countdown! Do you see this?!” Lao-Xu pointed at the countdown placard hanging above the blackboard. He raised his voice again. “We’re in the final stretch, people! Let’s go!”

Jiang Cheng leaned back in his chair. The placard showed that there were 114 days until the university entrance exams.

He knew that there wasn’t much time left, but the three months he’d been tracking in his mind had seemed longer than 114 days. Seeing these three meager digits, he found his chest tightening.

114 days.

The time he had left to spend every moment, awake and asleep, by Gu Fei’s side was only 114 days, plus another… His brain suddenly stalled, keeping him from reaching the answer of this simple calculation.

But no matter what the answer was, it all seemed insufficient next to ∞.




Chapter 98

 

JIANG CHENG HAD NEVER really felt one way or another about Valentine’s Day, but this year, when he was in a position to feel some kind of way, he ended up not having any time for it.

Holidays and rituals were never that important to him anyway. He was too busy studying, working through questions, and memorizing texts. His eyes were focused on study materials from various subjects—but, as always, his peripheral vision was occupied by his boyfriend as he sat on the bed and played on his phone.

It was a few minutes until Valentine’s Day.

Snow was falling outside. He could hear the sharp howls of the north wind as it scraped past his window. Even the sound of it made him feel cold.

And yet it was quiet in the room. There was heating, a midnight snack, the murmur of his own voice as he recited the text under his breath, and the scratch of pencil against paper. There was also Gu Fei: The mere sight of his boyfriend filled him with a sense of peace.

Rather than gifts and gestures, a moment like this, solid and palpable, was what he really wanted.

Exams on my left shoulder and love on my right.

Oh ho ho.

Hello, everyone, and welcome to the first season of Contestant Jiang Cheng’s mental live stream. Recently, Contestant Jiang Cheng has been devoting all of his energy to the warm-up portion of the university entrance tournament. Coach Y, speaking from experience, what do you think of his current state?

This contestant possesses very strong individual skills as well as excellent self-control. He exhibits good emotional stability during competitions. For many contestants, this tournament is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. If he can give it his all, I believe he shall achieve a very good result.

Do you think he has already given it his all?

Clearly, he has not—there is something else in his peripheral vision… Hey, isn’t that the champion from the Steelworks Morons Tournament live stream?

His phone made a sound from where it lay at the corner of his desk. Jiang Cheng heard it, but it felt as though he hadn’t. The phone immediately went off again.

The phone has gone off a total of two times. 

When he was in study mode, this was Jiang Cheng’s only analysis of the sound. As to why his phone had gone off—a text message, WeChat, or news notification—what it was about, and whether he should take a look… None of those thoughts that would normally follow appeared in his head.

After the second notification, though, Gu Fei clicked his tongue quietly. 

Jiang Cheng immediately came back to reality and looked at Gu Fei. “Hm?” 

“Who’s the other one from?” said Gu Fei.

“The other one?” Jiang Cheng didn’t understand. He picked up his phone and saw two messages waiting for him.

One was from Pan Zhi.

- Happy Valentine’s Day! Bet I’m the first message you got. Automated sending is guaranteed to be right on time, trumping lovebirds everywhere who need time to draft romantic prose!

The second one was from Gu Fei.

- Look at me.

Jiang Cheng blinked, then looked up at Gu Fei.

“Whether or not it’s Valentine’s Day, I’m always here,” Gu Fei said. “Happy Valentine’s Day, boyfriend.”

“Happy Valentine’s Day,” Jiang Cheng answered, grinning, “boyfriend.”

“Who sent the other one?” Gu Fei pointed at the phone. “Did it arrive before mine?”

“Ah, yes.” Jiang Cheng realized with a start. He cracked up as he stuck the screen in Gu Fei’s face. “It’s Pan Zhi.”

“Fucking—” Gu Fei took one look and laughed. He took Jiang Cheng’s phone from him and sent a voice message back to Pan Zhi: “Got a lot of time on your hands, huh, Pan Zhi?”

Pan Zhi immediately sent a voice message back: “I can’t believe you found out already. Happy Valentine’s Day. Good night! You two hurry up and go play.”

“He actually scheduled it?” Gu Fei clicked his tongue a few times in a row. “This guy is maddening.”

“He’s got nothing better to do.” Jiang Cheng laughed and ripped off a piece of air-dried beef. It was the bag they’d bought from the supermarket over New Year’s. It hadn’t taken more than a couple of days for them to reach the bottom of the pack. Now he had to rip out a tiny piece at a time and take wimpy little nibbles, not daring to take large bites. “You wouldn’t believe the amount of crap this guy has on his phone. He can’t go three months without a factory reset, and it takes maybe three resets before he has to get a new one.”

“Can you take it all in one bite, please?” Gu Fei said, looking at him. “We have another bag. Do you really have to do that?”

“There’s another bag?” Jiang Cheng was confused. “I thought we only had one?”

“We bought two,” Gu Fei reminded him, sighing. “I guess I overestimated your power. Even you experience memory loss when you study.”

Jiang Cheng stuffed the rest of the piece of jerky into his mouth. “Ahh—much better! Now that’s satisfying! Why didn’t you say so earlier?! I’ve been nibbling at it like melon seeds the whole night, making each piece last eighty bites.”

“I just realized that you’ve been saving it.” Gu Fei stood up, grabbed the bag to look inside, and pushed it back into Jiang Cheng’s hand. “Bring it with you to eat on the way. Let’s go.”

“Go where?” Jiang Cheng asked, looking out the window. He couldn’t tell how heavy the snow was in the dark.

“To set off fireworks, of course.” Gu Fei walked to the window to look out too. “It’s a little lighter now. Wanna go? I just figured if we wait to do it during the day, there’ll be too many people everywhere. There’ll be even more people if we wait until tomorrow evening.”

“Yes, let’s go stretch our legs. Let’s go play.” Jiang Cheng stood up, his eyes still glued to the textbook. After reading the last passage, he finally stretched and recited, “Traditional architecture is an important marker for demonstrating traditional Chinese culture; it’s also known as a frozen form of art. The invention of the written word is a marker of humanity’s progression into an era of civilization… The difference is, Han text is an important marker of Chinese culture. Along with historical records and classical texts, it is evidence of Chinese culture’s deep-rooted historical origins…”

They bundled themselves up tightly before venturing outside. They were probably the only two people in the steelworks neighborhood to brave the snow and howling wind to go out and set off fireworks in the middle of the night.

Luckily, Gu Fei was equipped with a magical item.

Jiang Cheng felt infinitely blessed as he climbed into the little dumpling car amid the wind and snow. “Start driving, dear.”

“We’re off.” Gu Fei closed the car door and started the engine. “Sit tight, dear.”

“Hurry up!” Jiang Cheng clapped Gu Fei on the back.

The little dumpling set off into the night.

There wasn’t a single hair of a person to be found on the streets. The only things out tonight were the snowflakes dancing in the light of the streetlamps. Jiang Cheng enjoyed looking at the flurry of snow; through its movements, he could see the path of the wind.

Wind was a very special thing. It had no shape, color, or smell, yet you could see it—in the fallen leaves, in the drifting snow, in the dancing swirls of the remnants of firecrackers on the ground. It had the same smell as the yellow of the wilting grass, the white of cool frost, and the red of smoky gunpowder…

Even though there was no one else on the streets, Gu Fei still drove them all the way to the river. They hadn’t been here since their fight.

There was no water in the river at this time of year, only a sheet of white coating it from bank to bank.

“If we came during the day, there’d definitely be other people here,” Gu Fei said as he got out of the car. “This river is the most romantic place in the whole neighborhood. You can just about claim that it has the grass, trees, and water for a pretty view.”

“The two of us coming here is just barely meeting the romantic requirement.” Jiang Cheng pulled his scarf tight and made his way toward the dried river with Gu Fei.

The ground on the riverbank was covered in loose soil and rocks, and with the blanket of snow on top, every step felt like their feet would slide out from under them and carry them all the way to the bottom of the riverbed.

When Gu Fei reached his hand back, Jiang Cheng took it and said, “Are you afraid I’ll lose my balance and knock you right into the river?”

“No. You were on the school basketball team—I trust your athleticism.” Gu Fei looked back at him. “I just wanted to hold your hand, it’s actually pretty warm—”

Gu Fei didn’t get to finish before he stepped on something and lurched forward violently.

Jiang Cheng gripped Gu Fei’s hand tightly out of reflex. When he felt a strong forward tug, he tried leaning back to counteract the force—but to no avail. Unable to find purchase on the slippery ground, Jiang Cheng lasted no more than half a second before he was dragged down and landed on his butt. His legs immediately took out the already unbalanced Gu Fei.

As Gu Fei fell on top of him, the two of them collapsed into a ball like two children hurtling down a slide together, rolling and tumbling all the way down the slope to the edge of the river.

“Fuck!” Jiang Cheng yelled. He felt like someone had taken a stick and given his entire backside a beating.

“Did I land on your balls?” asked Gu Fei. He seemed to be doing okay, with Jiang Cheng as a cushion.

“Would you still be hearing from me right now if you had?” Jiang Cheng pushed off against the ground, but his butt had yet to recover. “What a unique Valentine’s Day this is, huh, boyfr—”

Gu Fei reached out and pinched his leg, cutting him off. It was right at that moment when he sensed in his peripheral vision that along the river’s edge, there was another person.

Jiang Cheng whipped his head around and froze in place.

“Fuck,” Gu Fei said in a low voice. He stood up and extended his hand to Jiang Cheng.

Jiang Cheng grabbed it and pulled himself up. Then, the two of them turned around together, coming face-to-face with the person standing about thirty feet away. 

The atmosphere had never been more bizarre.

It was indeed strange for someone else to be here at this time and place. But if they’d thought of coming to “the most romantic spot in the whole steelworks neighborhood” for a date at this hour, then, naturally, so could other people.

It wouldn’t be a big deal if they ran into anyone else, since not everyone recognized him and Gu Fei, and not everyone had such fantastical imaginations as the creatures who frequented the Fourth High forum… Not to mention, ever since he came out to Shen Yiqing on the phone that day, Jiang Cheng had felt as if he’d put down a bag of cement he’d been carrying—he felt like nothing could faze him anymore.

But this person was by himself.

Moreover, it was a person who not only knew them, but someone who knew them rather well.

For the sake of his peace of mind during these final months of studying, Jiang Cheng didn’t want anyone they knew to know about them, for fear that the trouble it would bring would ruin his mood before the exams.

Therefore…it was finally time to silence Wang Xu once and for all. He was rather surprised that the first one to go was him and not Zhou Jing.

Gu Fei was the first to speak up. “What…are you doing here?”

“It’s Valentine’s Day,” Wang Xu replied. Against the chilly wind, his voice sounded especially desolate and…pained.
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It was in that instant that Jiang Cheng briefly set aside the matter of getting rid of Wang Xu. He was shaken by Wang Xu’s spirit—the spirit of a poor bachelor who felt the need to come out to the river in the middle of the night on Valentine’s Day so he could stand in the freezing air and torture himself. What kind of mental illness was that?

“You’re by yourself?” Gu Fei was probably just as shocked as Jiang Cheng. “Or are you waiting for someone?”

“I thought I was waiting for someone,” Wang Xu said, his voice full of sorrow. “But it turns out I’m spending it by myself.”

Jiang Cheng was quiet. He’d only just noticed that on the snow-covered ground by Wang Xu’s feet, there were fireworks meticulously arranged into the shape of two hearts.

Everything made sense now. Wang Xu had painstakingly prepared a romantic setting to profess his undying love, but the leading lady Yi Jing never showed up.

“…Oh.” Even the emotionally intelligent Gu Fei couldn’t find anything to say about this.

They plunged into silence. It was so quiet Jiang Cheng could hear the sound of snow falling on the ground around them.

“What’s…” Wang Xu stood wordlessly for a while, bracing himself against the wind, before suddenly looking up at them and staring. “What’s the deal with you two…? Oh, fuck. Don’t tell me you’re… Don’t tell me…”

Going by most TV dramas, the two of them should have been pulling out guns from their pockets at the same time and emptying the chambers into Wang Xu’s head before watching him slowly collapse backward onto the fireworks on the ground.

“It’s Valentine’s Day.” Jiang Cheng looked back at him. At this hour, in a place like this, facing someone who couldn’t be killed off, he had nothing else to hide. “You got a problem with that?”

Wang Xu was even more flustered than the two of them were. He opened his mouth, then closed it, but no sound came out.

“You, me, and him,” Gu Fei said gruffly. “If a fourth person finds out about this, I’ll kill you myself.”

It might have just been the old north wind blowing past at that moment, but Wang Xu shuddered cooperatively. “Oh, I won’t tell, I didn’t… I don’t think, um, one guy with another, uh, I don’t…um, have a problem. No problem with that.”

“Sounds good.” Gu Fei nodded. “You can go home now.”

“Why…why do I have to go home?” Wang Xu asked.

“Because we’re going to set off fireworks here.” Gu Fei glanced at him, then turned and walked back a couple of steps, bringing over the bag they’d dropped during their tumble.

“Mother…fucker…” Wang Xu leaned in and took a look. “I really gotta fucking hand it to you two.”

Neither Gu Fei nor Jiang Cheng spoke as they looked back at him together. Wang Xu fell silent, his brows knitting tightly together as he stared at the fireworks in the bag.

The moon wasn’t especially bright, and there were no streetlamps near the river. But they were close enough that Jiang Cheng still saw the glint of moisture in Wang Xu’s eyes.

“Wang Xu?” He was a little taken aback. 

“Fuck me!” Wang Xu suddenly shouted, his voice filled with hurt. “Fuck me! Even two guys are able to fucking get together! Why is it so fucking hard for me to just be with someone?!”

“You…” Gu Fei reared back a little from his outburst. “Yi Jing’s not coming? Did she say anything?”

“Just that she doesn’t have time. She can’t come because she has to study,” Wang Xu said, sounding congested.

“That’s normal for an overachiever like her, though. Of course she’s going to be busy studying right now. We have just over a hundred days left before the exam,” said Gu Fei.

“What about overachievers?” Wang Xu shot back, unconvinced. “Isn’t Jiang Cheng one too? And several levels above her, too. Jiang Cheng doesn’t even move an inch when he’s studying, like he’s frozen or something. But isn’t Jiang Cheng in a relationship?! And with another dude, too!”

“Shout it out,” Gu Fei remarked, looking at him. “Go ahead, shout a little louder. Or should I find you a megaphone so you can go yell it out on the streets?”

Wang Xu bit his lip, squatted down, and went completely still.

They were once again stuck in a stalemate. Jiang Cheng and Gu Fei couldn’t very well leave right away, but they really couldn’t bear to arrange another set of fireworks on the ground right next to Wang Xu’s, in case it set him off. So the three of them stood frozen in the bitter wind, staring into the cold together.

“Were you guys going to arrange it into a heart?” Wang Xu finally spoke up after a long time.

“No,” Gu Fei said. “We just came to set some off. We weren’t gonna arrange them.”

“Oh. Maybe…” Wang Xu rubbed his nose and pointed at the fireworks he had arranged on the ground. “You can have these. Consider it a blessing from me.”

“Ah.” Jiang Cheng blinked.

“I’ve been here since eleven thirty.” Still crouching, Wang Xu scooted over to the fireworks. “I bought some fuse and strung them all together. You only have to light it once to set the whole bunch of them off. Crackly-crack.”

“Oh,” said Gu Fei.

“Let’s tie the ones you brought to it.” Wang Xu wiped his eyes. “The more, the merrier.”

Gu Fei gave Jiang Cheng a glance. Jiang Cheng nodded.

String them up, then. He couldn’t relate to Wang Xu’s feelings, but in the face of this sudden burst of tears, he was even more helpless than the time after the basketball game.

The three of them crouched on the ground and strung up the fireworks they’d brought to the other fuse. It was Valentine’s Day, after all, and this was certainly a unique way to spend it.

After that was done, Gu Fei stood up and clapped his hands together. “So, Jiuri, thank you.”

“No need to be so formal with me.” Wang Xu sniffed. “Let’s light it!”

“Wait.” Gu Fei looked at him in surprise. “You’re staying?”

“I…have to go?” Wang Xu was shocked. “You guys don’t want an emcee, or a witness? A host or something?”

“We just came to set off fireworks together,” Gu Fei reiterated, his face a rapidly shifting kaleidoscope of expressions. “Not to get married.”

“Oh.” Wang Xu looked at the two of them. “Then I’ll just watch.”

“What Gu Fei meant was that he’s afraid you’ll get upset,” Jiang Cheng chimed in.

“I won’t,” Wang Xu sighed, with profound sincerity. “I’m already numb.”

“Then…watch, I guess.” Gu Fei rubbed his hands together and pulled out a lighter, probably too cold to continue arguing with Wang Xu. Jiang Cheng went to stand beside Gu Fei, watching as he bent down and lit the fuse.

After the initial spark, the first beam of blue light shot out of one of the cylinders, followed by a second one. Gu Fei reached over and grabbed Jiang Cheng’s hand. Jiang Cheng squeezed back.

They’d gotten fireworks in different colors. Wang Xu’s were all gold, while the ones they’d brought were multicolored. The combination was dazzling. Jiang Cheng squinted his eyes against the smoke that had drifted over as he watched the brilliant light show in front of them.

“May you two live happily ever after,” Wang Xu said abruptly, sobbing.

“Thank you,” Jiang Cheng said.

This Valentine’s Day was special indeed. Even if they celebrated it again the next year, properly, he was sure it wouldn’t leave as deep of an impression as this one did. Who could’ve foreseen a crying emcee and such a sincere blessing?

After the fireworks ended, Gu Fei and Jiang Cheng got ready to leave, but Emcee Wang Xu remained in his spot, head down and somber.

“You’re not going home?” Gu Fei asked him.

“I…am.” Wang Xu sighed, then overtook them to walk ahead.

“How did you get here?” said Gu Fei.

“I rode my bike,” Wang Xu said. “But it’s parked a little farther away. I walked all the way here looking for a good spot.”

“Want a ride to your bike?” Jiang Cheng offered.

“No, I want some quiet time alone. You guys go ahead… Oh, and I won’t say anything about you two—you can trust me. I’m a man of my word.”

Sitting in the little dumpling, they watched Wang Xu disappear into the drifting snow before Gu Fei started the car. “How’s that for Valentine’s Day?”

“Awesome.” Jiang Cheng smiled.

“I can’t believe Wang Xu came here to set off fireworks too.” Gu Fei looked back at Jiang Cheng. “Don’t tell me you gave him the idea. I heard him asking you the other day about suitable gifts for Valentine’s Day.”

“How can you expect me to possibly have any ideas with my brain like this?” Jiang Cheng said. “I told him to get her a fountain pen.”

Gu Fei sighed. “Looks like Wang Xu’s going to be sad for a good while. At least his exam results will probably be the same regardless of his emotional state.”

“I never knew Wang Xu was so serious about her.” Jiang Cheng leaned against his seat and patted his dirtied pants. “But Yi Jing…probably isn’t interested, huh?”

“Yeah. Yi Jing’s family gets by pretty well,” Gu Fei said. “She’s definitely not going to stay in this place, but Wang Xu will probably take over running his family’s meat pie shop…”

Jiang Cheng was quiet as he looked at the back of Gu Fei’s head.

“What I mean is…” Gu Fei seemed to realize what he’d said. Turning around again, he looked at Jiang Cheng and continued, “They’re not like us.”

“How?” Jiang Cheng clicked his tongue extra loudly, then scoffed just as loud.

“Well, for one thing,” Gu Fei said. “You like me, and I like you.”

“What sweet words.” Jiang Cheng laughed. “I really haven’t been dwelling on it anymore. I just think… Gu Fei?”

“Hm?” Gu Fei answered.

“Keep your eyes forward, please,” Jiang Cheng said. “We might have survived the fall earlier, but this is a motor vehicle.”

“Oh.” Gu Fei chuckled as he turned to face the front.

“Gu Fei…” Jiang Cheng leaned his head back, speaking slowly. “I just think there’s nothing to keep dwelling over, really. All we can do is continue. To keep going forward, and then farther still. Some things you can’t plan for ahead of time, so I won’t worry about them. There’ll always be a way.”

“Yeah.” Gu Fei nodded.

“There will always be a way,” Jiang Cheng repeated, then closed his eyes. “Even if there really is no other way forward, even if we have to give up, it’ll have to be after we tried every possible thing… No. No, no, no, no, no. Nope, nope, nope. That won’t happen. There will always be a way.” 

“Yeah.” Laughing, Gu Fei reached his hand back and stroked Jiang Cheng’s face.

Jiang Cheng grabbed Gu Fei’s hand and gently bit the pad of his ring finger. 




Chapter 99

 

AS SOON AS VALENTINE’S DAY was over, the last trace of lightheartedness in the classroom air disappeared along with it.

Without being able to gossip about which of their peers were dating or which couples might go out and celebrate the day together, even the idle chatter felt a lot emptier.

The atmosphere gradually grew heavier. The overachievers were studying, the mid-range students who wanted to seize this final opportunity were gritting their teeth and paying attention, and the ones who wanted to give up but couldn’t quite resign themselves to it spent equal time listening and sleeping in class. A few students who had given up entirely weren’t even showing up to school anymore.

Jiang Cheng saw Lao-Xu hovering around outside the classroom all day long. His face appeared at the front door, the back door, and the windows—eight out of ten times he looked outside, Lao-Xu’s face would be there. People talked about overachievers losing weight, but Jiang Cheng thought that Lao-Xu had, too. His face was looking a little gaunt.

“Did Lao-Xu get a face-slimming shot or something?” Jiang Cheng said quietly. “He looks like he’s lost a bunch of weight.”

“It’s from all that worrying he does,” said Gu Fei, glancing toward the front door. “He’s been busy chasing down slackers for chats and home visits. Soon it’ll be the overachievers’ turn.”

“There’s nothing to chat about with me,” Jiang Cheng replied. “Hardly anyone in this whole city is grinding as hard as I am.”

“He’s under even more pressure than you right now,” said Gu Fei, smiling. “He’s just short of following you into the exam hall himself.”

Jiang Cheng glanced at the half of Lao-Xu’s face peeking in at the front door. Sensing his gaze, Lao-Xu cocked his head and gave him a nod, suddenly overtaken by feverish enthusiasm. Jiang Cheng immediately nodded back, afraid that if he took any longer to respond Lao-Xu would throw himself against the doorframe in a frenzy, flailing his arms and hooting and hollering at him.

About a week before the first practice exam at Fourth High, Pan Zhi had sent him the questions from the first practice exam at his old school. To make absolutely sure that Jiang Cheng could take the test the proper way without accidentally seeing the questions beforehand, this time Pan Zhi sent them to Gu Fei’s phone. 

His old high school had created their own questions for the first practice exam. Even though Jiang Cheng felt he was putting in enough effort at studying, he still wanted a comparison.

“Should I go print them out, then?” said Gu Fei.

“Yeah.” Jiang Cheng nodded. “I’ll start on them in the next couple of days.”

“Will it be too much pressure to do so many tests in a row, from our school and your old school?” Gu Fei asked. “Besides…if your two scores are different, will it affect your mindset?”

“Are you afraid I’ll be upset if my scores for the tests from my old school are lower than my scores here?” Jiang Cheng smiled.

“Yeah.” Gu Fei glanced at his phone. “I skimmed the geography one—it looks pretty hard.”

“That’s fine.” Jiang Cheng stretched. “At this hour, it’s time to face the difference head-on. How can I strive for the best if I don’t know how much further I have to go?”

Gu Fei turned to face him. “Aren’t you already striving?”

“My biggest strength has always been my ability to work hard.” Jiang Cheng patted Gu Fei’s shoulders. “Cheng-ge will show you what striving looks like.”

Gu Fei smiled wordlessly. Perhaps because he had lived his whole life in this city, he had honestly never met anyone like Jiang Cheng before. It wasn’t just that he was an academic overachiever, it was his entire being—his courage to charge forward, to look straight ahead and face whatever came at him, and the powerful air about him when he threw his entire self into a task. Like the blaze of the hottest summer sun, he had an aura that set everything alight.

Gu Fei had never seen someone like this before, nor had he thought that he would ever meet someone like this. More than that, he’d never expected someone like this to come into his life and leave such a profound mark.

Jiang Cheng didn’t leave school after class ended. In the run-up to the exams, teachers would sit in the classroom during the evening self-study periods to explain the questions on the worksheets. Even though Jiang Cheng never asked any questions himself, he would still sit there until the end of the self-study sessions every single evening.

He studied from the end of the last class to the end of the last self-study session, then went back home and continued studying until around two in the morning.

Gu Fei went to print out the practice exam for him after school. When he passed by the pharmacy, he stopped in to buy a few boxes of ginseng tea. Quite a few of the class’s more hardworking students had fallen sick recently, with fevers or colds. Jiang Cheng might have had a good constitution, but he’d been in a constant state of battle since this semester started—he was too tense.

As soon as he walked into the pharmacy, Gu Fei heard a familiar name.

“Mr. Xu, I’d still recommend that you get more rest. It’s important to pay attention to your health.” 

He turned to see Lao-Xu standing by the traditional Chinese medicine counter.

“Well, I’m teaching senior-year students right now,” Lao-Xu replied. “Just a few more months left. I can relax once they finish their exams.”

“Pardon my nagging, but… It’s Fourth High. Even with you worrying yourself sick like this, not many of them are gonna make it,” the pharmacy owner said as he prepared the herbs for Lao-Xu. “Just look at the score my son brought home last year—and he doesn’t even want to retake it.”

“Ahh, you can’t force it with some kids.” Lao-Xu smiled. “But I have a good seedling in my class this year who’s definitely going to make it into one of the top universities. He’ll place first in the city for sure—maybe even the province.”

“That’s big talk, Mr. Xu!” the owner remarked, handing the packed herbs to Lao-Xu.

“I’m not talking big.” Lao-Xu waved his hand. “You just wait and see.”

“If that’s true, then he’ll be the first in Fourth High history to make it into a key university, huh?” 

“Absolutely!” Lao-Xu lifted his chin proudly and walked toward the door with his medicine.

Gu Fei hesitated for a moment before he walked after Lao-Xu and called out, “Xu-zong.”

“Yeah,” Lao-Xu answered, turning around. “Gu Fei? What are you doing here… Are you sick?”

“No, I’m here to buy some Shi Quan Da Bu.”9 Gu Fei looked at the herbs in Lao-Xu’s hands. “Is that for you?”

“Ah, I’m fine.” Lao-Xu smiled. “There’s always something or another when you’re getting old.”

“You’re barely past fifty, and you’re calling yourself old?” said Gu Fei.

“It’s just a little insomnia,” Lao-Xu sighed. “It’s my nerves. A bit of stress and I can’t get to sleep, so I’m getting some herbs for a little tune-up.”

“The ones who can make it will make it, and the ones who can’t won’t get in no matter how much sleep you lose over it,” Gu Fei told him. “Why are you such a worrywart?”

“It’s not like I want to worry. Take you, for example…” Lao-Xu looked at him and sighed. “You kids, you never understand what your teachers go through. I’d give anything to take the exams for you, but none of you want to do better at all.”

“Hurry up and go home,” Gu Fei urged him as he turned to go into the pharmacy. “Go take your medicine.”

“Ah, Gu Fei,” Lao-Xu called out to him. “Are you still studying with Jiang Cheng?”

“…Mm,” Gu Fei answered.

“How’s he doing right now? I’m planning to talk to him after his first practice exam scores are out. Otherwise I’m afraid it’ll put too much pressure on him,” Lao-Xu said.

“He’s been working pretty hard this whole time, so don’t worry,” Gu Fei said. “Just…try to relax, okay? You’ve lost so much weight lately that it looks like you got face-slimming shots.”

“Face-slimming shots?” Lao-Xu blinked. “What are those?”

“You get an injection in your face, and then your face will go poof and look one size smaller,” Gu Fei said.

“That powerful, huh?” Lao-Xu chuckled. “Then I should tell Mr. Lu to go get jabbed. He’s been putting on some weight lately.”

“Go home and eat your dinner,” Gu Fei told him, walking into the store.

“A face-slimming shot? I can’t believe such an incredible thing exists,” Lao-Xu muttered, laughing to himself as he walked away.

After buying the Shi Quan Da Bu tincture, Gu Fei had the practice exams printed out and bound by subject. Then he went to get takeout from Wang Xu’s meat pie shop.

“You gotta ride back as fast as you can,” Wang Xu told him. “Otherwise the crust will get soggy and it won’t taste as good.”

“All right,” said Gu Fei.

Ever since Valentine’s Day, Wang Xu suddenly seemed to have become a lot more mature, steadfast, and reticent—as if he’d been injected with industrial-strength growth hormones. Even when he talked, it was without the flagrant boasting tone he used to use. Gu Fei couldn’t tell if this was a sign of growth or a crushing setback.

“Want to take some mutton soup too?” Wang Xu asked. “I’ll put it in a thermos for you.”

“Sure.” Gu Fei nodded, and Wang Xu handed the soup to him. “Are you…” Gu Fei hesitated for a moment. “…coming to self-study?”

“Da-Fei.” Wang Xu looked at him somberly. “Isn’t that a cruel question to ask?”

“…Oh.” Gu Fei looked back at him; he had the feeling that Wang Xu might pull a poem out of his broken heart in the next second, so he quickly grabbed the food. “See you later.”

Behind him, Wang Xu heaved a sigh.

 

***

 

When Gu Fei arrived in the classroom, it wasn’t time for evening self-study yet. There were only a handful of people sitting in their seats and poring over books.

Jiang Cheng was buried behind a giant pile of study materials taller than his head. He didn’t even notice when Gu Fei walked up to the desk.

Gu Fei opened the bag of meat pies and placed it on his side of the desk. A few seconds later, the furiously scribbling pen paused. Jiang Cheng whipped his head around.

“Got a pretty good nose there,” Gu Fei chuckled.

“Shit.” Jiang Cheng swallowed and grabbed a meat pie. “I was so hungry my palms were getting cold.”

Gu Fei sat down. “The crust isn’t soggy?” 

“Nope, it’s delicious.” Jiang Cheng inhaled half the meat pie in two breaths. “Did you print out all the questions?”

“Got them.” Gu Fei waved the thick file folder in his hand. “Which one do you want to do first?”

“I’ll do it in the standard order,” Jiang Cheng said as he munched. “What’s in the thermos?”

“Mutton soup.”

Jiang Cheng’s eyes positively sparkled. “Oh, quick, gimme some.” 

Gu Fei poured it out into the thermos lid for him. Jiang Cheng’s hands were practically trembling as he accepted the cup.

“Are you that starving?” said Gu Fei, amused.

“The meat pies and soup from Wang Xu’s place are the most flavorful delicacies in the world,” said Jiang Cheng.

At this, Yi Jing, who had been sitting with her head down in the front row memorizing passages, turned to glance back at them. When Gu Fei met her eyes, she smiled.

“Huh?” Jiang Cheng noticed Yi Jing looking over. “Did Wang Jiuri tell her?!” he muttered as he chipped away at the meat pies. “That spineless bastard.”

“I don’t think so. She probably just caught a whiff of the food.” Gu Fei picked up the bag of meat pies and waved it at Yi Jing, who shook her head, laughing, then went back to studying. “Wang Xu is pretty reliable when it comes to things like this. If this were wartime, he’d be one of those POWs who takes a whole week of beatings to give anything up.”

“People like him who look like they don’t have any useful information would be dead within a week,” Jiang Cheng remarked with a sigh. “Is he still like that? All heartbroken?”

“Mm-hm.” Gu Fei picked up a meat pie and ate it slowly. “I don’t even know how to talk to him now.”

“He should take some lessons from Pan Zhi,” Jiang Cheng said, glancing in Yi Jing’s direction. “Look at our Master Pan: Year after year, he dumps girls and gets dumped by them like it’s as normal as eating and drinking. You wouldn’t even know whether he’s dating or broken up unless he tells you, the fuckboy scumbag.”

Gu Fei laughed. “Someone will come along to put him in his place sooner or later.”

“I’m waiting for that day,” said Jiang Cheng. “If ever he gets down in the dumps from getting dumped, I’ll be on the sidelines laughing for a hundred and eighty days straight.”

Gu Fei giggled as he ate.

 

***

 

Jiang Cheng used his evening hours to take the first practice exams from his old school. He returned one period earlier from evening self-study every day, and Gu Fei would supervise him.

“We are handing out the papers now. Please remain quiet, everyone, and refrain from talking to one another,” Gu Fei said as he pulled out one final set of papers from the file folder—the English exam. “You have a hundred and twenty minutes to complete the test. Don’t be nervous. Read the questions carefully, and organize your time well…”

He placed the papers in front of Jiang Cheng.

Jiang Cheng wrote down his name, then started quickly leafing through the pages. Gu Fei sat down beside him and started the timer on his phone.

This was the last of the exams from Jiang Cheng’s old school. He had already scanned and sent the completed ones back to Pan Zhi, who would print them out and ask his teachers to grade them for him.

Sometimes Gu Fei could feel the pressure Jiang Cheng carried with him. Simply completing a set of practice exams from his old school involved so many people. Jiang Cheng’s old homeroom teacher, Lao-Yuan, had even called him a few times about it. All of these people’s expectations added to the weight on his shoulders.

In spite of it all, though, Jiang Cheng seemed okay. His confidence in his own academic abilities was enough to withstand this pressure.

Gu Fei held up his phone and took a picture of Jiang Cheng’s hardworking back. Damn impressive, boyfriend.

The questions in these first practice exams were difficult—difficult enough that Jiang Cheng felt a little apprehensive when he finished. Still, he was relatively calm, because even if he didn’t do as well as he wanted on these questions, that would at least tell him the difference he had to overcome. As long as the university entrance exams didn’t begin tomorrow, he still had time.

One day before Fourth High’s first practice exams were due to start, Pan Zhi sent Gu Fei the results of each subject with his total score.

“Wanna look at it after you finish ours?” Gu Fei asked.

Jiang Cheng nodded. “Yeah.” 

“Pan Zhi said it was pretty great.”

“He’d say that no matter what my score was, as long as it was higher than his.” Jiang Cheng smiled. “I mostly just wanted to see how far behind I am after spending a year here. I can only catch up if I have an idea of the difference.”

“Mm.” Gu Fei turned to face Jiang Cheng, who was slumped over the desk. He pulled out two small vials, similarly sized but distinct, from his desk drawer. “Here, chug these shots.”

“Why does it feel like I’m taking these several times a day?” Jiang Cheng accepted them and gulped them down. Gu Fei had been buying him boxes of supplements meant to nourish his brain, improve his immune system, and boost his energy, and making him drink them every day. “Didn’t I take some just this morning?”

“These are twice a day, remember?” said Gu Fei. “Looks like you really do need them. Your brain is only good for studying these days. Can’t fit another thread in there.”

Holding the empty vials, Jiang Cheng guffawed. “Can you fit a lot of threads in your brain?”

“Nope.” Gu Fei sighed. “My brain is all filled up with things about you now. The other day, Er-Miao asked me what seven times nine was, and I had to recite the times table the whole way from four times nine to land at the correct answer.”

Jiang Cheng put away his smile. He discreetly reached out and touched Gu Fei’s leg. “You’ve worked hard too.”

 

***

 

The arrival of the first practice exams finally instilled an air of tension into the students of Fourth High. The school didn’t simply pull the desks apart in each classroom like they did for regular tests; instead, they mixed students from different classes together.

Jiang Cheng was surrounded by people he didn’t recognize. When he looked to the right, he couldn’t see Gu Fei’s familiar profile, or watch the way he gambled with his answers. He wasn’t used to this.

On the other hand, they were finally using the standard practice exams used across the city, and, having experienced the other set of tests he’d just written, Jiang Cheng felt that these were easier in comparison.

Therein lies the difference. That was the phrase echoing around Jiang Cheng’s mind as he worked through each question.

There were people leaving early for every subject—usually just students who had already given up, who’d only come here to show their face and confirm that they really didn’t know the answers.

Jiang Cheng had time remaining after he finished, but he stayed in his seat and checked his answers over and over until the last second. There was no need to show off at a time like this.

And he was delighted to learn that in the classroom next door, Gu Fei hadn’t handed in his test early, either; he didn’t even roll the dice on the questions this time.

“Really?” Jiang Cheng looked at him.

“Really,” Gu Fei said. “Have to give my boyfriend some credit, don’t I? Since I studied with you for so long, it’d be embarrassing if I still had to guess for each question.”

Instead of replying, Jiang Cheng only narrowed his eyes.

“Am I wrong?” Gu Fei smiled. “The way you’re on my back day in and day out, making me quiz you…”

Jiang Cheng clicked his tongue, but he still didn’t say anything.

“Did you think you were being subtle?”

“Uh-huh.” Jiang Cheng didn’t know what to say. Judging by Gu Fei’s reaction, he seemed to have noticed it a long time ago, but he didn’t seem displeased about it. Nonetheless, Jiang Cheng wouldn’t admit to it so easily. “It’s normal to ask you to quiz me.”

“Cheng-ge.” Gu Fei reached his arms up into a stretch and rotated his shoulders. “The way you tiptoed around me—”

“When did I ever tiptoe?” Jiang Cheng interjected.

Gu Fei insisted on finishing his sentence. “The way you tiptoed around me was really touching.” 

Jiang Cheng paused for a moment, then sighed. “Fine, so I was tiptoeing. After all, you’re my boyfriend. If it was anyone else, I wouldn’t have bothered.”

“It’s a special feeling,” Gu Fei said, slinging an arm over Jiang Cheng’s shoulder, “to be held so carefully in someone’s heart like that.”

Jiang Cheng nodded in agreement. “Yes.” 

Gu Fei was talking about himself, but Jiang Cheng felt the exact same way. Taking up that space in someone’s heart was no easy feat. It was something everyone longed for; some might wait their whole lives and never get it.

“Your score from before…” Gu Fei pulled out his phone. “Wanna see it now?”

“Yeah.” Gu Fei’s words pulled Jiang Cheng back to earth. “Is it over 630 points?”10

Gu Fei didn’t answer right away. “Pan Zhi really can’t be trusted, but 628 is already a great score,” he said, his brow furrowed. He tapped play on the voice message Pan Zhi had sent and put the phone next to Jiang Cheng’s ear. “Here, listen.”

“Lao-Yuan told me, ‘You’re all just halfway through your study recaps, anyway. We marked all the tests to a stricter standard this time, including yours. I checked the rankings, and his total score places him in fourth at our school, and he’s only two points behind third place. Compared to his performance before, he’s stayed about the same—he hasn’t regressed. Also, he didn’t get any marks deducted for neatness this time. Do you remember what absolute shit his handwriting used to be? Well, it doesn’t look like shit anymore! He’s even been practicing his handwriting while he studies. Don’t you think that’s really impressive of him?’”

Jiang Cheng tutted and handed the phone back to Gu Fei.

“See?” said Gu Fei. “The tests were already on the hard side, and they were strict with the marking, too.”

“How many points did first place get?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“637.”

Jiang Cheng tutted again. After a while, he tutted yet again—then, as if a dam had been opened, he clicked his tongue all the way from the classroom to the front gate of the school for a total of at least eighty times. In the end, his mouth was nearly dried up.

“Is your tongue okay?”

“That’s a whole ten points’ difference,” Jiang Cheng said.

“Nine points,” Gu Fei corrected him.

“Nine points. That’s a whole question’s worth.” Jiang Cheng furrowed his brows. “Therein lies the difference.”

“You have more than two months left.”

“Onward!” Jiang Cheng flung his arm up.

Gu Fei might have been the only one who understood the weight behind Jiang Cheng’s “onward!”

After all, Jiang Cheng’s total score for his first practice exam at Fourth High had been 648—number one in the whole city. Lao-Xu, standing at the lectern, had been so excited that his lips trembled.

But Gu Fei knew that to Jiang Cheng, their tests weren’t that difficult. Even the best high school in their city couldn’t compare with Jiang Cheng’s old school. By Jiang Cheng’s standards, he still needed to keep charging forward.

It was a very simple word, but to put it to action was a little scary. Gu Fei thought that Jiang Cheng was already working very hard; he didn’t know that he could go even harder. As a matter of fact, Jiang Cheng hadn’t increased the time he spent on studying every day, but it was clear that he was more focused than ever; the number of times he snuck glances at Gu Fei throughout their study sessions had decreased dramatically. Even while he ate his midnight snack, his eyes stayed glued to the books.

Gu Fei was stunned at this development, and it also made him feel proud. And yet, slowly, with each passing day, more and more of that pride turned into anxiety.

Therein lies the difference. That was what Jiang Cheng had said.

To Jiang Cheng, the difference was those points. But to Gu Fei, the difference was much more complicated.

If he were to track down the source of that difference, he’d have to delve deeper and deeper until he hit a realization that the difference had been right there from the very start.

These differences, along with the passage of time and the changes in the environment and people around them, would only grow bigger. It might take one year, two, or three…but in the end, it might develop into a vast chasm that could never be filled by the mere affection of two high schoolers leaning on each other.

“Gu Fei.”

“Hm?”

Jiang Cheng smiled. “Will you massage my neck?” 

Gu Fei walked up behind him and gently kneaded the back of his neck. “Here?”

“Yeah.” Jiang Cheng put his head down. His hand was back on the book. “That feels good.”

“Why don’t you rest for a bit?” 

“I’m resting now.” Jiang Cheng drew his hand back. After a moment, he cocked his head and said, “Hey, I have a question.”

“What?” Gu Fei stroked his cheek with a finger.

“Are you in a bad mood lately?” Jiang Cheng asked.

“Am I?” Gu Fei smiled. “You’ve got time to think about that kind of thing?”

“Aren’t you?” Jiang Cheng turned back to look at him.

“No,” Gu Fei said. “I’m just…a little nervous.”

“Nervous about what?” Jiang Cheng asked, a little lost.

“I’m not exactly sure.” Gu Fei thought for a moment. “I guess…I’m also about to take the university entrance exams, you know?”

“Shit.” Jiang Cheng paused for a beat, then turned away, unable to stop laughing. “Why does it sound completely unbelievable coming from you?”

Gu Fei laughed along with him. “Then what would you believe?” 

“You saying you like me.” Jiang Cheng leaned his head back against Gu Fei’s stomach. “That, I believe.”

“I like you.” Gu Fei looked down at him. “Super-duper thunderbolt-and-lightning much.”




Chapter 100

 

PRACTICALLY EVERY TIME Gu Fei went to the pharmacy, he ran into Lao-Xu getting refills of his herbal formula. He was starting to suspect that Lao-Xu might have been diagnosed with some kind of terminal illness.

“Be honest, what exactly do you have?” he demanded, stopping Lao-Xu outside the drugstore. “You’ve been coming here once a week.”

“It’s all qi- and blood-supplementing stuff.” Lao-Xu opened a paper-wrapped pack of herbs to show him. “I’m just a little deficient in everything, that’s all. It happens every time I teach a senior class.”

“Really?” Gu Fei eyed the herbs skeptically—not that he recognized any of them.

“Now why would I lie to you?” Lao-Xu said, then gave him a look and laughed. “Ahhh, you kids.”

“What’s so funny?” Gu Fei looked back at him. “I just mean that if you’ve really got some kind of terminal illness, you might as well tell us the truth. It’s not like we’re your family—there’s no reason to hide it.”

“It’s true that I’m not in the greatest health, but I’m certainly not terminally anything.” Lao-Xu clapped Gu Fei’s arm happily. “You put it in the worst words, kid, but I’m very touched.”

“Xu-zong,” Gu Fei said, looking at him, “why do you bother? You wear yourself out like this, but no one’s going to appreciate what you do for them, or thank you for it.” 

“Says who?” Lao-Xu pointed at him. “You, for one, appreciate what I do.”

Gu Fei didn’t answer.

“Most people only go through school once in their life. If they miss out on this chance, then that’s it,” Lao-Xu said. “And when they look back a decade or two later, they might find themselves regretting it. They might say, ‘If only my teachers paid attention to me more back then, I wouldn’t have turned out like this.’ My goal is to do all I can so you kids won’t have regrets later. If I can pull one student up, that’s one student more. We’re teachers—that’s our job.”

Gu Fei stared at him. Frankly, Lao-Xu had made similar speeches more than a few times in the past. From the first year of high school until now, he’d lost track of how many times he’d heard it. The speech had always rung hollow; he’d never been able to relate to it at all. Hearing Lao-Xu say these things here and now, though, he finally felt something different.

“All right,” he said, clapping Lao-Xu on the shoulder before turning to walk inside. “You’ve worked hard, Xu-zong.”

“You’ve been coming here a lot. What medicine are you getting?” Lao-Xu called after him.

“Performance enhancers,” Gu Fei answered, looking back.

“…You just can’t be serious for more than a second!” Lao-Xu sighed.

 

***

 

Jiang Cheng sat with his eyes half closed as he memorized passages of text. He looked like he was actually enjoying the process, the way he curled his leg up on the chair and rested his chin on his knee. The fact that memorizing could put him in this physical and mental state was impressive on its own.

Gu Fei took two vials of Shi Quan Da Bu formula out of their packaging, stuck straws in each of them, and set them on the desk in front of Jiang Cheng. These days, his boyfriend tended to go on for a shockingly long time once he started his memorization, and he only ever stopped when he wanted to stop—he’d glare at anyone who dared to disturb him midway.

“The factors that led to the Contention of a Hundred Schools of Thought, and their impact.” Jiang Cheng reached out and grabbed one of the vials, then pointed at Gu Fei. “Mr. Gu Fei, go.”

“Politically…Chinese society was undergoing a period of major change and turbulence; the leaders of every vassal state were eager to attract talent in order to fortify their militaries and strengthen their states,” Gu Fei answered automatically. “Economically…the widespread use of iron tools and oxen for tilling…blah, blah, blah, blah.”

“Provided the material conditions for socioeconomic development and increase in production power.” Jiang Cheng glanced at him. “Why is today’s medicine so sugary?”

“I switched it up,” Gu Fei said. “This one’s for preventing colds.”

“…Why?” Jiang Cheng blinked. “I haven’t had a cold in ages.”

“That’s why you should take preventatives. They’ve already cut off the heating in the classrooms, didn’t you notice?” Gu Fei leaned down and stared at him.

“I know that,” Jiang Cheng tutted. “The second practice exam is coming up. Of course they’ve already cut it off.”

“Are you keeping track of time according to the practice exams now?” Gu Fei chuckled.

“Mm.” Jiang Cheng nodded. “All I’ve got in my head is practice exam after practice exam, touching all the bases for the next practice exam…” he said as he ran his hand all over Gu Fei’s leg, feeling from his thigh all the way down to his calf. “Ha ha! Check out the long, straight legs on my boyfriend.”

The entire time, his eyes were still glued to his book. Gu Fei felt like laughing. “When you say stuff like that, can you at least commit to the bit and spare me a glance?”

“Uh-huh.” Jiang Cheng turned and looked at him. “Oh my god, so fucking hot. Check out my boyfriend’s beautiful face… Did you shave your head again?”

“I got Li Yan to give me a little trim yesterday.” Gu Fei lifted a tuft of hair from Jiang Cheng’s forehead. “Cheng-ge, how about you take one hour out of your day tomorrow so Style Master Li can give you a new haircut? It’s practically covering your eyes.”

Jiang Cheng blinked. “What’s a Style Masterly?” 

“Style Master Li Yan.”

Jiang Cheng paused, then leaned back in his chair and cracked up. “Fine, then. Let Style Master Li style me masterly in a buzz cut like yours. That way I won’t have to worry about it for a while.”

“That’s not how it works. The shorter it is, the more often you have to maintain it, otherwise it’ll turn into cactus ball,” Gu Fei said. “It’ll last you longer if you just get a little trim.”

Jiang Cheng nodded. “All righty, then, whatever you say.”

And so went the slivers of conversation he managed to get with Jiang Cheng in between his relentless studying. They were also able to get a little conversation in before bed, of course, but Jiang Cheng was usually fast asleep by the time they got to the fourth sentence.

“You look like you’re about to die from fatigue,” Gu Fei said, his arms around Jiang Cheng.

“I’m all right. There are just too many things to memorize. I’m not good at memorizing passages.” Jiang Cheng turned around halfway and leaned further into Gu Fei’s embrace. “These days I’m spending every waking moment memorizing. I even do it in my sleep.”

“Do you regret it? If you’d chosen the STEM stream at the end of first year, you wouldn’t have to do so much text memorization.” Gu Fei smiled. “Not to mention you’d get a higher score, too.”

“Regret, my ass. If I had time for regret, there’d be more where that came from. Why did I used to skip so many classes and get into fights? Why did I always cram two weeks before an exam…?” Jiang Cheng rattled off the list. “If I started regretting, there’d be no end to it.”

“That’s true.” Gu Fei smiled. “You’re right, Cheng-ge.”

“Besides, the endless problem sets in STEM subjects are so annoying. Honestly, they’re all annoying, but at this point, there’s nothing left to do but to get a grip and keep churning,” Jiang Cheng said, rubbing Gu Fei’s leg. “I feel like I’m getting nearsighted. When I tried on your glasses yesterday, things actually looked pretty clear.”

“Don’t go putting on random glasses,” said Gu Fei. “Maybe you should go get your vision checked.”

“No time for that. I can see just fine, anyway. I’m probably just—” Jiang Cheng suddenly went quiet halfway through his sentence.

He was asleep.

It was quite powerful, really, Gu Fei thought as he pulled the covers over Jiang Cheng. One sentence he’d been clean, clear, and under control, but the next one had suddenly turned Jiang Cheng into asleep.jpg.

To be fair, the other hardworking students in their class weren’t that different; in fact, they looked even less energized than Jiang Cheng. At least Jiang Cheng wouldn’t fall asleep in class. These days, even Yi Jing could often be found slumped over her desk.

 

***

 

It felt like the first practice exam had been just a few days ago, but it was already time for the second one.

Lao-Xu stood on the balcony and watched as the students from his class filed into the testing room. He reminded each of them, “Try to relax. Read the questions carefully and plan your time well…”

Gu Fei walked into the classroom and looked around. They were seated yet again in a different arrangement than they had been for the first practice exam. It seemed they were going to change it up every time.

Everyone around him wore a solemn expression, with no significant variation between the good students and the slackers. When he swept his gaze across the room, it almost seemed like everyone was an overachiever right now. Nevertheless, the difference remained clear once the timer started. Even though everyone put their heads down immediately and started writing, you could still tell from their expression and bearing whether the student knew what they were doing.

Gu Fei always used to write answers on scraps of paper to pull at random as he went through each question, and he’d still had the energy to observe the people around him. It had been pretty great, truth be told, to feel like none of it had anything to do with him.

Now that he’d stopped drawing answers randomly, he felt a lot more pressure. The worst was when he knew something halfway but wasn’t totally sure about it—it was torturous. He relied mostly on his memory of Jiang Cheng’s mumbling chants of memorization. He didn’t know the material well enough to reproduce the whole passage onto the page. But if he was going to piece together the fragments in his mind instead, guessing as he went, there wasn’t quite enough time for that either. Moreover, the questions on the second practice exam were noticeably harder than on the first one. He wondered how his boyfriend was doing in the classroom next door.

Two days of sitting for tests didn’t sound like all that much effort, but when the bell rang to signal the end of the last exam, Gu Fei still felt an immense sense of relief. There hadn’t been much time left after he finished the questions—just barely enough to do a very cursory once-over.

When he rose to hand his pages in, he heard a sudden commotion in the first row—the sound of desks and chairs knocking together.

Gu Fei looked over in time to see that one row away from him, Yi Jing had collapsed on the ground. The solid thump of a head hitting the floor made everyone’s blood run cold—the students around her erupted into a frenzy.

Gu Fei dashed over in two strides, crouched down, and carefully rolled Yi Jing over. Her face was pale and her eyes were shut—she seemed to have fainted.

Next came the supervising teacher’s anxious voice: “What happened?”

“Someone passed out!” one student shouted.

“Yi Jing from Class Eight fainted!” yelled another.

“Quick, take her to the infirmary!” the supervisor ordered, squeezing into the crowd. “Someone go notify the teacher on patrol!”

“I’ll carry her,” Gu Fei volunteered. A few other students helped lift Yi Jing onto Gu Fei’s back, and he immediately took off running out the door.

The other teachers had all gathered outside the classroom, with Lao-Xu at the very front of the crowd. “What happened to her? Why did she faint?! Is she hurt?!”

“It’s probably not that serious,” Gu Fei said as he ran toward the stairs.

“What’s wrong?!” Wang Xu sprinted up to them.

Gu Fei glanced at him. The guy’s eyes were already red from anxiety, and his voice was hoarse. When he jumped to take Yi Jing from off his back, Gu Fei didn’t refuse; he helped to transfer her into his arms. With the adrenaline no doubt coursing through Wang Xu at that moment, he’d definitely get to the infirmary twice as fast as Gu Fei.

“Yi Jing! Yi Jing! Yi Jing!” Wang Xu called her name again and again. Forgoing the option of carrying her on his back, he picked her up in his arms. Despite the added weight, he raced down the stairs so fast that Gu Fei almost couldn’t catch up.

Everyone from Class Eight rushed to the infirmary after them, with Lao-Xu in the lead. The doctor on duty had received a phone call in advance, but she was still startled by this massive throng of people. As soon as Yi Jing was laid on the cot, she started clearing the room. “Get out, everyone out! And be quiet!”

Apart from Lao-Xu—and Wang Xu, who refused to leave—everyone was kicked out.

At Fourth High, if you gathered together all the students who genuinely treated the university entrance exams as a big deal, it wouldn’t even make up one class. But everyone felt the pressure that came with the exams nonetheless. A student from one class would fall sick one day, and someone from another class would call out the next. Now, a student had collapsed right in the classroom.

Everyone standing outside the door was frowning deeply. 

“Did she hit her head?” Jiang Cheng asked quietly, behind Gu Fei.

“Yeah.” Gu Fei turned to him. “Pretty loudly, too. The chair broke her fall, though, so it’s probably not that serious.”

“Right.” Jiang Cheng sighed. “When I heard Wang Xu yelling like that, I… That scared me. I almost tripped over myself running here.”

“She should be fine. Probably just didn’t get enough sleep with all the stress,” Gu Fei said quietly. “That’s why I keep telling you not to stay up past two a.m.”

“I always go to sleep on time, don’t worry.” Jiang Cheng gave him a little smile.

It turned out that Yi Jing was all right. It was simply a case of lacking rest, being under too much pressure, and not having eaten breakfast that day before coming to school. She might’ve felt unwell during the exam, but she had managed to stick it out until the end, when she finally relaxed her tightly wound nerves and fainted.

Even so, she only spent one day resting at home before she was back at school.

“See, sometimes people can bear far more than they think,” Jiang Cheng said. “Take Yi Jing, for example. She looks like a gust of wind could knock her over, but see how much pressure she can take?”

Gu Fei frowned. “I honestly think it’s best if you don’t push yourself to that point.”

“I won’t. I have a great constitution.” Jiang Cheng curled his biceps. “So. Strong.”

Gu Fei laughed. “You haven’t worked out in, what, six months now? At least before you could do some exercising in bed, but now even that last bit of physical activity is canceled…” 

“If you could please remember yourself, sir,” Jiang Cheng said, looking around. “We’re out in the middle of the street.”

“I’m just quietly protesting here,” Gu Fei said, lowering his voice. “And will I receive compensation after the exams?”

“Uh-huh.” Jiang Cheng threw his head back and laughed. “I’ve been thinking, we gotta go at least a few hundred rounds after exams are done. This summer, I won’t do anything else but you.”

“Yeah. It’s important to have dreams in life,” Gu Fei said, laughing along with him.

 

***

 

Before the results of the second practice exams were out, there was a certain lightness in the air—the kind one felt after studying day and night for a test that was finally over. But it didn’t last very long.

The daily countdown on the blackboard changed from three digits to two. Every change in that number stirred up a storm in everyone’s hearts.

Some were nervous—Time’s running out fast! Others were impatient. Hurry up and get it over with so summer break can come. When the scores were finally released, not much changed; the nervous ones got even more nervous, and the impatient ones got even more impatient.

The singular exception was Lao-Xu, who seemed to have collected all these feelings for himself, going through an emotional roller coaster every day.

Jiang Cheng’s score on the second practice exam totaled 656 points. While the difficulty had gone up this time, so had his performance. Gu Fei thought he could see flowers blooming out of Lao-Xu’s eyes whenever he looked at Jiang Cheng.

“If you come up with seven hundred on the third test, Lao-Xu could probably bounce all the way from the ground to the third floor,” Gu Fei said. “And then if you score top in the province during the official exams, Lao-Xu could probably run twenty laps around the downtown square carrying you on his back.”

“Dream on.” Jiang Cheng laughed at him. “You’re severely underestimating all the other overachievers out there.”

“Didn’t first place in our province for the humanities stream last year get six-fifty-something? It doesn’t seem entirely out of the question.” Gu Fei tipped his chair back against the wall and swung his legs back and forth.

“There are humanities first place holders in other provinces who get more than seven hundred points. If I’d stayed at my old school instead of coming here, would I be able to do better? There’s no way to compare these things.” Jiang Cheng also leaned back and swung his legs along with Gu Fei. “Like you said the other day, wouldn’t it have been better if I’d chosen the STEM stream? It’s no use thinking about it, though, because that’s not the way it happened. I only ever look forward.”

“Yeah.” Gu Fei smiled. “How high-minded of you.”

“Don’t look back, don’t get distracted, and everything will work out. It’s easy to trip and fall if you keep looking back as you walk,” Jiang Cheng said, tilting his head a little. “At most, I’ll take a break to look at you.”

“Keep your voice down. Zhou Jing’s hearing is getting sharper by the day.”

Zhou Jing turned his head around. “Did someone say my name?” 

“Want some candy?” Gu Fei asked.

“Of course!”

Gu Fei scrounged up a few pieces of candy from his pocket and handed them over, and Zhou Jing gladly accepted them. After Zhou Jing went back to slumping over his own desk, Gu Fei said in a hushed voice, “See?”

“Yeah.” Jiang Cheng drew back a little, putting on an exaggerated expression of horror. “Scared me half to death.”

Gu Fei glanced at him, then put his head down and started to laugh.

“The hell you laughing for?” Jiang Cheng pulled a set of worksheets toward him and started writing. After a moment, he also cracked up. “Wasn’t it scary?”

Gu Fei was still giggling nonstop, and he didn’t reply. With his worksheet in his hand, Jiang Cheng giggled along with Gu Fei, gasping so hard he couldn’t keep talking. 

“What?” Zhou Jing said, turning around again. “What’s so funny?”

Neither of them responded, just kept on laughing uncontrollably. Jiang Cheng had a mind to keep himself under control, since there were quite a few others in the class studying, but the utter confusion on Zhou Jing’s face only made him laugh harder.

In these days of soul-crushing, high-intensity studying, even the students who’d already given up had been repressed into silence by the heaviness of the atmosphere. Hardly anyone talked in class anymore. Now, as they heard the first of these hysterical titters, it was as if a switch had been flipped, and the giggles soon spread to the entire class. In less than twenty seconds, for seemingly no reason at all, everyone in class was rolling around in hysterics.

Like a tightly wound spring that was finally released, or a vent letting loose a burst of steam, the entire classroom of students was laughing out loud together—it felt almost like team spirit. Some of them laughed so hard they cried, while others kicked chairs and banged on desks.

Up at the front of the classroom, Lao-Lu jumped to his feet in shock. He held up his pointer stick, but he didn’t even know where to point it. After standing there for a moment, he put the stick down and joined them in their laughter.

By the time the patrolling disciplinary director came running over, he found Lao-Lu doubled over in laughter as he leaned against the side of the lectern, pointing at a student who had laughed so hard that a snot bubble came out of his nose.

“Mr. Lu!” The director’s eyes were so wide they almost reached his temples. “What is the meaning of this?”

“Look at him!” Lao-Lu walked to the director’s side, cackling as he pointed. “Snot bubble!”

The laughter in the classroom, which had quieted slightly at the arrival of the director, once again erupted at full volume.

“Mr. Lu!” In resignation, the director dragged Lao-Lu outside the classroom. “You’re disrupting the other classes’ studying! What are you doing, acting out like this?!”

“Aahhhh…” Lao-Lu sucked in a breath and finally got it together. “Okay, okay. We’re just taking a breather, don’t worry. Studying is so grueling that they’re not even chitchatting anymore. I’m not used to it.”

“What’s your problem?!” the director snapped, his voice still hushed. “Are you done taking your breather? The teachers from the other classes are all out here looking at you!”

Lao-Lu went back inside and beckoned to his students. “All right, everyone, wrap it up! I know you’re all tired lately. After your exams are over, Xu-zong and I will take you all out for a feast. You can have whatever you want! But for now, get your asses back to work!”

After that hysterical outburst, the atmosphere in the classroom shifted. It was as if they’d all suddenly realized that in a little over a month, everyone here would have to go their separate ways. This might have been the last chance they had in their high school lives to laugh like this, wildly and with no inhibitions.

 

***

 

This subtle air of melancholy didn’t seem to lighten throughout the third practice exam, which came and went in what felt like a fleeting instant.

As expected, the third practice exam was written to build up the students’ morale. Compared to the previous two, the difficulty of the third one was within an acceptable range. After this, the school would not be organizing any more formal tests for the seniors at Fourth High. The next test they would be taking would be the official university entrance exam.

“This part is very auspicious, and very you,” Gu Fei said. “Your total on this one is six-six-six—three lucky numbers in a row. This time, Contestant Jiang Cheng’s performance was devilishly sexy!” 

Jiang Cheng smiled at him without a word.

“Let’s do something to relax tonight,” Gu Fei said. “I’ll take you out for barbecue. We can take a cab there, stuff ourselves, and take a cab back. We’ll get off at the corner and walk the twenty minutes back before we get back to studying.”

“Really?” Jiang Cheng could feel his own eyes glowing. To be fair, he hadn’t been eating any less lately; Gu Fei either did the cooking himself or got them all sorts of takeout for dinner. But barbecue would forever have the strongest hold on Jiang Cheng’s heart. “Pork belly, fatty veal, pork belly, fatty veal…”

“Really.” Gu Fei nodded. “But you have to agree to control yourself. I don’t want you to end up with an upset stomach from too much greasy food.”

Jiang Cheng chuckled. “But, like, why are you such a worrywart, Grandma Gu?”

“Is it my fault that my grandson is always stirring up trouble?”

“Oh, shut up!” Jiang Cheng reached over and flicked Gu Fei’s forehead with his finger.

He did this openly, since their desk was piled so high with books that they’d formed a fortress around them. When they were both slumped over their desk and turned toward each other, it felt like they were in their own little world. And a tiny world it was, surrounded by towers of books—an experience unique to this moment in time. 

Staring at the tip of Gu Fei’s nose, Jiang Cheng reached out again and touched it gently.
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Characters

 

JIANG CHENG 蒋丞

“Returned” by his adoptive parents, he moves to the Steelworks in the middle of his eleventh-grade school year to live with his birth father and attend Fourth High.

 

GU FEI 顾飞

Jiang Cheng’s new deskmate and infamous in the neighborhood for his ruthlessness. He lives with his mother and little sister, and also attends Fourth High.

 

FAMILY

 

GU MIAO 顾淼: Gu Fei’s younger sister. Loves to skateboard; only speaks to Gu Fei. 

GU FEI’S MOTHER: Harbors a naive dream of finding true love. 

LI BAOGUO 李保国: Jiang Cheng’s birth father, a noisy, alcoholic gambler.

LI HUI 李辉: Jiang Cheng’s older brother.

LI QIAN 李倩: Jiang Cheng’s older sister.

SHEN YIQING 沈一清: Jiang Cheng’s former adoptive mother.

 

PAN ZHI 潘智: Jiang Cheng’s best friend.

 

STEELWORKS

 

DING ZHUXIN 丁竹心: Gu Fei’s childhood friend and former neighbor.

LI YAN 李炎: Gu Fei’s friend.

FRESH OUT OF JAIL 不是好鸟: Four of Gu Fei’s friends—Liu Fan 刘帆, Luo Yu 罗宇, Zhao Yihui 赵一辉, and Chen Jie 陈杰. They are older than him and aren’t currently in school.

MONKEY: A street thug who leads a gang in their neighborhood.

JIANG BIN 江滨: Also known as “Wild Boar Head,” Monkey’s delinquent younger cousin.

 

SCHOOL

 

LAO-XU 老徐: Xu Qicai 徐齐才—, Class Eight’s homeroom teacher and Chinese teacher.

LAO-LU 老鲁: Class Eight’s English teacher.

WANG XU 王旭: Also known as Wang Jiuri 王九日, Jiang Cheng and Gu Fei’s classmate and friend.

LU XIAOBIN 卢晓斌: One of the Class Eight basketball players. Tall and broad.

GUO XU 郭旭: One of the Class Eight basketball players.

ZHOU JING 周敬: Jiang Cheng and Gu Fei’s classmate who sits at the desk in front of them.

YI JING 易静: The class president.

 

Diminutives, Nicknames, and Name Tags:

-GE/GEGE: Used to refer to older boys or men in an informal way. Literally means “older brother.”

-JIE/JIEJIE: Used to refer to older girls or women in an informal way. Literally means “older sister.”

LAO-: Usually added as a prefix to a surname as a familiar way of referring to someone older. (e.g. Lao-Xu)

ER-: Added as a prefix to a second child’s name (e.g., Er-Miao).

-ER: Added as a suffix to turn a name into a familiar diminutive (e.g., Cheng-er).

DA-: Added as a prefix to a name as a sign of respect, especially for someone older (e.g., Da-Fei).

-ZONG: Usually used as a suffix for CEOs or people of high rank. Students attach it to the end of a surname to refer casually to a teacher, indicative of their rapport (e.g., Xu-zong).

NAME-DOUBLING: A cute way to nickname someone, adults often use this with very young children (e.g., Chengcheng).




Glossary

 

MAINLAND CHINESE SCHOOL SYSTEM

 

SCHOOL YEARS AND EXAMS: Most Chinese students go through six years of elementary school (小学), followed by three years of middle school (初中) and three years of high school (高中). At the end of middle school, all students who wish to proceed to regular high schools will take the standardized high school entrance exams (zhongkao, 中考). The first nine years from grade one to grade nine are mandatory education. After grade nine, those who don’t make it into the regular high schools will either start working or enter a vocational or trade school, or a technical college. Students at the end of regular high school will then take the university entrance exams (gaokao, 高考) for admission to domestic universities. The gaokao is widely considered the single most important event in a young Chinese person’s life and their best opportunity at crossing the class divide.

 

HIGH SCHOOL STREAMING: In most regular high schools, classes are sorted first by streams (STEM or humanities), then by academic performance. This sorting usually happens before the first or second year of high school, after which the students largely stay with the same class throughout their high school years. Each class has a homeroom teacher who is responsible for that class, in addition to their usual teaching duties, and will stay with the same class of students, progressing through the years until the students graduate.

 

SCHOOL SESSIONS, CLASSES, AND PERIODS: A school day typically runs from early morning until noon, with a two hour break for lunch and midday naps, then continues from afternoon to evening. In addition to lessons, there are daily periods set aside for quiet study called “self-study” periods. The average public school class is made up of anywhere from forty to sixty students. As a result, teachers standing in the front of the classroom often use a microphone to project their voice, as they sometimes find it difficult to be heard, especially from the back rows.

 

NORTHEAST CHINA (DONGBEI)

 

INDUSTRIALIZATION: The northeast was once considered China’s industrial hub. In the late 1990s and early 2000s, economic changes—namely the privatization and consolidation of state-owned enterprises—led to a collapse of the manufacturing sector all over the country, especially the three provinces in the northeast. Many cities were devastated by massive layoffs, affecting millions of workers. Run Wild takes place in a bleak, post-industrialized city, living in the aftermath of this economic transition. In its heyday, there would’ve been a full community centered around factories similar to the Steelworks, with dedicated housing, childcare, healthcare, and social spaces, all in service of the factories and their workers. Now, the same neighborhood is populated by impoverished families struggling to eke out a living—including people like Li Baoguo, who turn to drinking and gambling to while away their time.

 

GENERAL TERMS

 

BREAKFAST STALLS: Although some families will get up and make breakfast, most working people and people without kids will often get their breakfast from a congregation of breakfast stalls, often readily available in residential areas but only during limited hours of the early morning. There are a wide variety of foods found at the breakfast stalls: dumplings, soup dumplings, tofu pudding, fried dough fritters, fried pancakes, braised beef, soy milk, vermicelli, congee, and more. A common combination is a doughy or crispy food like a fried dough fritter paired with a liquid like soy milk or congee.

 

FACE: Mianzi (面子), generally translated as “face,” is an important concept in Chinese society. It is a metaphor for a person’s reputation and can be extended to further descriptive metaphors. For example, “having face” refers to having a good reputation, and “losing face” refers to having one’s reputation hurt. Meanwhile, “giving face” means deferring to someone else to help improve their reputation, while “not wanting face” implies that a person is acting so poorly or shamelessly that they clearly don’t care about their reputation at all. “Thin face” refers to someone easily embarrassed or prone to offense at perceived slights. Conversely, “thick face” refers to someone not easily embarrassed and immune to insults.




Footnotes

 

Chapter 83

[1] “Red Sun” is a Cantonese pop classic sung by Hacken Lee. A popular choice for karaoke, it’s known for its fast pace.

 

Chapter 84

[2]  Lyric from the song “Seaman” by Zheng Zhihua.

 

[3] Lyrics from the song “Beautiful” by Leehom Wang.

 

Chapter 92

[4] Lyrics from the song “Happy Hometown” sung by Chen Ming.

 

Chapter 96

[5] “Winter Jasmine” (迎春花) sung by Timi Zhuo, a song to usher in the new year.

 

[6] “A Prosperous and Auspicious Chinese New Year” (发财发福中国年), originally sung by China Dolls.

 

[7]  “Step by Step Higher” (步步高) is a traditional Cantonese orchestral piece composed by Lui Man Shing.

 

[8] Lyrics from “Persistence” (倔强), a song by Mayday.

 

Chapter 99

[9]  A classic traditional Chinese medicine formula commonly sold in vials of oral solution, ready-made packets of powder, or pills. It’s usually used to nourish qi and blood, to alleviate fatigue, anemia, and appetite loss, and boost energy in general.

 

[10]  The total number of available points on a set of university entrance exams is 750. See appendix for more details about the university entrance exams system.
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